Pastor Jeff Williams: September 14, 2008

Virtuous Reality Part II: “Faith.”

Would you open your Bibles please to 2 Peter 1? The series we are on is called “Virtuous Reality.” We said that this section of text from Verse 3-11 we described it as this little library. It has bookends on each end. There is the provision of God on one side, and there’s the promise of God at the end of the text. In between are these virtues that we’re going to examine each and every week. We made the point last week that Peter is not teaching a self-help lesson here. This is not about you just trying harder, having more willpower, digging deeper and doing all of that. It is about effort, but it’s not about you exclusively helping yourself. It is about a partnership between you and God. Peter says, “Through these promises, we become partakers of the divine nature.” To be a partaker of the divine nature means to partner with God.  You work with God, in tandem with God, to bring about His redemptive plan in the world and in your life. We talked about Philippians 2:12-13 (page 1162 in pew Bibles) where Paul says, “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling for it is God who is at work in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” We said in our English Bible, the word “work” appears to be the same in both verses. When we examine it in the Greek, the word “work” is two different words. The first word for “work” as it’s used for people is to work on something, to work on a project and bring it to completion. The second word “work” that is used of God is to work in and through something-to accomplish a change from the inside out. 

So we gave you an example. We gave you an example; we asked how many of you took a shower this morning. Hands went up all over the place. I asked how many of you needed help; all the hands went down. Well, it was a trick question; I said, “You mean you walked into the shower with no shampoo, no running water, and no soap?” 
You said, “Oh, yeah, I guess I did need help.” You work on the body, and the products worked in your pores. You put the toothpaste on, and the toothpaste does its job cleaning the teeth.” We work on, and these products work in and through. 

We talked about a stain. You can’t remove a stain with your own efforts, so you buy Formula 409. You spray it on there, and it starts dissolving. While you’re working on the stain, the product is working in and through to remove it and do for you what you cannot do for yourself. The same thing is true here. We work on our salvation; God works in us and through us-through His Spirit, through His promises-to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves, to change our hearts and purify our souls. That’s God’s responsibility, so it’s a joint effort. 
Now, Peter says for this reason, for this reality, this provision, it says that you and I, in Verse 5, “…are to make every effort.” So we have a part to play too. We’re to make every effort “to add to your faith goodness.” 
Now we’ll stop right there. He says “add to your faith.” Faith is foundational. It’s not a coincidence that he says add to your faith and not to your knowledge, not add to your goodness or kindness. He says first and foremost add to your faith. It is fundamental. It is foundational. 

It’s like water is the universal solvent; we add ingredients to the water. Faith is like that. It is what we add to. It is the basis of what we have. If we don’t have that strong basis, then we aren’t going to have anything to add to it. If you don’t have that basis of faith, Peter says, then it’s useless to try to grow in these other areas because you don’t have the foundation. Try erecting walls in a house without laying the foundation first, and see how that house stands up to the elements and to time. You have to have the foundation, and the foundation for the believer is faith. We are called to be in Christ; and if we are in Christ, then faith should be something that is manifested in our lives. It says, “The just shall live by faith.” 

Hebrews 11 says, “It is impossible to please God without faith.”
Brenda and I went to the Brewers game with our good friends, Mark and Sherry. They have a minivan, and we were driving in the parking lot. I had the window rolled down, and there was this guy who started talking to me. He has a big smile on his face, so I knew he was friendly. I don’t know if he had a little bit too much to drink or something, but he looked at me and he said, “You’re in a minivan!”
I said, “Huh?”

He goes, “You’re in a minivan!”

I go, “Yeah.”

He goes, “You’re the minivan man!”

I’ve never been called that. I didn’t know quite what to do. Wow! I’m the minivan man! What he’s saying is, “You’re characterized by what you’re in. You’re known by what you’re in.” I was in a minivan, so I’m the minivan man. We are in Christ; we should be characterized, the Bible says, by faith. We should live by faith. It should be what we are known for. Now, if faith is that important, if we’re known by our faith-if without faith, it’s impossible to please God, we better understand what it is and what it isn’t, right? The word faith here in Peter and elsewhere is the Greek word pistis. Pistis has a very distinct meaning. We saw some eloquent and poetic definitions, but the real base hard line definition of faith is “a conviction that something is true that manifests itself with corresponding action,” a conviction that something is true that is lived out or demonstrated through action. That’s conviction. 
Did any of you watch the Hurricane Ike coverage a couple of days ago? Wasn’t that just like riveting television? I’m watching Geraldo standing on the beach of Galveston getting pummeled by 120 mile an hour winds. He’s talking to the camera man; he’s getting hit in the head. The image is going out and coming back. I just want to say, “Geraldo, just go inside. We get it. It’s windy; it’s wet.” Geraldo was saying that the crew was staying at some hotel, CNN or FOX. They were staying at this hotel: the mayor of Galveston, the first responders, this large hotel that had been built for a category five hurricane. Nobody’s ever experienced a category five hurricane there, but we have been told that the building will stand a category five hurricane; so when they stay in that hotel during a hurricane, what were they demonstrating? Faith? Faith doesn’t just say something is possible. Faith begins to live as if it is possible-through its experience, through its living out-it demonstrates that that is true. It demonstrates that what has been said is true. It would be one thing if they said, “Well, we believe this hotel could withstand a category five hurricane, but we’re out of here. We’re heading to Arizona. See you later.” That’s not really faith. It’s not just enough to say something. They occupied that building. They stayed there all night, and it did live up to its promise. 
They interviewed a man, 77 years old. They said, “Are you going to evacuate?” He said, “Nope. I believe in the man upstairs, and I’m going to stay right here. I think He’s going to keep me safe. I’m not going anywhere,” and he stayed. You can call that crazy if you want to, but he demonstrated faith, didn’t he? He backed his talk; he walked his talk. The Bible demonstrates this also in the Book of James, if you’ll turn there to the second chapter. This is page 1197. James writes in Verse 18, “But someone will say, ‘You have faith; I have deeds,’” as though those two can be separated. 

“‘Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do. You believe there is one God. Good!’” You’re on the right track. “‘Even the demons believe that-and shudder.’”
It says Satan doesn’t doubt the existence of God. Demons don’t doubt the existence of God. This word here, that’s pretty powerful stuff, “and shudder…” You’ve done that. If something is really creepy or scary, you kind of go, “Ooooohh.” In the Greek, this verb is in the present active indicative which means they’re still shuddering. It’s not a past tense shudder. They’re still shuddering because they know God exists, and they know their faith. He demonstrates that. He gives some examples of faith-Abraham believing. 
Then it says in Verse 26, “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.” What he’s saying is that’s not really faith. If all it is is empty words, that’s not faith at all. Faith is more than just an intellectual assent. It’s more than just a creed we can say and acknowledge and say, “Yeah, I think that’s true.” Faith is lived out in the real world-true biblical faith. 
Someone said that James contradicts Paul because Paul says, “We are saved by grace through faith, not by works.” 

James says, “We’re not saved by faith alone,” right? 

So you say, “Oh, those two are contradicting.” Not at all. Each is dealing with the extreme points of view of faith. 

Paul is attacking those who would say, “Well, I just have to work harder for my salvation. I just have to try more. If I’m just a good enough person, I can earn Heaven.” Paul says, “No, you can’t. No, you can’t. You are saved by the grace of God through faith. You cannot work for it.” 

James is attacking the other extreme, the extreme that says, “All I have to do is just believe the right thing and then just kick back and relax.” He says, “No, that’s not a true faith because if you truly had a faith in God, that faith would be lived out in the real world. You have an intellectual knowledge of God, but you’re not living out your faith. You’re not putting feet to your faith. There is no action behind your faith.” 
Peter says if these things aren’t in our lives in increasing, we’ve forgotten our purification from sin. Faith is taking a risk. It’s having the audacity to believe a promise of God. 
About 12 years ago, I was playing basketball and I jumped in the air. This guy undercut me and kind of catapulted me in the air. I came down with my full weight on my right knee. I went to the doctor, and he said, “You have some loose bodies floating around. We need to scope you.” I went in, and I was frozen from the waist down so I was actually watching the operation on the little monitor. He was wiggling around my ACL, and he was saying, “See and this is all loose like that? It’s kind of like when you stretch out a rubber band. We can’t fix that. You’re just going to have to live with that. Maybe you can get a brace and try to brace that leg.” Then he said, “See this meniscus? This is torn. We’re going to fix that.”
Then he goes, “Oh, man, there are a lot of loose bodies. Let’s get these all out of here. We’ll get you back out on the court in a few weeks, Mr. Williams.”

I went, “Well, that’s great.” 

He goes, “Uh-oh. Uh-oh.” Then they started mumbling. I didn’t like that. 

I said, “What’s going on?”
He said, “See how that looks like the Grand Canyon?”

I said, “Yeah.”

He said, “That's where your cartilage used to be. Now that’s just bone. I’m going to drill holes in your bone that is going to cause blood to come into the cavity.” I watched that happen. He said, “It’s going to take you about four months for that to clot. You’re going to have to have no activity; just lie on your back for four months.” That was a long four months while that clotted.
He says, “And your sports days are over. You can ride a bike; you can swim; you can play golf; coach, but you’ll never do anything with running or jumping the rest of your life.”

I said, “Well, what if I don’t play as hard? What if I don’t play as long?”

They all laughed, and they said, “That’s just the anesthetic talking.” He went on, “You have no cartilage. There is no way to grow cartilage; there’s no way to get cartilage in there. You can’t run and jump without cartilage.” He said, “It’s time to coach.” 

I was so depressed. I’m just lying on that couch. I worked, but I lived on that couch. I told Brenda one day, “I’m going to play ball again. I’m going to find a doctor friend, Dr. Hubrets, who I know likes athletics. He’s going to understand. He’ll get me a brace, and I’m going to play.”
She said, “That’s crazy.”

I said, “I know, but I just know God’s used me. I know God can heal me, and I’m going to play.” I got out there in this brace. You know when you’re at the dentist and he hits a nerve, and it sends a shock? Every once in a while I’d hit that on my knee, and I’d just fall. I’d have to quit. The way I stopped myself was I would just slow down a little bit, and then I would use the wall to stop to run the other way. It was not a pretty sight. I said, “Lord, I’m not healed now, but You’re going to have to heal me because I’m going to keep going on this court. I’m going to keep putting on this brace, and I’m going to keep playing until You do.” 
There is aggressiveness to faith. It’s Jacob touching the angel, “I won’t let you go until you bless me. Faith is not passive; faith doesn’t just sit back and wait for things to happen. Faith goes and gets it.” So I showed up the next day, and I said, “I’m here, bobbling and hobbling, running into the walls and falling down.” I strapped on my brace the next week, “I’m here.” I played a little longer, and a little longer and a little longer. Now, I’m playing in a normal week about three days a week at the club. Sometimes I’ll go to the Y and see my old friends, but three days a week, I play full-court basketball. [I am out there] dunking the ball-no; I’m not doing that (congregation laughing), but I’m playing. I’m out there. I don’t know how much of it’s my age, how much of it is my knee. I can’t play like I used to, but I’m out there. I’m trying; I’m working. God did a work [in me]. I don’t even use a brace anymore now, no brace. That’s what faith does. Faith straps on the brace.
Are there things in your life? Is there a storm in your life, and everything in you is telling you to run? Everything in you is telling you to leave? God says, “I have enabled you to withstand this storm. I have built strength in you through My Spirit that you can withstand this storm. You need to stay.”

The hurricane looks ominous; it looks scary; it looks powerful, but greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world. 

I’m going to tell you a story that is going to seem amazing to you, but it’s true. Many years ago-this was probably 23 years ago when this took place. I was the youth minister in Rockford at our church. We took a trip to Great America every year. We needed a bus driver, and a lady from our church said, “Well, I have a friend of mine who is a bus driver, but he’s not a Christian. Is that okay?”
I said, “Listen, we need a bus driver, absolutely.”

“He’s a nice guy, but he just doesn’t believe in God.”

I said, “Okay. We’ll have a chance to talk. Maybe we’ll have a chance to tell him a little bit about the Lord.” So we get on the bus, and we get there and have a fun day. We said, “Okay, we’re going to meet at 10 o’clock at the bus.” You know teenagers. They don’t come on time, so by the time we got ready to roll, it’s close to 11 o’clock, and the bus doesn’t start. We call Great America security, and they came and jumped it. We take off, and we get as far as the gas station in Gurnee about two blocks away, and it dies again. We roll into the gas station, no juice. There happened to be a mechanic there at 11 o’clock at night. You could tell this was 23 years ago; try finding a mechanic at 11 o’clock at night in a gas station now. We take the battery out; he tests the battery, and he says, “Man, this thing is low. I’m going to put it on the charger, but it’s going to take quite a while to charge this thing up. It’s really dead.”
I called the boss and said, “Hey, boss. I’m sorry we’re stuck here in Gurnee. We have no battery. We’re trying to get home. We also have no money” because you know whatever money the parents gave the children was gone by noon, right? It’s 12 o’clock soon, and we had no money for a hotel. What are we going we do? I had worried parents back home. I have this bus full of teenagers. What are we going to do? I kept checking, “How’s it going?”
He said, “It’s not very good. It has increased a little bit, but it’s nowhere close what you need to drive home.” So another half hour goes by. 

The next thing you know we’d been at the station for an hour. I said, “How’s it going?” He said, “It’s not good. It’s maybe a third of where it needs to be. It’s not safe to drive.”

I said, “Well, I don’t know what to do. We’re here. We have no money. We have no place to stay. I have 50 kids with worried parents. I’m going to pray, and I want you to put the battery back in the bus.”

The mechanic said, “That’s not a good idea.”

The bus driver said, “You’re only going to get a couple blocks down the road. We’re not going to make it.”

The mechanic said, “Listen, you’re going to get stranded on the interstate with 50 kids. You’d rather be here than on the interstate with 50 kids.”

But there was something in me that just said, “We need to give this a go.” I gathered the kids together. I said, “Come on, kids. Come off the bus. We’re going to talk.” So we gathered together. I explained the situation, and I said, “We are going to ask God to touch our bus, and we are going to ask God to bring us safely to Rockford.” I start telling them about who God is, reminding them about who God is and the power God has. “We believe that God is able to do this, don’t we, kids?”
“Yeah!”

“So, Lord, we’re asking You right now that You touch our bus, that You bring us safely to Rockford,” so we get on the bus. 

The bus driver is like, “This is a bad idea.”
I was like, “I know you’ve shared that.” 
We used no defroster because we didn’t want to use energy, so I would have to wipe off the windshield every few minutes. We weren’t running the fan because we wanted to save energy, so I had to kind of fan him as he was driving. I’m standing next to him as he’s driving, fanning and wiping off the windshield. I said, “We’re just going to go straight through,” so we started on the journey. 

We get on the interstate, and we get a few miles out of town; the bus driver says, “I don’t believe this.”
I said, “Well, it’s happening.” 

So we would drive 10, 15, 20 miles, “I don’t believe this. Did I tell you-you know I don’t believe in God, right?”

I said, “Yeah, you’ve shared that with me.”

He said, “Yeah, but this is really-this is a miracle. This is amazing.”

I said, “Yeah, it’s pretty cool.” We just kept driving.

He’d say, “Wow! I just really can’t get over what’s happening!” He kept saying it over and over and over again. Finally, at 1 o’clock or 1:30 in the morning, we pulled into the parking lot of the church. He said to me, “Pastor, you don’t understand. At the gas station, I disconnected the battery from the alternator. We’re not having mechanical energy turned to electrical energy to charge the battery because it’s not hooked up to the alternator. We started on a dead battery, which should have gone to a completely dead battery. Yet, we made it here. I don’t know how to explain that.”

A long story short, that bus driver became a Christian. Through that incident, he gave his life to Christ. He said, “I can’t deny what’s happened today. It defies logic.” 

Sometimes in faith, God will ask you to do something that doesn’t make sense in the natural mind, but make sure it’s God, right? Don’t do something just crazy for no reason and test God. Don’t jump off a building and say, “I think you’re going to rescue me, God.”

Jesus says, “Don’t put the Lord, your God, to the test.” There will be times in your life when God says, “Test me.” I think God loves it when we step out in faith. I think God loves it when we say, “Lord, for man, this is impossible; but, God, with You, it is possible.” We take that step of obedience and faith. [If you] remember who our God is, then it’s not such a leap of faith. Remember what He has done. 
Rick Warren says we’re all banking on something. We’re all batting on something. He said, “The atheists-they’re betting that there’s no God that they have to give an account to. The Hindus? They’re betting on reincarnation and good karma to keep coming back as a higher life form until they can reach nirvana. The Muslim terrorist extremists? They’re counting on Allah being on their side; so when they blow themselves up, they’re going to go to paradise. They’re banking on that. 
We’re banking on the One that said, “I’m the way, the truth and the life. No man comes to the Father but through Me.” He lived a perfect, sinless life all for that sinless life on the cross, died and was buried, and on the third day rose again. Today, we could go to Jerusalem and go inside the empty tomb to see where He is not. That’s who we’re banking on. That’s who we’re putting our faith and our trust in.

We talked a little bit about the miraculous. Sometimes in everyday life there are things around us that are special. Miracles are around us every day that we just take for granted. 
We’re going to close out our service this morning with just a reflective song which talks about the greatness of God and the miracles that you and I see every day. Let’s listen to this song called “Ordinary Miracle.” (Click here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z8SMsMnA1cI for this video) It’s a beautiful song by Sarah McLachlan. We’re going to pick up next week from where we left off, so next week we’ll talk on the next virtue. I believe it is goodness. We hope to see you back for that.
Let’s pray:

Father, as we reflect on Your creation, we see Your greatness and Your glory. We think that a God who made all of that surely can help me in the problems and struggles I face. We see Your grandeur; we see Your majesty. We can have the faith to believe You to meet the needs of everyday life. Lord, we’re thankful we can enter into that divine partnership, that we can add to our faith. Our faith is our foundation. It is our conviction that You are God. It is our conviction that You are Lord. It is our conviction that You have given us all things pertaining unto life and godliness and that we are in You. Being in You, our life should be a life of faith. I pray that You’d help us to put feet to our faith, to live out our faith. I pray for the one who is facing a storm right now-that they will be able to stand. I pray for the one who is contemplating a risk, something You’ve asked them to do that is difficult-that, Lord, they get on the bus, that they’d trust You. Father, help us to grow in our faith, that our lives might reflect Your glory. In Jesus’ name I pray, amen. 
