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Chapter 1 - Going
to Heaven on Someone Else's Shoulders






The 2006 edition
of Operation World estimates that 81.5% of North Americans consider
themselves to be Christian. This represents approximately 259
million people. Forty-eight million of these, however, have no
church affiliation. Let's be realistic about these figures. Not
everyone affiliated with a Christian church is truly Christian.
There will always be those who attend church on Sunday whose faith
is not real.

This brings us to
an important question. Why do these individuals claim to be
Christian if they do not practice their faith? While I cannot
answer for them, I would expect that most of them would consider
themselves to be Christian because they were born into a Christian
family. They feel that because they were born of Christian parents
they are Christians (as opposed to Hindu or Muslim). For many
people, you are born into your faith in the same way that you are
born into your nationality. I am Canadian because I was born of
Canadian parents and I have never renounced my citizenship. Many
people see their faith in this way. Unless you decide to change
your faith, you remain what you were when you were born whether you
practice this faith or not.

It is true that
this is how things work with regard to our nationality. To be a
Canadian, all I have to do is to be born of Canadian parents. As
long as I do not renounce my citizenship, I will always be a
Canadian. As a Canadian, I enjoy the privileges of citizenship. I
am protected by Canada's laws and enjoy her freedom. Is this how it
works, however, with regard to my faith? Can I call myself a
Christian and expect to enjoy the privileges of Christianity simply
because I was born in a Christian home?

To answer this
question, I would like to look at two Old Testament passages found
in the book of Ezekiel.

The first passage
is found in Ezekiel 14.12-18:

Ezekiel
14:12-18 (NIV) The word of the LORD came to me: “Son of man, if a
country sins against me by being unfaithful and I stretch out my
hand against it to cut off its food supply and send famine upon it
and kill its men and their animals, even if these three men—Noah,
Daniel and Job—were in it, they could save only themselves by their
righteousness, declares the Sovereign LORD. “Or if I send wild
beasts through that country and they leave it childless and it
becomes desolate so that no one can pass through it because of the
beasts, as surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, even if
these three men were in it, they could not save their own sons or
daughters. They alone would be saved, but the land would be
desolate. “Or if I bring a sword against that country and say, ‘Let
the sword pass throughout the land,’ and I kill its men and their
animals, as surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, even if
these three men were in it, they could not save their own sons or
daughters. They alone would be saved.

What does this
passage tell us? God told the prophet Ezekiel that when his people
turned their backs on him and he responded in judgement, no one
would be able to save them. Noah, Daniel and Job would not be able
to save their own children on the day of God's wrath. What was it
about these three men that merited mention in this passage? Genesis
6:9 tells us that Noah was "just and perfect in his generation and
Noah walked with God." When his enemies sought to find fault with
Daniel, they could find none (Daniel 6.4-5). God said of Job that
there was "none like him in the earth, a perfect and an upright
man." (Job 1:8) These three men were exemplary in their spiritual
lives. They loved God and lived entirely for him. Their faith would
save them in the day of God's wrath; their children however, would
die because of their sin. When God's judgement was poured out on
the inhabitants of Israel, it would not matter who their parents
were. If these children were guilty before God, they would suffer
the consequences. The faith of their parents would not save them in
the day of God’s wrath.

Will a criminal be
pardoned simply because his father or mother has never broken the
law? Each person is judged according to his or her own deeds. Faith
and nationality are very different. While I may be guaranteed
citizenship in Canada because my parents were Canadians, I will
never be guaranteed citizenship in heaven on this basis. Faith
relates to a personal standing before God. It has nothing to do
with my parents.

Consider another
example of this in Ezekiel 18:10-14. Ezekiel speaks here about the
son of a righteous man:

Ezekiel 18:10-13
(NIV) “Suppose he has a violent son, who sheds blood or does any of
these other things (though the father has done none of them):

“He eats at the
mountain shrines. He defiles his neighbor's wife. He oppresses the
poor and needy. He commits robbery. He does not return what he took
in pledge. He looks to the idols. He does detestable things. He
lends at usury and takes excessive interest. Will such a man live?
He will not! Because he has done all these detestable things, he
will surely be put to death and his blood will be on his own
head."

This passage tells
us that if a godly man had a son who did not live according to
God’s standards, that son will perish. The father's faith and godly
life will not be credited to his son's account. “The soul who sins
is the one who will die" (Ezekiel 18.4).

What does all of
this tell us? It tells us that we cannot go to heaven on someone
else's shoulders. Faith is not like our citizenship. We are not
physically born into faith. We will not go to heaven because our
parents were true Christians. Faith is not passed on through the
genes. It is a personal matter between us and God.

The Bible tells us
that the one thing we did inherit from our parents is sin.

Psalm 51:5
(NIV) Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother
conceived me.

Because they have
inherited our sinful nature, our children will be separated from
God and under his judgement. This nature has been passed on to us
from our parents. Our children, in turn, will pass it on to their
children. Until we personally renounce our sin and turn our hearts
over to the Lord Jesus we will be citizens of the kingdom of this
world and foreigners to the kingdom of God.

All too many
people are trying to go to heaven on someone else's shoulders. The
Bible clearly tells us that this is not possible. I ask you to look
deeply into your heart right now. Are you depending on someone else
to get you to heaven? Do you trust in your parent’s faith or some
great saint to save you in the day of God's wrath? Remember Noah,
Daniel and Job could not even save their own children. Salvation
from the judgement of sin is a matter between you and God alone.
Will you call out to God right now? Recognise your need of him.
Renounce your citizenship in the kingdom of this sinful world.
Confess your sin and ask him to accept you into his kingdom.




Chapter 2 -
Living By Someone Else's Standard


We have all felt
the pressure to conform to the opinions of those around us.
Government representatives are chosen to represent the opinion of
the majority. If you want to advance in the company where you work,
you must do what is expected of you. The pressure to conform is
evident in our youth? What they wear, the style of their hair, the
words they use, or the music they listen to is determined, for the
most part, by what the majority of their peers think. Everyone
wants to be accepted. Advertisers know that a product does not have
to be good to sell. As long as they can convince people that
everyone is using it, people will buy their product. We are a
people who are governed by what others think. Our need of
acceptance drives us to conform blindly to the majority opinion.
There is security in knowing that we are just like everyone
else.

Listening to
others can be a good thing. The writer of the book of Proverbs
tells us how important it is to seek the counsel of others in the
decisions we make:

Proverbs 11:14
(NIV) For lack of guidance a nation falls, but many advisers make
victory sure.

Proverbs 12:15
(NIV) The way of a fool seems right to him, but a wise man listens
to advice.

Proverbs 15:22
(NIV) Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they
succeed.

We are not created
to be alone. There is great wisdom in seeking the advice and
support of the larger body of Christ. Having said this, however, we
need to be aware of the danger of blind conformity. In our effort
to be accepted, the temptation is to cast aside personal
convictions. We have all too often never questioned the opinion of
the majority. We have blindly accepted the opinions of our
respected leaders. We have allowed what others think determine how
we live and what we should believe. Is this not the reason for the
success of many cults in our day?

Paul told the
Romans that "everything that does not come from faith is sin”
(Romans 14:23). What is faith? Faith is a heartfelt conviction and
assurance. Paul is telling us that when we do something without a
heartfelt conviction and assurance that what we are doing is right
before God, we are guilty of sin. Is it possible that, in our blind
conformity to the standards laid out for us by our fellow believers
and spiritual leaders, we are not acting from heartfelt
conviction?

In Paul's day
there was a debate over which days should be set aside as holy.
Believers were divided over this issue. Listen to Paul’s advice to
the Roman believers:

Romans 14:5
(NIV) One man considers one day more sacred than another; another
man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced
in his own mind.

We will not always
agree on secondary issues. What is important is that we do all
things being fully persuaded in our own mind. Paul is telling us
that we should never to do anything without a personal conviction
that it is the right thing to do. To accept blindly someone else's
reasoning is not enough. Each person must be persuaded in his or
her own mind.

Some time ago I
heard a news report about an organisation that sold research papers
to university students. Students were buying these professionally
written papers and handing them in under their own names. We would
all admit that this was morally wrong. Is it possible, however,
that we may be equally as guilty before God when we choose to take
the shortcut and let someone else tell us how to live out our
faith? Is God pleased when we do not take the time to examine the
Scriptures for ourselves? Is he honoured when we stand before him
with no personal convictions of our own, all we have is what we
have been told to believe by others? Is he glorified when our
actions, however good they may be, are based purely on the
traditions of our ancestors but do not come from our own heartfelt
convictions? Are we not like those students who wrote their names
on a work that was not their own and handed it in to their teacher?
Are we living a faith that is not really ours?

In 2 Samuel 24,
David approached a man by the name of Araunah to buy a threshing
floor. He wanted to offer a
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