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had the pleasure of growing up in golf around one of the bluntest, fun-

niest lovers of the game you could ever meet. He’d give you the world
in helping you to get better—but his world included a dose of reality
that kept you on your toes.

Among this mentor’s continuing themes was this: Show me the num-
bers. He loved a good meal and was willing to sit through all the stories
of the day told over dinner, but if you started to tell your story before
coming clean with your score, he’d cut you off. “What did you shoot?”
he demanded. “That’s all T asked.”

Numbers are a big part of the game we love. Eighteen numbers make
up your scorecard’s total. And twenty scores are sorted to form your
handicap index.

Now let’s stretch your knowledge about that index, because among
golfers it can be a mark of prowess.

Handicap indexes are not meant for general consumption. They
don’t compare so well from course to course, especially if the courses
are regularly played from quite different distances. More than that, the
USGA explains that their purpose isn’t really meant for large stroke play
events, where one higher handicapper will typically shoot a great round
aided by plenty of strokes and run away from the field. No, indexes were
principally designed to facilitate one-on-one match play.

All of which leads us to say, even the best statistical measure of who
you are as a golfer is not a great measure at all. Besides, you might be
a whole lot happier about golf if you invented an “enjoyment quotient”
and succeeded at that!

hat can be harder still is to find a measure for your growth in the

faith—by which we mean, your walk with Jesus Christ. Supposed
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measurements like church attend-
ance, participation in a small group,
or “personal time in the Word” can
seem like modern forms of legalism,
where the purpose of practicing these
disciplines might be little more than
the feeding of our pride.

be “in the faith,” a term we can cease
placing in quotation marks if we take
it as our own and not just Paul’s.
First, we should recognize that to
be one who is now in the faith is to say
that you were formerly one who was

not in the faith. Paul’s own change of

The most adamant way to “'contend for the faith”

is to speak of it clearly and live it visibly.

The difficulty, however, is that we
are supposed to have a sense of how
we're doing when it comes to our
faith. The apostle Paul wrote to the
Corinthians: “Examine yourselves
to see whether you are in the faith;
test yourselves. Do you not realize
that Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of
course, you fail the test?” (2 Corinthi-
ans 13:5, ESV).

This passage tells us three impor-
tant things:

1) We can run a test of whether we

are “in the faith”

2) We can conduct this test by ex-

amining ourselves

3) Those who pass the test are in-

dwelt by Jesus

That final promise is wonderful,
and obviously what Paul was desiring
his readers to find for themselves. And
since those readers now include us,
we too should be heartily interested
in whether we have Jesus resident in
us. After all, there is no other authen-
tic description of a “Christian.”

But ahead of that promise comes
the test. So let us turn to more of
Scripture to find a definition of what
it means to be “in the faith” and to see
how we might determine whether

we are truly there.

TOBE ‘INTHE FAITH
We do good work by beginning with

an investigation of what it means to

heart' is helpful here, for we know
from the accounts of Acts that while
he was devout in his following of the
Jewish traditions of the Pharisees, he
was a leader in persecuting—and ar-
ranging for the persecution of—what
was a new Jewish sect, the Way. Those
who professed to be part of the Way
differentiated themselves by saying
that the awaited Messiah (Savior or
King) of the Jewish people had in-
deed arrived and that he was Jesus
of Nazareth. For this reason, he was
no longer only a carpenter or rabbi,
but rather “the Anointed One”—in
Greek, Cristos; in English, Christ.

Paul was among the many Jews of
his time who made no such room for
Messianic claims in regard to Jesus.
They saw him as dead, crucified by
the Roman government, and thus im-
possibly their king. Those of the Way,
however, claimed Jesus to be risen
from the dead. What eventually hap-
pened is that Paul, while traveling the
road to Damascus to extend his per-
secution, had a firsthand encounter

with the risen Jesus and immediately

"While the expression “change of
heart” can be a soft one, we mean it
here spiritually and quite strongly, with
the wholesale work of change being
done by God, and we employ it as op-
posed to the term “conversion,” which is
sometimes offensive to our friends in the
Jewish community.
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began to preach that Jesus was the
Promised One, both Savior and now
Lord. It didn’t take long for this rep-
utation to spread. About those who
got wind of Paul’s change, he himself
wrote: “They only heard this report:
‘The man who formerly persecuted
us is now preaching the faith he once
tried to destroy’” (Galatians 1:23).
Paul had quite definitely moved from
outside faith in Jesus Christ to inside
that faith.

Next, we recognize in Scripture
that “the faith” came with a set of pa-
rameters and that people could be
encouraged to develop their under-
standing and practice of these mat-
ters. Chief among these was that their
faith be placed in Jesus and in the fact
that his grace-enacted crucifixion and
resurrection had purchased their sal-
vation. The practice of this faith came
through a patterning of one’s life af-
ter Jesus’ teachings and personal ex-
ample.

Such a faith had several notable
components. First, it could be

encouraged :

They preached the gospel in that city
and won a large number of disci-
ples. Then they returned to Lystra,
Iconium and Antioch, strengthening
the disciples and encouraging them
to remain true to the faith. (Acts
14:21-22)

Second, it could be strengthened (or,
in the Greek stereoo: made solid or

firm):

So the churches were strengthened in
thefaith and grew daily in numbers.
(Acts 16:5)

And third, it was to be contended
for:



Dear friends, although I was very
eager to write to you about the sal-
vation we share, I felt compelled to
write and urge you to contend for the
faith that was once for all entrusted
to God’s holy people. (Jude 1:3)

The faith, then, was not just a nice
idea, held to in the minds of those
who believed. It had transcendent
purpose and practical functionality. It
could waver in its strength, with both
conflicting teachings (such as legalism
in Paul’s time and universalism in our
own) and a person’s own sinful living
contributing to a weakening of one’s
adherence to the faith. Certainly if a

person makes habits of acting apart
from faith or in dismissal of the clear
examples of Jesus, this can establish
contrary masters to the Lord and un-
dermine both one’s own faith and the
faith as a whole in the eyes of those
who watch supposed believers act in
unbelief. The most adamant way to
“contend for the faith”is to speak of it
clearly and live it visibly.

This all may beg a key question that
we will address before closing this
section and that is, What is the differ-
ence between living “in the faith”and liv-
ing “in_faith?” Undoubtedly, “the faith”
includes faith, that is “the assurance

of things hoped for and the evidence

of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1).
But one may place faith in one’s self
(as in having faith in one’s ability to
pick the next profitable investment
or hit a ball straight down a narrow
fairway). To be in the faith, as we are
discussing it, is to place one’s trust in
Jesus Christ for all things, beginning
with faith for eternal salvation, but
advancing in faith that he will lead and
equip you in all matters as you walk
out your days on this earth. You may
place your faith in something other
than this, including in a different reli-
gious leader, but this is not “the faith”
that Paul and the other apostles were

pursuing.
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In the end, we realize that we have

not given you an “index” for your

faith. We cannot say of one believer,
“she is a 6.4” while anotherisa 12.1.

As with golf, those who are new to
“the game” will have many rough edg-

es and be prone to error. Yet these are

often the people with the most energy
for the work and the greatest enthusi-
asm for getting it done. In the commu-
nity of the faith, the mature in Christ
mentor those who are newer, and the
young bring excitement to us all!

What we hope to have done is
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allow you to see that Paul was not
speaking metaphorically when he
challenged the Corinthians to put
themselves to the test. By the lens of
God’s Word, we can see ourselves as
God sees us and move to becoming

more like his Son, Jesus Christ.




