Sermon for 26th September 2010 – Heb 11:1-6 ‘Choosing to believe the truth’

Let’s pray…

This morning we continue our sermon series entitled ‘Freedom in Christ’, and today we will be thinking about faith. Faith is an interesting thing in a post-Christian culture. It would be easy to think that there isn’t much faith about… And yet, I would contest that faith is not actually in short supply – faith can be found expressed in many different ways – whether the faith is religious or secular in origin, with scientists increasingly getting involved in debates around faith and belief issues. Whether it is Stephen Hawking, or Richard Dawkins, the debate around faith is high on the media agenda. 

I was chatting with an army padre recently who told me that people imagine that the conflict and terrorism that has sadly become associated with an extreme expression of faith might put people off. But his experience is that instead, it has challenged people to stop and think more deeply about what it is that they believe. He feels that we have an opportunity to talk about the Christian faith in a way which is completely fresh, in a world where faith is very much alive and well.

So, what do we think about faith? Faith can seem such a nebulous thing - we are told in Hebrews that ‘it is the evidence of things unseen’ and so, by definition can be difficult to quantify. Yet, as has been noted by others – faith is like the wind, you might not be able to see the wind, but you can see the effects of the wind
. Faith cannot be weighed and measured, yet what we believe undoubtedly shapes who we are and what we do. Like leaves moved on the tree, our actions are moulded by what we choose to believe. 

And I use the word ‘choose’ advisedly… because we most certainly have a choice – faith is not forced upon us, we ultimately make up our own mind what we choose to put our faith in. And it is basically a celebration of that choice of faith that we read in Hebrews chapter 11, beginning in those first 6 verses that we heard earlier – in fact I’m going to read them again – this time from the Contemporary English Version: 

“1Faith makes us sure of what we hope for and gives us proof of what we cannot see. 2It was their faith that made our ancestors pleasing to God.

3Because of our faith, we know that the world was made at God's command. We also know that what can be seen was made out of what cannot be seen.

4Because Abel had faith, he offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did. God was pleased with him and his gift, and even though Abel is now dead, his faith still speaks for him.

5Enoch had faith and did not die. He pleased God, and God took him up to heaven. That's why his body was never found. 6But without faith no one can please God. We must believe that God is real and that he rewards everyone who searches for him.”

This is a celebration of faith – and speaks strongly of the difference that faith makes… and we know that… When it says, ‘faith makes us sure of what we hope for and gives us proof’ we test that ourselves every day – whenever we step onto an airplane, whenever we sit down on a chair or drive over a bridge, we declare our faith that it is going to hold us and do what its designer claimed for it. Faith is an exercise in trust. But this passage reminds us that this isn’t just random faith – we are talking about something far more significant than faith in a chair, obviously… 

And yet, the chair analogy can be illuminating for a number of reasons. In terms of exercising faith and growing faith, it is helpful because we might want to ask ourselves why do we trust the chair?… We have a helpful framed note at the back of church that tells us that…. (A particular lady) created these chairs as she was studying design, so we can be fairly sure that she and a number of others checked her work diligently… We can use our observation and reason - does the chair look like it will hold me? I can also have a look about and see the evidence of chairs of the same design holding those around me – so, as long as I’m last to sit down, I’m likely to be alright! And each time I sit down, I build my confidence that it is trustworthy.

As we consider growing our Christian faith we might also want to use similar resources – we might consider its origins, do they sound trustworthy – are there witnesses and evidences to support them? Am I willing to trust that there is merit in the faith, and can I see that being lived out in those around me? And then, each time I put my faith into action I’m likely to grow in confidence that it is trustworthy. We will return to this later. 

The point at which the chair analogy falls down is in its scope – because we are discussing so sincerely our relationship of trust with an inanimate object. Our Bible reading, however, reminds us that Christian faith isn’t in an inanimate god, unlike the pagan religions – the writers of Psalms and the prophets were often reminding those around them that they worshipped idols that they have made themselves out of wood and metal.
 They ask them – how can they hope to have relationship with these idols when they have created them themselves? And it’s easy to look back into the mists of history and scoff at these poor un-enlighted folk who placed their faith in such things… and yet how much trust do we also place in inanimate objects? Are our lives shaped by things we have made by our own hands? I’ve got an inanimate object in the corner of my room that I realise I often turn to for guidance, for information and for solace and comfort… my television! Perhaps I am not so far from those pagans of the old world and of the world today. This might be a good opportunity to stop and think, to turn back and to say sorry to God for allowing ourselves to be shaped by such things. 

For unlike such idols, God is very much engaged with our journey of faith, it is part of our relationship with Him. As the writer of Hebrews says of their ancestors, it was their faith that made them pleasing to God (vs.2). And here Abel and Enoch begin a really long list of men and women who had notable faith in God, and with whom God was pleased. God being ‘pleased’ with them might sound a little smug and a strange thing to say – and yet God taking pleasure in his people is a warm reminder of the abiding relationship between those who believe and the God in whom we believe. It has another meaning too. 

The word that is used here to say that God is pleased with these individuals also has connotations of God giving favourable testimony about them – the root word ‘martureo’ occurs a number of times in this passage. So, faith is this amazingly mutual thing – whereby we don’t only declare our belief and trust in God, but he declares testimony about us too. Can you imagine? Here we are, perhaps plucking up the courage to speak the truth out loud in hard circumstances – ‘I belong to God…’ or… ‘Because of my faith in Jesus I’m afraid I’m not prepared to do that…’ or… ‘I’m a Christian and that means that I believe…’ etc. Or whatever it is that nails our colours to the mast. And in heaven, imagine… God turns to the heavenly host who surround us, “That’s Bill… I’m standing up for him… He’s mine and I am so pleased with him.” God testifying about us… Imagine…

Faith can take great courage – yet it is this mutual thing – it’s our privilege and it is an integral part of our relationship with our active and living God. So, what do you choose to believe in and how is it shaping your life? 

And just for the record, faith is different from our feelings. A while ago I went on a Myers-Briggs personality typing study day, and it confirmed what I’ve suspected for a long time – I am full of feelings – so many in fact that I don’t always have enough bags to carry them in! And, contrary to popular belief, that’s not just a ‘girl thing’. If I were to be guided by those many and varied feelings, my life would be extraordinarily chaotic! My feelings may be helpful sometimes, but they shouldn’t shape my actions – I have to choose to believe what I know is true whether it feels true or not. 

The Bible reminds us that God is completely dependable, unchanging and unshifting. No matter how we are feeling, he remains the same yesterday, today and forever (Heb. 13:8). And what he is, can’t be grasped in one second, the writer of Hebrews reminds us that even though we are in relationship with God, we still have the wonder of the world being made at God’s command – the mystery that all that we can see and touch and marvel at was made out of what ‘cannot be seen’. There is so much that is beyond our easy comprehension, and yet we are encouraged to keep searching, to keep deepening our faith. In vs 6, we are told that God rewards everyone who searches for him. This word for searching also means investigating, to be seeking out and scrutinising. This is an active search, a hunt for that which is worth looking for. 

Faith is to be an active thing for the whole of our lives – this is not about ‘Pie in the sky when you die’… Faith is about living! And each of the people mentioned in Hebrews 11 lived; they are commended for the way they lived and related to God in life. We are told in Genesis that Enoch ‘walked with’ God (Gen. 5:24), which is thought to refer to a special intimacy with God
 and we are all encouraged by the prophet Micah to live with this same kind of intimacy. He says ‘What does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.’ (Micah 6:8)

So, how can we keep walking with and growing our faith in God. Well, as we’ve heard, we’re encouraged to search – to keep learning more, reading about our faith in God – reading the Bible and other Christian books, using helpful study guides, and talking about it with others. Perhaps joining a home group, maybe reading or listening to reliable stuff online. Doing anything that sparks our interest. 

We can also grow our faith by exercising it. In his letter, James tells his readers that they need to put faith into action, to be prepared to place oneself in such a place that we need faith – he says, ‘faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead’ (James 2:17). These actions can take as many different shapes as there are people in this room of course and some of them might be more obvious than others. 

Stepping out in faith for you might mean signing up to go on a mission trip, it might even mean joining the Kiugu trip. It might mean inviting your neighbours round for a meal, or being fully honest next time someone asks you what you do with your weekends. It might mean offering to pray with someone who confides in you about the difficult time they are having. It might mean exploring that nagging sense of call that you’ve been studiously ignoring. Perhaps it means having a conversation with the person who asks you for money at the station, or choosing not to collude with practices at work that are wrong. Small or big, they all require faith that is living and active and need us to lean heavily on God.

I have to say that the things that have grown my faith the most over the years have been those times when I have taken the plunge and done something that in my own strength was far too scary and which I could only really do with God’s help – and sometimes that has been something big, like a mission trip, but I must say, sometimes it has been the smallest and most intimate of things like offering to pray with someone you know really well that can be most terrifying. And yet somehow, these are often the most incredible moments, because leaning on the One who loves us the most reminds us that He is completely trustworthy. And the more deeply we can come to trust God, the more we can allow Him to have his way, even if that means that the results aren’t as we would have expected. 

So we can place ourselves in the way of daunting situations, not knowing what God will do, but having faith in Him, trusting that He will do what is according to His will. It’s not easy, or always straightforward, but walking with God, searching Him out and entering into that relationship with the One who will be pleased with us and will even testify about us is a precious thing. But only we can make that choice to choose God. No-one can do it for us. 

There is another handout this week – with 20 reminders of assurances and encouragements that the Bible has for us - do take one with you as you go. 

Let’s pray… 

Questions:

· How do you feel faith in general is being represented in the media at the moment? How is the Christian faith in particular being treated and how do you feel about that?

· Do you agree with the army padre? How do you think discussions about faith have been affected by the actions of extremists? 

· Do you find it easy to have faith in things? In your life, what are some of the things that you exercise faith in? 

· If you were honest, are there some things - perhaps inanimate, perhaps not - that you allow to influence your life more than you should like? If you are happy to say, what are these things, and why do they have that hold? Do you see them as ‘idols’?

· Taking a moment to cast your eye over the many ancestors in the faith mentioned throughout the whole of Hebrews 11, how well can you relate to them? Can you imagine God viewing your faith with the same kind of pleasure? And if not, why is that?

· If it is the case that God gives favourable testimony about his faithful people, how does that make you feel as one of his people?

· How easy or hard do you find it to distinguish between choosing to believe and your own feelings? Can you tell of a time when this has been difficult?

· Faith is about living, and ‘walking with God’, so how are you finding the walk at the moment? 

· How might you be encouraged to grow further? If you are in a home group / small group / prayer partnership / youth group, how might those groups help you in this endeavour?

· Are there any particular ways in which you feel you could step out in faith, putting what you believe into action? How is God challenging you at the moment? And, again, how are you going to be supported in that endeavour? 

· Are there any daunting situations at the moment that you need prayer to face that you are prepared to share? 

20 Faith-full reminders:

1. The Bible says I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength. (Phil 4:13)

2. God shall supply all my needs according to His riches in glorify in Christ Jesus. (Phil 4:19)

3. God has not given me a spirit of fear, but of power, love and a sound mind. (2 Tim. 1:7)

4. I need not lack faith to fulfil my calling, knowing that God has allotted to me a measure of faith. (Rom. 12:3)

5. The Lord is the strength of my life and I will display strength and take action because I know God. (Ps. 27:1; Dan. 11:32)

6. He that is in me is greater than he that is in the world. (1 John 4:4)

7. God always leads me in triumph. (2 Cor. 2:14)

8. Christ became wisdom to me from God and God gives wisdom to me generously when I ask Him for it. (1 Cor. 1:30; James 1:5)

9. I can recall to mind God’s loving kindness, compassion and faithfulness and have hope. (Lamentations 3:21-33)

10. I can cast all my anxiety on Christ who cares for me. (1 Peter 5:7)

11. Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. (2 Cor.. 3:17; Gal. 5:1)

12. I am not condemned because I am in Christ. (Rom. 8:1)

13. Jesus is with me always and he will never leave me nor forsake me. (Matt. 28:20; Heb. 13:5)

14. Christ has redeemed me from the curse of the law that I might receive His Spirit. (Gal 3:13,14)

15. I, like Paul, can learn to be content in all my circumstances. (Phil 4:11)

16. Christ became sin on my behalf that I might become the righteousness of God in Him. (2 Cor. 5:21)

17. Nobody can be against me when God is for me. (Rom. 8:31)

18. God is the author of peace and He gives me knowledge through His indwelling Spirit. (1 Cor. 14:33; 1 Cor. 2:12)

19. I am a conqueror in all things through Christ. (Rom. 8:37)

20. I can take courage knowing that Jesus has overcome the world and its tribulations. (John 16:33)
� I believe this was attributed to Billy Graham 


� See particularly Ps 115, Ps 135, Is 37:18-20
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