Whoever Believes
A Study of Faith Used Comprehensively in the NT

We have been posting the titles for my sermons on the sign in front of the church building the past few years and visitors have attended as a result of what has been posted. But, nothing so far has generated discussion in the community like what happened recently when we posted this: “Whoever Believes Has Eternal Life”. These words, of course, come from John 3:15-16. They are taken directly from the Bible, and yet, some of our members reported that their friends were asking about what they saw on the sign. These friends were asking, “Does the Church of Christ teach faith only like the Baptists do?” They knew this couldn’t be right and wondered why we would put those words on the sign. Isn’t it interesting that words right out of the Bible caused such a discussion? We are hoping now that these friends will take time to listen to the recording of that sermon. (You can hear a recording on my website: TheGoodTeacher.com/2014 Sermons)
The word “faith” is often misunderstood in the religious world today. Many think “faith only” when they read “faith” in the New Testament. Many read Bible texts with the word “believe” in it (and no other action mentioned) and conclude “faith only”. We must remember the words of James 2:19: “the demons also believe, and shudder”. What someone, like a demon, may believe alone is not acceptable, nor does it save. The problem with many in the religious world today is that they have not been taught properly that the word “faith” or “believe” is often used comprehensively in the NT. When used comprehensively, “faith” or “believe” includes all that God wants us to do to be saved and stay saved.


Sometimes the word “faith” is used objectively in the NT to mean “the faith” (Acts 6:9; Ephesians 4:5; Jude 3, etc.). “The faith” is the gospel or the body of teaching contained in the 27 books of the NT. Sometimes the word “faith” is used specifically in the NT to mean something particular that is believed (John 8:24; 12:42; 1 John 5:1, 5; etc.). For example, Jesus said to the Jews of his day that they must believe that he is the great “I am” or they would not be saved (John 8:24). A few times in the NT the word “faith” is used personally to mean a private scruple, opinion, or conscience (Romans 14:1, 2, 22-23). Here, the word “faith” means a personal conviction that is believed with complete confidence, such as eating meat or not eating meat. Finally, the word “faith” is used comprehensively to mean obedience to all that God wants us to do to be saved (John 3:16). It is this comprehensive use of “faith” that we want to examine more closely in this article.

How or why can “faith” (from the Greek noun pistis) and “believe” (from the Greek verb pisteuo) be used broadly or comprehensively to include specific actions of obedience? What makes this claim any different from the one who says that “faith” means “faith only”? Let us consider four Bible facts about the use of the word “faith” and “believe” that establish this claim.

First, the word “believe” is sometimes used comprehensively because it is found by itself in contexts where obedience to other things is taught. Take for example the well-known passage of John 3:16: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth on him should not perish, but have eternal life.” This verse is often abused and misused today to say that “faith only” saves. But, look at the context around this verse. Start reading at John 3 and verse 1 and consider what Jesus has been saying to Nicodemus. Note especially verses 14 and 15. Jesus compares believing in him (verses 15 and 16) with the story of Moses and the serpent in the wilderness (verse 14). And what do we learn from Moses and the serpent in the wilderness (Numbers 21:4-9)? We learn that obedience is a part of belief. The text reads: “and it came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he looked unto the serpent of brass, he lived” (Numbers 21:9). “When he looked”, he lived; that is, when he obeyed, he lived. “Whoever believes” in John 3:15 and 3:16 means whoever obeys just as the Israelites obeyed in Numbers 21:9.

The same point is illustrated in the examples of conversion in the book of Acts. “Believe” is found in examples where obedience to other things is also taught. Look at the example of the Jews on Pentecost (Acts 2:37-44), Cornelius (Acts 10:43-48), the Philippian jailor (Acts 16:30-34), the Corinthians (Acts 18:8 with 1 Corinthians 1:14), and the Ephesians (Acts 19:2-5). These examples show how “believe” is used in a context along with hearing the gospel, repentance, and baptism. In these examples, to “believe”, is to hear the gospel, repent of one’s sins, and be baptized for the remission of sins. Another example comes from Romans 10:4-21. The saints at Rome had become Christians because they “believed”. Paul writes: “to everyone that believeth” (10:4) and “whosoever believeth” (10:11). Those in Rome who “believed” were those who heard the “word of faith” that was preached (10:8; see also 10:14-15, 17), used their mouth to “confess” Jesus as Lord (10:9-10), called upon the name of the Lord (10:12-13), and were baptized (6:3-6, 17). Those who did not “believe” were those who did not “hearken” (10:16), those who were “disobedient” (10:21).

Second, the word “believe” is sometimes used comprehensively because it refers to believing the words of Jesus and keeping (obeying) those words. Man’s definition of “believe” today is something like: “Accept Jesus as your personal savior…” But, Jesus’ own definition of “believe” is this: “But if ye believe not his writings, how shall ye believe my words?” (John 5:47). To “believe” in Jesus (particularly in the book of John), is to “believe” Jesus’ own words (John 2:22; 3:12; 4:41, 50; 5:24, 38; 8:31-32; 14:10; and 17:8). So, what are Jesus’ words regarding salvation? What do the words of Jesus teach regarding salvation? Jesus said that confession is necessary (Matthew 10:32), repentance is necessary (Luke 13:5), and baptism is necessary (John 3:3-5; Mark 16:15-16). To “believe” in Jesus is to do what he says and confess, repent, and be baptized. This point is confirmed by the cases of conversion found later in the NT. There is an emphasis on hearing, believing, and obey the words of Jesus’ apostles (John 17:20; Acts 4:4; 13:48; 15:7; 1 Corinthians 15:2; Ephesians 1:13; and 1 Thessalonians 2:13). “Believe” is not merely some mental acceptance of a truth, it is an acceptance of Jesus’ words and then an obedience to those words.

Third, the word “faith” is sometimes used comprehensively because, by nature, “faith” is active and obedient to what is believed. “Faith” is used in the text for what is believed and obeyed. Look at the examples of faith in Hebrews 11 starting with Abel in verse 4. Abel “offered”, Noah “prepared an ark”, Abraham “obeyed” and “offered up Isaac”, Moses “refused”, and the Israelites “compassed about” Jericho. All these people did what they did “by faith”. They lived by faith and they died “in” (according to) faith (11:13). Their faith, by nature, was active, working, and obedient. “Faith” is active, working, and obedient (Galatians 5:6; 1 Thessalonians 1:3; James 1:3; 2:14-26; and Revelation 2:19). The author of Hebrews wrote: “he that cometh to God must believe that he is…” (11:6). “Must believe” in this context means that one must have a “faith” that obeys just like the others who obeyed in the same chapter.

Fourth, the word “believe”, like other actions, can be mentioned by itself with reference to salvation, but that does not mean “believe alone.” For example, the gospel saves (Romans 1:16), but not the gospel alone. The blood of Jesus saves (Romans 5:9), but not the blood of Jesus alone. Confession saves, but not confession alone (Romans 10:9-10). Grace and mercy save, but not grace and mercy alone (Ephesians 2:6-8; Titus 3:5). The implanted word saves, but not the word alone (James 1:21). Water baptism saves, but not baptism alone (1 Peter 3:20-21). We are never to read one word in a verse and attribute all of salvation to that one word alone. We examine all that the NT teaches about salvation (not just one word in one verse like John 3:16), then we teach a comprehensive understanding of all it takes to be saved.

“Believe”, like all Bible words, must be used and defined in accordance with scripture, not as man would define it today. If you were taught that “believe” means “faith only,” then you were taught wrong and you are not truly saved. “Believe” (found by itself in a verse like John 3:16) is sometimes used broadly or comprehensively in the NT to mean all that God wants us to do to be saved and stay saved. It is this biblical “faith” that I would encourage you to have and exhibit in your life. And after you truly “believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ”, what are you to do next? John says that you are to live a life of loving one another and keeping the Lord’s commandments (1 John 3:23-24).
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