Pastor Jeff Williams: February 22, 2009

Looking Under the Hood, Part IV: “God, Are You There?” Part 2.

We’re going to get into our topic this morning as we talk about, “God, Are You There?” We’re talking about the existence of God, a little two-part, three-part miniseries in our series as a whole. 

Last year I went to go see a documentary by a comedian/talk show host, Bill Maher. I don’t know if you’ve ever watched his program on television, but the documentary was called, “Religulous.” Did anybody see it? I felt I needed to see it because there might be some questions that would be raised. I knew he was going to come down hard on faith, so in case anybody saw it and it caused some doubts or concerns, I wanted to see it so I could address those. He really was looking for answers. He did the best he could sometimes. His lack of theological training really showed up; it was really apparent in some of the things he didn’t know or the way he would ask questions. Sometimes he asked the wrong people the answers to the questions or came to the wrong conclusions that contradicted what Christianity really teaches; so it was a little frustrating at times to watch it. One of the things that he was saying was: “Why is faith even important? Why even have faith? Why doesn’t God just stomp out the devil? Why doesn’t He just show Himself, manifest Himself and be done with it? Really, how relevant is faith? How important is faith?” Really, he was belittling faith or people of faith, and we want to talk about that today. We want to talk about faith; what are obstacles to faith; why it’s important; what is not and what it is in our time together today.
We talked a little bit about it. For these first few Scriptures, we’re going to kind of go through them rather quickly. In others, we’ll linger. Remember we talked about faith. We talked about Jeremiah 29:13. Remember He said to Jeremiah that “if you seek Me with all your heart, you will find Me. I will be found by you,” declares the Lord, “when you seek Me.” As we read through these, I want you to just reflect on what are some of the commonalities that we see in these Scriptures. We talked also about the Book of Acts 17:27. The Apostle Paul talks about God creating man and putting him in a certain place at a certain time. It said He did this that man might reach out and seek Him, grow for Him and find Him. He says, “Though He is not far from every one of us. God wants us to seek,” but He will show Himself to us.

Then one I think we didn’t look at last week, but I think it’s very important is Hebrews 11:6. It says, “…without faith, it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists and that He rewards those who earnestly seek Him.”

So what do we see are the commonalities? We see number one that faith is active. Faith is a verb; it’s something we do. Some of you passively sit back and say, “Well, when the circumstances are right, everything is provided for me and all the doors are open, I’ll step forward.” That’s not faith. That’s now how it works, friends. God has chosen to use the virtue of faith to teach us of Himself, to help us to learn to trust like a child. This life is training for the next, and faith is a very important component of that training-building Christ-likeness in our lives and what He is trying to do in our hearts and lives. 

Yet, some people resist faith. They have obstacles for their faith. Some would say, “Well, if God would just come down and show Himself to me, do a miracle or something, then I’ll believe.” Well, you know, Jesus did. Christianity teaches that God became a man, and He did incredible works-incredible miracles: raising people from the dead; feeding of thousands with a few fish; calming storms; and healing the blind. All of these miracles, and yet there were still so many that refused to believe. Why is that? 
The Book of John 12 gives us some clues. In John 12, Jesus is speaking about those to whom Christ gave convincing proofs, but they refused to follow. John writes in Verse 39 of Chapter 12 (page 1066 of pew Bibles) that even after Jesus had done all of these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe Him. He did so many things in their presence, so sometimes I even wonder if God did manifest Himself in that way, would that skeptic still hold on to their skepticism? Verse 39 says, “For this reason they could not believe…” 

For this reason. Because they would not believe? They could not believe. The evidence was there. There are some people that no matter how many arguments we present, we’ve talked about Creation. We’ll continue to talk about Creation in this series of order and design as a proof of the Creator. We’ll talk about Biblical prophecy. We’ll talk about the trustworthiness of the Biblical account of the Resurrection and the deity of Christ. 
We’ll address all these concerns, but no matter how many convinces and arguments you give, there are still people who will refuse to believe and do that for many reasons. The number one reason might be, “It will change and impact my lifestyle in a way that I don’t want. I like the way I live, and if there’s a God who is going to hold me accountable-if I’m going to be judged some day, then that means I’m going to have to stop doing what I’m doing; so I’ll refuse to believe because it’s going to mess up my way of life if I have to have a Lord that I answer to. I want to be my own boss. I want to be in charge of my own life.” If there are others who coming to Christ would be something that would cause them the possibility of being rejected by family or peers… Maybe you grew up in a Christian home, and so your decision to follow Christ was regarded as something to be celebrated. Others of us were not so fortunate. Maybe you grew up in a home where for you to commit your life to Christ, you’d be seen as a crazy person.
You know there are some families or even some cultures in the world where you commit your life to Christianity. In Islam they will hold a funeral for you because you’re considered dead to that family. Maybe it’s a family where atheism or agnosticism is celebrated. For you to become a person of faith, it might cause you a chance that your family members will reject you or your peers.
When I was 17 years old, I put my faith and trust in Christ, and many of my friends said, “I don’t want to be Williams’ friend anymore. I want nothing to do with that guy. He’s one of those ‘Christians’ now. I don’t want anything to do with that guy.” 

What does it say in Verse 42? It says, “Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in Him. But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; for they loved praise from men more than praise from God.”

Another reason might be pride. Anyone here ever defended yourself when you know you’re wrong? You’ve been in an argument, and they’re making points that are really good. You know you’re wrong and you’re still defending yourself? We don’t like to admit we’re wrong, do we? If somebody said, “Well, the Bible is not the Word of God” or “Christ is not Lord. He was just a man” or “the Resurrection did not take place. God does not exist.” To then turn and say, “Well, I was wrong,” is a difficult thing to do. Sometimes pride gets in the way.

There is a speaker, author, pastor by the name of Lee Stroble. He was once at Willow Creek, and is now I believe with Rick Warren at Saddleback Church in California. He was an atheist-die hard atheist at the Chicago Tribune. His job was to be a reporter and expose-get to the truth at the bottom of scandals and expose fraud; so he had a very skeptical mind. His wife became a Christian. That caused a little tension in the home. He decided that he was going to approach Christianity with the same tenacity as he went after a story for the Tribune. He was going to disprove the claims of Christ and dispute Christianity. He began to objectively-and in an unbiased-well, it was not unbiased because he was biased against Christianity. He began to investigate the claims of Christ, the truth of the Bible, the existence of God-all those things, and began to record evidence. One time, he was investigating a story for the Tribune about this man who was a criminal who supposedly had become a Christian. He interviewed police officers in Chicago who said, “He’s scum. He’s garbage. He’s ‘this.’ He’s ‘that.’ He’s just a piece of trash. Then he started a new life in another area of the country, and he interviewed the pastor, people of the church, people that knew him; and they said he was the most wonderful guy they ever met.

So he said, “Well, this guy can’t be the same guy. Something’s going on. He is pulling a con move here.” He said, “I’m going to get to the bottom of it. I’m going to expose this guy.”

His wife said, “The reason you want to come after him-is it because it couldn’t happen or because you don’t want it to happen? Because you don’t think Christianity is true?” 

He got all defensive, but she was right. Later on, by the way, he did meet the man; and they eventually became friends. This guy is still working with inner city kids in his local church 20 years later. He’s the real deal. 

But this is a documentary Lee Strobel made that I’d like to see sometime. Maybe we can show it at our church, but here are the conclusions he came to while having to examine the evidence of Christianity. Let’s watch that clip right now as Lee Stroble talks about his journey to faith. (Here’s a link to view it: http://www.wingclips.com/cart.php?target=product&product_id=16464&substring=Lee+Strobel)
Do you think when Lee Stroble made that decision that he still had some questions and doubts in his heart? Did he have all the questions answered? All doubts resolved? All mysteries solved when he took that step of faith? No. 

The fourth reason that people will refuse to cross the line of faith is they have a misperception that faith is the absence of all doubt. I can’t believe in the Lord because I have these questions. Sometimes I’ll have dialogue with somebody, and they’ll start throwing things at me that really in the scheme of things are not important at all. They’re little rabbit trails we’re chasing and kind of bringing it back. “Well, wait a second now, I can answer that question or that concern, but let’s really talk about the core issue here. Who was Jesus? Was He raised from the dead? What did He accomplish when He was here? Is He God or is He just a philosopher and teacher, a prophet?” Let’s deal with the really core. So I’m thinking well, I have to answer all these questions first. Friends, doubt is not the absence of faith. In fact, doubt is an important part of coming to faith. The things that I hold to be true, the convictions that I have are because I once struggled with certain doubts in those areas and became convinced in my spirit that this was truth. I don’t have all questions answered.

I have a friend who is right now dying of cancer, and he has two little girls. He’s a little bit younger than I. The last three, four times I’ve set up a meeting to go and see him-a friend of mine and I were going to go see him-he’s had to cancel because Hospice was there, he was feeling sick or had to go to the doctor. It just seems like it’s not working out. I get frustrated by that. This is a good guy, and he has children to raise. How can this be happening? I have questions and concerns, but they do not negate my faith. It is possible that faith and doubt can coexist. 

In fact, turn in your Bibles to Mark’s Gospel, Chapter 9. In Mark 9, we find the story of a father bringing his son to Jesus. The son has a demonic presence in his life. It is causing him to get thrown into convulsions. It tries to destroy him by throwing him in fire and water. He brings him to Jesus, and Jesus asks him how long this has been going on. He said, “Since he was a child, this has happened. It’s been tormenting him since childhood.” So here’s this father, and he loves his boy. He loves his boy more than his own life-as any father would. He says, “Can you help my son? If You can, will You have pity and have mercy on him?” 

If You can… Jesus says, “If I can? If I can? Do you know who you’re talking to here?” 
It would be like going to Michael Jordan in his prime and saying, “Now if you can dunk a basketball…” 
“What do you mean if I can dunk.” 

Matt Kenseth won the Daytona, right? “Hey, if you can drive a car, could you run this…”

“What do you mean if I could drive a car?” 

Go to Martha Stewart, “Now if you could cook, could you make this recipe?”

“What do you mean if I could cook? I’m Martha Stewart. Don’t you know who I am?”
You’re coming to Jesus, and you are saying, “If you can.” Jesus says, “If I can? All things are possible to him who believes.” 

Listen to the father’s response. It’s very real, and it’s very authentic in Verse 24 (of Chapter 9, page 1000 of pew Bibles), “Immediately, the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!’”
He said, “I believe. With all my heart, I believe. Help me overcome my doubts.”

Jesus rebuked him and said, “Shame on you for having doubts! If you’re going to have any kind of doubts at all, we cannot do business. I’m sorry! I can’t help you today!” No, Jesus understood.

I’m going to talk to you and give you a little illustration this morning about what faith is and faith is not. I’m going to reach in my pocket, and I’m going to pull out a piece of candy. I have a guy in our church who gives me candy every weekend. It kind of gives me energy boosts, right, or keeps the throat from getting too dry. I’m not going to give you one of my favorites because I like those, but I’ll give this away to somebody who wants it at the conclusion. These are hard candies wrapped in cellophane. It’s good; it’s never been used. I didn’t put it back in or anything like that. You have to open it for the first time, but there is a piece of candy in my… You can’t see it, but I’m telling you it’s in there. I’m not lying to you. I’m not trying to trick you. I really do have a piece of candy in my hand. I’ll open my hand in just a little while and show you what’s inside my hand; but how many of you today believe that I have a piece of candy in my hand? Let me see your hands. Okay. How many of you think I might be pulling the rug over your eyes? Okay, all right. Some of the hands surprise me; some don’t.

All right, now, that’s faith because you didn’t see for sure what’s in my hand, but you’re trusting me. You say, “You know me. I trust you. You’re going to tell me the truth. If you say there’s candy there, there’s candy there. That’s faith and trust.” You have some evidences because you have a history with me, but faith is like that. We’re taking God at His word. We’re trusting in something that we don’t see with our eyes but we believe to be true because of who said it.

Now for those of you who raised your hands, and you said, “I believe. I have faith that you have candy in your hands,” I am going to destroy your faith right now. This is what I’m going to do. I’m going to destroy your faith by opening my hand. See that candy? It’s great. You say, “Well, you didn’t destroy my faith. You confirmed my faith.” Yes, but I also destroyed your faith. You no longer have faith the candy’s in my hand. You now know the candy’s in my hand. You know it because you can see it. Anybody want it? Anybody like grape? Nobody? Who was first? (Pastor threw it and the congregation is laughing.) Can you…? I don’t always throw that bad. At 8 o’clock, I nailed Kayla Powers in the back row. I’m feeling a little attacked here. I was just trying to be gentle.

You don’t have faith that the sun is going to rise tomorrow. You know it will. You don’t have faith that spring will come. You know spring will come, and you know that empirically. You know that from your experience-that seasons come and go. This morning you exhibited faith when you got in your car. You started your car; you put it in drive. You exhibited faith that that car would take you to the 11 o’clock service at Faith Community Church. When you stepped on the brakes, you exhibited faith that the brakes would stop your car-that 3,000 pound, or however much our cars weigh, machine was going to stop at that intersection. Where if hadn’t stopped, your life was in jeopardy because you would have gone headlong into that intersection with oncoming traffic. So you showed faith. 

Once you got here-arrived here-put your car in park, turned off the keys and got out of your car, did you still have faith that the car was going to bring you to the 11 o’clock service, or did you have knowledge? You had knowledge. Faith is not necessary where there is knowledge. 

What people like that are saying, “Well, if God would just come down and show me…” What you’re in essence saying is “if God would just come down and destroy my faith… If God would just come down and wipe out my faith, then I’d believe.” Well, that’s not really faith, is it? That's knowledge. 

Did Peter have a faith-after Christ appeared to him-that Christ rose from the dead? No, he had a knowledge that Jesus rose from the dead. Did John have a faith that Christ rose from the dead after seeing him and walking and talking with Him for a period of 40 days about the Kingdom? No, John had knowledge. That's why those men said, “Beat me! Imprison me! Even kill me, but I will not stop talking about what I’ve seen and heard.” They had heard the risen Christ’s voice. They had touched Him. They had seen Him with their eyes. They had spoken with Him. They had been with him. They knew it was true, so therefore, they said, “Take the body if you want to. I know it’s true, and God has commanded me to preach and teach, so I will not be silent.” That’s an apologetic that we’ll look at down the road.

Now there’s another Disciple who was not a man of faith, and his name was Thomas. I know it’s not Easter yet, and this might be illegal; but we’re going to look at John 20 anyway. In John 20:24, Thomas is present. It says now Thomas-one of the Twelve-was not with Disciples when Jesus came; so the other Disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” Peter, James, John-they’re excited. These are men of integrity. These are his friends, his peers. He has spent time with them for three years. He knows them, and they are saying to him, all of them, “It’s true. Jesus rose from the dead.” They’re not saying it as a joke. You don’t joke around about your friend’s death. They are saying it with sincerity. What’s more, Jesus prophesied and said He would rise from the dead. There were times it was a little veiled, but He had said it on more than one occasion. Thomas refuses to acknowledge any of that and said these words (page 1075 of pew Bible), “‘But unless I see the nail marks in His hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into His side, I will not believe.’” I will not believe. I refuse. 
“A week later, His Disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you!’”

The first thing He did was calm them down. What would you do if you were in a room with a closed door and the door was locked, and all the sudden somebody’s in the room that wasn’t there before? “Ahhh!” 

“Calm down. Be at peace. It’s okay. It’s Me.”

What does He do? “He said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here; see My hands. Reach out your hand and put it into My side. Stop doubting and believe.’” 

Isn’t it interesting that Jesus still bares the marks of the cross in His glorified, resurrected body?  That’s another sermon for another time. There’s a reason for that. 

Then Thomas says, “‘My Lord and my God!’” My Lord and my God and worships Jesus. 
Then Jesus says, “Stop worshipping Me. I’m just a man like you! I’m just a really good Prophet, moral teacher and religious leader, but I’m not divine; so don’t say that!”

No, Jesus receives the title of Lord and God, both of which are divine titles. He receives the worship of Thomas, and He uses it to teach him. He says, “‘Because you have seen Me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’”

That's you and me. “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.” Thomas did not have faith any more that Christ was raised from the dead. He now had knowledge. What Thomas in essence was saying was “I refuse to have faith! The only thing that will work for me is knowledge.” But faith for the one who has faith is real. Because we have learned through our experience, God has shown Himself real to us. Jesus made that promise.

In John 7, the same book, verse 17 (page 1058), Jesus is speaking about people who had questioned His words-whether or not they were divine. We all know they’re good, but are they divine? He says in Verse 17, “‘If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether My teaching comes from God or whether I speak on My own.’”

Jesus says, “You wonder whether or not My words are true? Live them. Do them. Follow them. Taste and see the Lord is good. You’ll see that they’re real.”
Faith is a verb. Do you want God to show Himself to you? Seek Him. Do you want to find out if His Word is true? Obey it! Do it! Live it! 

How many of you like to receive presents? You like gifts, birthdays and Christmases? You like presents? As fun as it is to receive presents, Jesus said, “It is more blessed to give than receive.” The word “blessed” means happy. He says, “You will be a happier person being a giver than you are being a receiver.” Is that true? Try it! Start giving away stuff. Start giving to people. That teaching will either be confirmed or denied in your experience. 

Jesus says, “Just do what I’ve said, and you’ll see whether or not My words are from God. Test Me here.”

When we begin our faith journey, we are a little bit faith and a little bit knowledge; but as our faith grows, our knowledge grows. Because as we experience God, as we experience His presence, as we experience answered prayer-maybe not always in the way we want it-but it comes to confirm what God has said in His Word and what He has said to be true. Then our knowledge begins to increase as well until our faith becomes something that is just precious to us. 

In the Book of Peter, 1 Peter 1 (page 1200), Peter writes to those who are not as privileged as he to see Jesus personally or hear His words personally. He says in Verse 8, “Though you have not yet seen him; you love Him; and even though you do not see Him now, you believe in Him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.”

He talks about the realness of faith-if that’s a word. He talks about the benefits of faith. He talks about the fact that we are receiving the goal of our faith-not having just received because salvation is and it is to come. It is now and it is not yet. Certain aspects of our salvation we’ve received; others are yet to come. 

I want to talk as we close to two groups of people. I want to first of all talk to those who are here who are seekers or skeptics. You’re coming to this service, and you’re going to come to this series. You have questions and you have some doubts. The truth of the matter is you have enough evidence to make a decision. Don’t wait until you have every question answered, every mystery solved. That day will never come. As long as we live, there will always be an element of faith that we have to live by; and that's how God has made it. The just shall live by faith. But you have enough-this morning-to make that decision to be a Christ-follower. God has revealed enough of His Truth to you. I want to encourage you to take that step of faith today in just a few moments.   

Secondly, I want to talk to those who are already believers, already followers of Christ. Maybe there are some things in your life where you’re waiting on God-a step He wants you to take, a step of obedience for your ministry, in a relationship, a vocation or whatever it is; and you’re saying, “Oh you know when circumstances are just perfect-when God opens the door… When God provides this or that, then I’ll believe.” No, that's knowledge; that’s not faith. Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you shall find; knock and the door shall be opened to you. It’s active. You go forth. Some of you are waiting for the door to open, so you can say, “Well then I’ll go through.”

Well good for you. Moses, when he was going to cross the Red Sea, when he starts to cross the Red Sea, the waters are still full. It’s as he crosses that they open. As he takes the step of faith, they open. Remember the people who had leprosy? The lepers, Jesus says, they come and say, “Lord, have mercy on us.” 

Jesus says, “Go, and show yourselves to the priests.” The Bible says, “As they were going, they were cleansed.” That means when they started their journey to the priests, they were still lepers; but as they took that step of faith, God met them there and brought the answer they were looking for.

Some of you are being too tentative, too laid back-you’re waiting for too much. God wants you to take a step of faith right now. Though you don’t know how the door is going to be opened, take that step of faith. That's how He made the world. That's how He wants us to live. He wants us to learn to trust. He wants us to trust His Word, even though we don’t hear Him or see Him, He’s given us clues. He’s given us proof of evidence, but ultimately God wants us to have faith. As you extend that faith and use that faith, He will confirm Himself to you. He will open those doors of opportunity.
Would you bow your heads with me as we pray? First of all if you’re here this morning and you’ve not made a decision to follow Christ but you’d like to today, I want to lead you in prayer. Just pray this prayer with me. Say:

Heavenly Father, I come to You today in Jesus’ name. Lord, I use what little faith I have to receive You into my heart and life. Lord, I recognize that I’m a sinner-that I’ve missed the mark, that I’ve fallen short. I ask for Your forgiveness. I ask for Your cleansing. I pray for a new start today. I pray that Your Holy Spirit would come and live in my heart, that You’d make me a new person who might follow You all the days of my life and one day live in Your Heaven in Your presence. By faith, I receive Jesus Christ as my Savior and as my Lord.
Father, if they prayed that prayer, You have answered that prayer, and God, you will meet them right there. Even in the midst of some of their doubts, Lord, we don’t have all the answers. We don’t have all doubts settled, but we know enough that we can follow the evidence where it’s leading to make that decision to receive You as our Lord and Savior. Lord, I thank You for each and every person who has made that decision today. 
Father, I pray secondly for those who are believers. What they have sought for is not faith; it’s knowledge. They’ve waited for everything to align, every provision to be met, every circumstance to be right and have said, “Then I’ll be obedient.” That's not what You’ve called us to. You’ve called us to a life of faith. Abraham was sent to go to the land that You would show him. As he was going, You showed him where You wanted him to be. All he knew at the time was to follow. He didn’t have all the answers. He still had doubts, and yet he acted on what he knew. We would act on what we know and trust You to provide the answers that we seek. Know, Lord, that if we will follow Your Word and obey Your Word, You will show Yourself to be true, show Yourself to be real. I pray for those who are still holding on-for whatever reason or obstacle they’re facing right now-they still have not crossed that line of faith, I pray that they would keep coming. I pray that they keep listening, and one day they too would receive You as their Lord and Savior. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

