Series: This is the Christian Life

“Faith Life”

Hebrews 11: 1-3; 8-16

A nun who works for a local home health care agency was out making her rounds when she ran out of gas. As luck would have it, there was a station just down the street. She walked to the station to borrow a can with enough gas to start the car and drive to the station for a fill-up. 

The attendant regretfully told her that the only can he owned had just been loaned out, but if she would care to wait, he was sure it would be back shortly. 

Since the nun was on the way to see a patient, she decided not to wait and walked back to her car. After looking through her car for something to carry to the station to fill with gas, she spotted a bedpan she was taking to the patient. Always resourceful, she carried it to the station, filled it with gasoline, and carried it back to her car. 

As she was pouring the gas into the tank of her car two men walked by. One of them turned to the other and said, “Now that is what I call faith!” (Leonard I. Sweet, Homiletics, July – August 2007) 

 Today is the second of 5 sermons on the Christian life and today we consider how the Christian life is, indeed, a life of faith. Faith – it is one of the most important words in the Christian vocabulary. Faith was so important to our Presbyterian forefather, John Calvin, that there are more words in his Institutes of the Christina Religion dedicated to faith than to any other subject. (David L. Barrett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds.,Feasting on the Word, Year C Vol. 3, p 332)

 In the Bible, particularly in the New Testament, faith is so ubiquitous that it is almost impossible to speak of how a follower of God is to live without mentioning faith. Nowhere is that more true than in the Book of Hebrews which we have read this morning. The word faith is used in this epistle more than any other book of the New Testament. And in chapter 11 alone, the word appears 24 times. And so as we will see as we look closely at this passage we will discover that the Christian life is intimately related to faith. 

 Let’s begin this morning by defining faith. That is in fact where our scripture passage begins today – with a definition of faith. Verse 1 of Hebrews 11 lays it out for us:

“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

  That’s how the definition of faith reads in the NRSV - our pew bibles - and it’s a nice, concise definition of faith, isn’t it? However, here’s one of the times I think the old King James Version is closer to the original Greek language. King Jimmy reads this way:

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen”

 You see, faith is not just the assurance of our great hopes; it gives substance to those hopes. Faith, in other words makes real, the dreams, the visions, the longings that we have as Christian people. That is to say, faith provides a substantial and evidential basis for hope and hope was something sorely needed by the people to whom the writer of Hebrews penned this epistle.

 These people were about to lose their hope, because times had gotten so hard. They were undergoing persecution for following Jesus. Some had been physically assaulted; some had been incarcerated; some had property and possession confiscated. They were really having trouble envisioning a better day; hoping for a better tomorrow. However even at the risk of sounding trite this scripture writer tells them “have faith.” Because for him, faith was not a religious cliché, but was something real; something that gave real substance to life. In fact if he could have, I believe the author of Hebrews would have said, “look at how my words read in The Message translation:

1The fundamental fact of existence is that this trust in God, this faith, is the firm foundation under everything that makes life worth living. It's our handle on what we can't see.

 Faith is the “firm foundation” for life in Jesus Christ. It is the “handle” we can hold to guide us safely toward that hoped for better day.

 You know, sometimes I think it is not much different for many of us today that it was for the people to whom the author Hebrews wrote. Some of us today may be tempted to lose hope as well. If you are unemployed right now; if your house is in foreclosure, you may be tempted to lose hope. If you have a spouse, or child or grandchildren in the armed forces and you wonder when these seemingly ceaseless wars will end and the killing stop, you may be tempted to lose hope. To us, the message is the same, “have faith.” Because trusting – believing in God – will assure us and give us the conviction that God’s new and better day will arrive.

 Now, having defined faith, the author goes on spend the rest of the chapter showing how - through the lives of the many people in the Old Testament- this faith was demonstrated. For our purposes today, we look only at one person – the central figure in the passage through whom faith was demonstrated. That person was Abraham – the founding father of the faith. Abraham’s acting on his faith suggests for us what faith looks like in our Christian lives. Three episodes in Abraham’s life are mentioned in our verses today and point to three ways the faith life may be demonstrated. The first is…

…Saying “Yes” to God. (v.8)

 Verse 8 says:

 “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called… and he set out not knowing where he was going.”

 The life of faith is first and foremost a life of obedience to the call of the Lord. Abraham heard God call and he responded. He left a settled life, a comfortable life in Ur of the Chaldees. He departed family, friends and familiar surroundings and set out to a new place where God was calling him. Another way to think about how Abraham’s faith was demonstrated in this way comes forth in The Message translation of this verse:

 “By an act of faith, Abraham said yes to God’s call to travel… (and) when he left he had no idea where he was going.”

 Faith life for Christians begins with saying, “yes” to God. How about you? Have you said “yes” to God with your life? It’s not easy to say yes to God, because you never know what you will be called on to do. You never know where you will end up. But you do know this is will be an adventure.

 Last Sunday afternoon, we ordained to the ministry of Word and Sacrament one of our FPC members, Todd Reinschmidt. Before ever thinking about becoming a minister, Todd and his wife Tricia said, “yes” God to become missionaries and sold everything and moved to Quarez, Mexico where they spent three years working with the Presbyterian Border Ministry. It was not easy to say “yes.” But they did. And it was indeed an adventure.

 Have you said “yes” to God? Each call is different, and certainly God is not calling all of us to missionary service abroad. But what is it that God is calling you to step out in faith and do? Faith life begins and blossoms when we say “yes” and march into the unknown future with God.

 Secondly, the faith life may be demonstrated by…

…Living as an Immigrant (vv.9-10)

Verse 9 says:

9By faith Abraham stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. 10For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God.

 God called Abraham to go and he did, even though he had no idea where he was going. All he had from God was a promise of a better future. When he arrived in Canaan, he - and later his son, Isaac and his grandson, Jacob -lived as immigrants without citizenship status, dwelling not in a building with a secure foundation, but “in tents.” In other words, they were sojourners, nomads, and foreigners. They lived as strangers in a strange land. They lived as immigrants.

 I cannot imagine what it must be like to live as an immigrant. I have never literally lived in a foreign land. I have been a citizen of this country all my life. I have always lived where I spoke the same language as the prevailing populace. (That is, unless I don’t count my year in Bradenton, Florida living among a bunch of Yankee snowbirds!). And I also cannot imagine the nomadic lifestyle. Cantey will tell you, I don’t do tent camping. She loves it, but just give me the Holiday Inn Express!

However, it is true that if one is to live the life of faith, one has to in some way - great or small - come to grips with living as an immigrant. The Bible says our forefather in the faith – Abraham “looked forward to a better” place. That place is described with the metaphor of a “city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God.”

 I often wonder if perhaps the reason we have so much difficulty living the faith life as Christians, is because we are too comfortable with the lives we have constructed for ourselves? One of the things you come to know about immigrants if you spend any time with them is that they have hopes; they have dreams; they have a vision for a better land and life. Perhaps faith in Jesus beckons us to re-capture an immigrant mentality about the lives we live.

The old spiritual expresses well the kind of faith Abraham had and to which we are called:

This world is not my home I'm just passing through
my treasures are laid up somewhere beyond the blue
the angels beckon me from Heaven's open door
and I can't feel at home in this world anymore

 Faith can be demonstrated by saying yes to God, living as an immigrant and finally, the faith life we are called to as Christians can be demonstrated by…

…Trusting in the Power of God. (vv.11-12)

 When Abraham said yes to God and became a nomad, he did so based on a promise of God: that he would become the father of many nations. This promise was ludicrous from the start. Abraham and Sarah both were in their seventies. How in the world could this promise ever come true? But come true it did and it did so through the power of God. It took time and – yes – there was doubts and bumps in the road of faith – but come true it did, by the power of God. Not through any human strength or capacity – but through the power of God. And what made Abraham and Sarah exemplary figures for this writer of Hebrews to hold up was faith. They trusted in this power of God when reason and login told them not to.

 Abraham and Sarah were a lot like the woman who was having her 100th birthday party. A reporter from the local small town newspaper was at the event asking her some questions. The woman had been single all her life and as one point the reporter asked her, “Do you have any children?” And bless her, the dear lady replied, “Not yet?”  That is the life of faith. It is the life that looks at the humanly impossible yet unflinchingly trusts that with God all things are possible.

 Have you grasped the firm foundation of faith that will give substance to your hopes that will be proof positive of your yet unfulfilled dreams? You can. Just say yes to God. Let go of this life just a little more to live into the vagabond love of God
and trust that God’s power can do far greater than you ever imagined.

 I leave you with a story I came across that truly moved me.

A little girl had been shopping with her Mom at Target. She must have been 6 years old, a beautiful red-haired, freckle-faced image of innocence. It was pouring outside, the kind of rain that gushes over the top of rain gutters so much in a hurry to hit the earth it has no time to flow down the spout. Several people stood under the awning waiting, some patiently, others irritated because nature was interfering with their hurried day, when the little girl’s voice rose above the sound of the downpour. “Mom, let’s run through the rain.” 

“What?” Mom asked. 

“Let’s run through the rain!” She repeated. 

“No, honey. We’ll wait until it slows down a bit.” 

The young child waited about a minute and repeated, “Mom, let’s run through the rain.” 

“We’ll get soaked if we do,” Mom said. 

“No, we won’t! That’s not what you said this morning,” the young girl said as she tugged at her Mom’s arm. 

“This morning? When did I say we could run through the rain and not get wet?” 

“Don’t you remember? When you were talking to Daddy about his cancer, you said, ‘If God can get us through this, he can get us through anything!’” 

The entire crowd was struck silent. Not a sound was heard but the rain. Mom paused and thought for a moment about what she would say. Some might have laughed it off or scolded the child for being silly. Some might have even ignored her. But this mom chose to affirm her little girl’s faith. 

“Honey, you are absolutely right. Let’s run through the rain. If God let’s us get wet, well maybe we just needed washing.” And off they ran, smiling and laughing as they darted past the cars and right through the puddles. They got soaked. But they were followed by a few others who screamed and laughed like children all the way to their cars. Suddenly, getting wet didn’t seem like such a bad idea. 

Let us all dare to dance with faith, in whatever rain this life may bring. Amen.
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