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One of my seminary professors, Dr. Gerhard Forde (who died many years ago), talked often 

about what he termed “ladder theology.”  Ladder theology, according to Dr. Forde, is that ever 

popular thinking and idea that we as human beings can somehow climb our way to God. 

 

The thinking or idea that by doing good things—worshipping faithfully; loving my neighbor; 

giving some money to good causes—that these good and even God-like things actually help me 

climb the ladder closer to God; the belief that there must be a payoff for doing good works. 

 

This theology often then progresses in our minds where we think that since these good works 

help us climb closer to God; on the other hand then the bad and sinful things we do must cause 

us to go down a rung or two.  Therefore we rationalize that we simply need to do more good 

things than bad; this will then keep us in the acceptable range as far as God is concerned. 

 

Our minds then complete this rationalization by surmising—No, I’m certainly not perfect; also 

I’m not a religious fanatic or holy-two-shoes like some people I know; yet I’m also not as sinful 

and bad as lots of other people—at least I go to church pretty often. 

 

Therefore since I’m honest about the fact that I’m not perfect (even though I’m not one of those 

boring Christians that can’t have any ‘fun’ like I do) I am so much better than so many terrible 

individuals in our world.  Therefore since I’m not perfect yet not evil; since I'm doing the best I 

can I must then be in the average/acceptable range on the ladder and will therefore be saved. 

 

Have you ever rationalized like this?  Yet Dr. Forde reminded us that according to Scripture 

there is no ladder; there is no way to climb or work our way to God; there is no acceptable range 

or grading system.  The truth is God did away with this ladder theology by sending Jesus to live 

the perfect life on our behalf; to offer us his free gift of grace to be received simply by faith. 

 

In our reading through the New Testament as part of our year-long Walk Through The Bible we 

have now come to the Letter to the Hebrews, Chapter 11, which is a great chapter on faith.  In 

this chapter, verse 6 it says “And without faith it is impossible to please God.” 

 

This truth is that none of us can climb our way to God.  Our salvation and relationship with God 

is not based at all on our good actions.  It doesn’t matter if we’re a pastor, a pope, a Bible study 

leader; it’s not what we do, it is only through having faith in God; faith in all he has done for us  

through Jesus Christ our Savior. 

 

Yet this idea of faith can often be kind of vague in our minds.  What does it mean to have faith?  

Is faith some kind of intellectual thinking that is centered in me knowing lots of things about 

God?  Or on the other hand is it centered more in some kind of blind trust in God; in being 

convinced that he is somehow in charge? 

 



The truth that is important to realize is that faith has both of these components.  Hebrews 11:1 

says, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  Faith is 

both knowing God in our minds/hearts and also trusting him for what we aren't able to see in the 

future.  Yet how can you have that kind of faith? 

 

I read an interview onetime with well-known pastor and author John Ortberg.  In this interview 

he talked about these two truths, grace and faith, by using the analogy of the differences between 

a motorboat, a raft and a sailboat.  In the case of a motorboat I’m in charge. 

 

Using this motorboat idea of faith and spiritual life I am the one who determines how fast I'm 

going and in which direction.  I believe that if I’m just religious/pious enough; if I pray and have 

enough quiet time then I can make faith and my life-transformation happen on my own. 

 

Other people according to Ortberg are like they are floating on a raft.  If you ask them to do 

anything to further solidify their faith; if you ask them to to take some initiative--to grow and 

deepen their trust in Jesus they push back by saying, “No, I’m not into works; I’m into grace.” 

 

As a result these individuals just drift along.  This of course is often the Lutheran response to this 

message that we cannot climb our way to God and that we are saved by God’s grace.  We believe 

that we can simply do our own thing; we can simply go through the motions as far a church and 

spiritual disciplines; we surmise that God’s grace will save us no matter what. 

 

Yet the third analogy according to Ortberg is that of a sailboat.  In a sailboat you don’t move 

except for the wind.  Your only hope of moving at all is centered in the wind and you cannot 

control the wind; you are completely unable to manufacture the wind.  Jesus tells us in John 3 

about the Holy Spirit blowing like the wind. 

 

Therefore God’s grace, power and love come to us like the wind, and this wind of the Spirit 

blows in directions and in power/intensity as it wills.  Our response by faith therefore is to trust 

Jesus; to be open to his wind of leading.  It is to open our lives and sails to his love so he will fill 

us with new life. 

 

Using this analogy our faith only develops and grows as we take some initiative to read and 

study God’s word; only as we discern where his wind is working in us as well as in the lives of 

others and his church.  It develops and grows as we determine how God wants us to set our sails; 

as we allow the power of his Spirit to work in and through us. 

 

It is true, isn't it,  that we would most often like to be in the motorboat where we are in charge?  

Wouldn't I rather tell people I live by faith yet then rely on my own will and personal likes to 

direct me?  In the name of Jesus I can then say that God wants me to do this or that; that this is 

what his church should be doing; yet it is really me in control. 

 

Faith, however, is not like that.  It is instead surrendering our wills and trusting God.  It is getting 

our own selves and agendas out of the way; it is relying on God’s direction and leading.  It is 

praying and discerning God’s will and plan, then following him wherever he wants to lead. 

 

Faith, it is true, never centers in us; in our wants, desires, or even in our religious agendas.  

Rather, faith always centers in God; in his glory; in his will and purpose.  Faith that is truly faith 

puts God and his Bible word of truth first in all we do. 



 

How then do we aim to please God?—we do it by faith.  Therefore as we are involved in loving, 

serving and giving to others we don’t do this to climb a ladder; rather we do these things in 

response to God’s love; we do them joyfully out of faith; we do them to give God the glory. 

 

That’s the reason why faith in Jesus transforms our entire existence.  When the focus is on us we 

then go to worship wondering what I can get out of it; we may be thinking that I am somehow 

doing God a favor; we see ourselves as an audience where we are able to critique the music or 

the message.  When I am the focus my consumer mentality kicks in and I want the worship, the 

message, the music as I like it. 

 

However when I truly worship out of faith and love for God I want him to get all the glory.  I am 

not focused on my own likes and dislikes; rather I am praying that people who may not be like 

me; those who have different tastes in worship styles and music that they too will be reached and 

come to know Jesus by faith. 

 

Rick Warren says that as believers, as those who live by faith sing the hymns and songs with all 

their praise and glory; as those who live by faith pray diligently before and during the service 

(for the message, the preacher, the musicians, that God would work through them) then God’s 

wind and power are released. 

 

This is one of the reasons, I believe, that there is often so little joy as well as so few miracles, 

which happen in typical Lutheran worship services.  The truth is that if we only come to add a 

rung to our ladder; to hear some musical performance; to hear a nice message I like then worship 

is focused on you.  No wonder the Holy Spirit has such a difficult time breaking through. 

 

In churches however where people of faith come to focus completely on God; where everything 

they do from greeting people, to singing, to praying is done for God’s glory and for his message 

of truth to reign, miracles happen in those churches.  Even if the pastor’s sermon is marginal; if a 

music piece isn’t great miracles occur because God’s wind of power is set free. 

 

This of course is also true of every other area of life.  When I drive and control my life boat, 

along with my church involvement, it leads to an empty and dead-end road.  Yet as I surrender 

my life to Jesus; as I open my sails by faith in him his wind of power can come and lead me in 

ways I can never imagine.  Faith is discerning God’s will and allowing him to lead. 

 

How about you, my friend?  Are you trying to drive and control the motorboat in your spiritual 

life?  Do you believe you should  be able to decide what you think God should do in you and 

what he should do in his church?  Either that or do you just drift along on the grace raft, simply 

justifying your lifestyle with the claim—“Well, I’m saved by grace no matter what I do.” 

 

My friends, God calls you today to surrender your life to his love, to get off the ladder and allow 

him to save you.  He calls you to put your faith and trust in Jesus, to live for him and for his 

glory.  He calls you to open your sails of faith and allow this wind of his Holy Spirit to fill you; 

to empower you; to lead you.  Hebrews 11:6 says, “Without faith it is impossible to please God.” 

  

 

  


