Sunday, January 27, 2008 – Annual Meeting Sunday – New Member Welcome Sunday
Down to earth Biblical faith
Hebrews 11:1-6
6 And 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.
Hebrews 11:6 NIV
-----------
Have you ever wondered why God uses some people more than others? Why God uses some churches more than others? And, why is it that God loves to use ordinary people to do great things? Do you know why? It’s because, when extraordinary things happens through ordinary people, it’s clear evidence that it was God who did it. Everybody knows that God has to have done it when something extraordinary happens through common folk. 

Chip Ingram said that “Our limitations are the platform for God to exhibit His grace.” That suggests that our limitations are actually opportunities for God to do great and extraordinary things through us. So, at a time when things are looking even more impossible, it is then that God may choose to exhibit His power and grace all the more.
Folks, we stand at the threshold of new opportunities to see God work. It’s not because we have an abundance of things or a multitude of people. Rather, it’s because God is calling us to join with Him in what He is doing. It is He who will supply what is needed. It is He who will do the multiplying of the loaves of bread that we have.
In order for something extraordinary to happen in our lives, or in our church, one thing needs to happen. It’s the thing that separates religious people from people who revolutionize the world for Christ. God highly commends this one thing. Whenever this one thing pops up in a Christian’s life or in a church’s life, God commends it. He values it. It gives God holy pleasure when this one thing shows up in our lives. And in His delight, He rewards us. He enriches us. He blesses us when this one thing characterizes our lives.

Not only does this one thing revolutionize ordinary people’s lives, and brings great pleasure to our God, but it is on the basis of this one thing that God evaluates our lives. He uses this one thing as the criterion on which to weigh our lives in the balance. It is so important to God that the lack of if was the only thing for which Christ ever rebuked His disciples.
And finally, God wants to see this one thing grow and develop in our lives more than any other thing. 
This morning we are going to focus on this one thing. And by now you probably know what it is. It is down to earth Biblical faith.

Our text is Hebrews 11:1-6. Contained in these 6 verses is enough information to form a working definition of faith that is practical enough for every one of us to apply. So, not only will each of us be able to walk out of here knowing what down to earth faith looks like, but everyone in this room will be able to practice this most important thing. Yes, we can walk out of this room and in a matter of minutes or hours practice faith that pleases God and brings to us His commendation.

So, let’s run through these 6 verses first to get a working definition of faith. 
Hebrews 11:1-6 (NIV)

1 Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. 2 This is what the ancients were commended for. 
Immediately we are struck with the linkage of faith with surety or certainty or assurance. Faith and certainty seem like an odd couplet. How can things we can’t see or touch or even taste be things we are certain about?
In Word Studies by Wuest, he quotes Vincent who says, “Faith apprehends as a real fact what is not revealed to the senses. It rests on that fact, acts upon it, and is upheld by it in the face of all that seems to contradict it. Faith is real seeing.”
 

So, with this attachment of certainty to faith, there is much that no longer qualifies as faith, at least not Biblical faith. So long wishful thinking or speculation as expressions of Biblical faith. So long warm, fuzzy feelings as adequate to qualify as faith. Rather, Biblical faith is an expression of confidence that acts as though the thing hoped for is a reality.
But, as clarifying as this statement is that faith treats something unseen as real, it still doesn’t answer the question how we get certainty attached to faith. What is it that makes us so certain so we can act in faith?
Verse 2 gives us a hint. 2 This is what the ancients were commended for. Quite obviously the ancients were the heros of faith we read about in the Old Testament. But, the key word in this verse is commended.
When was the last time you were commended for something? Did you get invited to a banquet to receive an award, a citation of commendation? My guess is that if I were to hand out to each of you an invitation to a dinner at a fancy hotel restaurant where the mayor of Kent was going to give you a plaque honoring you for commendable service to this community, you would be happy to show up. And, I suspect, that those of us who did not get such an invitation quite possibly would be inspired to seek such a commendation.

I hold in my hands one of the most coveted awards a high school wrestler in Kent could receive. It’s called the Firehorse Award for the hardest working wrestler on the team. So, let me ask you. What does such an award suggest to a hopeful wrestler? Does it not suggest that there is someone who is taking notice of his hard work? That there is someone who is making an evaluation and getting prepared to make a commendation?
My point is this. The existence of someone who commends begins to answer the question where our certainty comes from.
In parent-child relationships, when the parent commends and rewards, the child is more likely to have faith in that parent. A commending parent is likely one who has established a good relationship with his child. Thus, when the parent asks the child to do something, the child has a high confidence level that it will be a good thing to do what the parent has asked.
So, Biblical faith has certainty because it is grounded in a relationship with a person who is predictably good.

Let’s go on to verse 3.

3 By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible. 
Verse 3 increases the role of relationship in faith. Notice that God spoke, that God commanded, and turned that which was invisible to be visible. God illustrates what faith does. Faith treats something unseen as a reality and often what is unseen are the words of God. God commands and things happen. Obedience treats as reality what was hoped for.
We have two sources that tell us that God made the universe. Simply by looking closely at creation it begs a response that an exceptionally powerful intelligent being made this universe. It’s really a no brainer. The other source is the Bible. God has declared by the revelation of His Word that He is the creator. He is the one who gives substance to our hope.

4 By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did. By faith he was commended as a righteous man, when God spoke well of his offerings. And by faith he still speaks, even though he is dead. 
Notice the presence of the word commended, again. People of faith know they have an audience. Their audience is God and God has a basis on which to make commendations. He had reason to know that Abel offered a better sacrifice than Cain. The reason was faith. 
I think it is possible that both Cain and Abel could have offered the exact same sacrifice and still Cain would not have been commended. Why? Because it was not so much the outward expression but the condition of the heart. 

Parents know this. Two of their children do the same assignment, but one has an attitude that has little interest in pleasing the parents. It is not likely that the parents of that child will commend him for his obedience.
So, Biblical faith involves obeying with an attitude that desires to please God.

Wow, that sounds like a set up for verses 5 & 6.

5 By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death; he could not be found, because God had taken him away. For before he was taken, he was commended as one who pleased God. 6 And 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. 
Biblical faith is all about our relationship with God where He commands us and we try to please Him. 
The writer of Hebrews makes an hypothesis based on the phrase, “Enoch walked with God.” If you notice in verse 5, we do not read that Enoch walked with God. Then, if we turn to Genesis to see what is said about Enoch there, see if you find anything that says that Enoch pleased God or had faith. 
Genesis 5:21-24 (NIV)

21 When Enoch had lived 65 years, he became the father of Methuselah. 22 And after he became the father of Methuselah, Enoch walked with God 300 years and had other sons and daughters. 23 Altogether, Enoch lived 365 years. 24 Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him away. 
I believe that the Hebrews writer understood that someone does not walk with God who is not desiring to please God and someone doesn’t desire to please God who is not placing faith in God.
The Hebrews writer once again brings up the commended word. . . . he was commended as one who pleased God. Faith has a focus on pleasing God. But it’s more than that. God understands that deep within all of humanity is a desire to be commended. What we read in verse 6 is that all of us need to own that resident longing for commendations. We were created with a need of approval from a source we respect. 

What I read in verse 6 is that God wants to be the source from whom we seek approval. It is at this point that there is an all out war going on. Satan and his minions are competing for the position of “rewarder” in our lives. Satan wants to deceive us into thinking that he offers bigger and better rewards if we do life his way. He has mounted an all out campaign to convince you and me that we would be far better off if we looked to him and not the Lord God as revealed in Jesus Christ.
So, what do we have so far as a working definition of faith? Biblical faith is a decidedly intentional response of trust and confidence in God that comes because we enjoy being in relationship with Him so much so that we want to do what pleases Him more than anyone else and receive from Him His commendation and reward.
Now that is wordy. So, I would like to give you an assignment. Take the next two weeks and see if you can abbreviate this definition and still say the same thing. In two weeks we will revisit verse 6 and then move on through verse 16 of Hebrews 11.
So, now that you know what Biblical faith is, do you want it? Verse 6 strongly suggests that we must want it if we’re going to get it. Earnest seeking is not passive action, but intentional and determined. 
But, in what way do we need to seek God? First, let me suggest that we do not need to seek Him like we seek for a good feeling. We don’t need to seek Him as some imagination or fantasy. No, rather, we seek Him like we do a friendship with someone we already know. God is not lost and needs to be found. He has made Himself known to us and positions Himself quite near to us. He invites us to come to Him, to tune our homing device to His frequency, to set our GPS for Him.
He wants us to spend time with Him. Thus we must seek Him. He wants to be the One from whom we seek for rewards and commendations. But, because of competing interests, we have to seek Him by putting blinders on the sides of our heads so we are not distracted and keep plowing a straight row to Him.

You know how farmers can plow such straight rows? In the olden days they had a post in the distance they would focus on and drive straight to it. Now, with modern electronics, they can just set their tractors to drive straight to that point.

Jesus wants to be that point. We seek Him earnestly. This is faith. But, how do we get faith?
Paul tells us in Romans 10:17, Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ. 

Folks, Enoch had faith because he walked with God. How did he walk with God? Most likely he meditated on God’s word and talked with God in prayer. Our faith is dependent on God’s word. We must soak our hearts and minds in it.
As kindly as I can say this, please hear me. You will not be a man or woman of faith if you are not inputting God’s word into your heart and mind on a consistent basis and for significant pieces of time. God’s word is the door to a relationship with Him. God’s word reveals who He is, how He thinks and what He wants. You simply cannot earnestly seek after God without saturating your mind with His word.
So, when you walk out the door following this worship service, you will have an opportunity to diligently seek after God, the God who has revealed Himself to you through Jesus Christ and the Bible. You can go out and stay in your old routine or you can go out and place yourself under a well-crafted plan.
It means looking at your calendar and setting the times you will meet with God in His word. It means considering again your involvement in our Bible Memory Club. The verses for February are printed and ready for you to go to work on. Don’t worry about the January verses. Get a head start on the February ones. Start with just 3 verses for the month. Get them down solid. Then consider going after the other 3 and even the passage.

You can do it. God is longing to give you His commendation for your faith. 

Biblical faith is a decidedly intentional response of trust and confidence in God that comes because we enjoy being in relationship with Him so much so that we want to do what pleases Him more than anyone else and receive from Him His commendation and reward.

Hebrews 11:1-6 (NIV)

1 Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. 2 This is what the ancients were commended for. 
3 By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible. 
4 By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did. By faith he was commended as a righteous man, when God spoke well of his offerings. And by faith he still speaks, even though he is dead. 
5 By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death; he could not be found, because God had taken him away. For before he was taken, he was commended as one who pleased God. 6 And 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. 
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