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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

Faith is trusting in God’s promises.  That’s my conclusion today….that’s the biblical word on faith.  All you confirmation kids should be scribbling that down as the main point of the sermon.  I’m telling you that now because it’s easier to follow a sermon if you know where it’s going to end up.  Faith is trusting in God’s promises.

And the best biblical model of faith is Abraham.  Let’s take some spotlights and shine them on Abraham:  three different spotlights shining on three different stories from Abraham’s life.

The first story comes to us from Genesis chapter 12….when God called Abraham to leave his home in Mesopotamia and go to the new land of Israel, promising him that he will be the father of a great nation.  And Abraham went!  In faith, he trusted in God’s promise.

The second story is our First Reading for today.  It takes place 24 years later, after Abraham and his wife, Sarah, went to the land of Israel.  24 years later and this “father of a great nation” does not have even a single child!  Abraham was 99 years old; his wife Sarah was 90 years old.  God spoke to the two of them again, promising once more that Sarah…..

at age 90, mind you!.....would become pregnant and have a son.  And Abraham, in faith, trusted in God’s promise.

The third story takes place some 15 years later, when God tests Abraham by asking him to sacrifice that very same son who was born to him…Isaac, the son of the promise.  In faithful obedience, Abraham still trusted in God’s promise and was prepared to do exactly what God has asked of him.  Of course, as we know, God intervened….it was a test, after all….and his son Isaac lived.  But Abraham was faithful; he trusted in God’s promises.
That is the very center of what faith is all about:  trusting in God’s promises!  Now, some people have characterized Abraham’s faith as “believing in the impossible”:  that a 100-year-old man and a 90-year-old woman could conceive and bear a son; it’s impossible, it’s improbable, it’s absurd!  So some people would define faith as that which flies in the face of human possibilities and probabilities.

But that’s not true!  That was not the nature of Abraham’s faith….that he believed the improbable, the impossible, the absurd.  No, Abraham had God’s promise and that’s what he believed!

That Genesis 17 passage, our text for today…do you know when it was written down?  What do you think?  That it was written when David was king and Israel was at the top of its game?  Uh-uh.  Most scholars believe it was written while Israel was in exile in Babylon.  

Think about that:  the great temple had been destroyed; the leadership, the flower of their society had been carried off to Babylon.  Don’t you think those folks would have been wondering about the promises of God?  Were they still valid?  And then these priests, inspired by God’s revelation, write this story about Abraham, 100 years old, who trusted in God’s promise that he would have a son!  I hope this story of Abraham’s faith is as inspiring to you as it must have been to those exiles in Babylon!
We’ve already said what faith is:  trusting in the promises of God.  Perhaps it would also be helpful to say what faith is not.

Faith is not an act of intellect, of knowing.  Martin Luther was fond of saying, “Why even the devil knows that it’s true that God created the world and that Jesus Christ died on the cross, but that doesn’t mean that the devil has a saving faith.”  Faith is not a matter of using your brain.

Nor is faith an act of will.  Faith is not something we can create in ourselves by concentrating intensely.  We cannot gather all the forces of our will, and close our eyes, and clench our fists – and thereby create faith.  Faith is not a matter of our will or determination.

Faith is not a feeling.  It’s not an inner feeling of peace and quiet confidence.  It’s not even a sense of the presence of God.  The problem is, you see, that our feelings and our emotions change.  And if our faith depends on our feelings and emotions, then that means that as our emotions fluctuate, so does our faith.

Do you remember what we all discovered about Mother Teresa after her death?  That the last 50 years of her life she experienced “the dark night of the soul.”  She had no inner feeling of peace and quiet confidence that God was with her…none at all.  And yet during those 50 years she lived a life of faith and service that the whole world recognized.  She trusted in the promises of God!
Here’s more of what faith is not.  Faith is not self-reliance.  Self-reliance, in fact, is the opposite of faith.  Maybe you thought doubt was the opposite of faith?  No way!  Doubt is a part of faith.  The direct opposite of faith is self-reliance:  “I can do this on my own.  I don’t need God.”
I found this great Agnes cartoon in my cartoon file this past week.  Agnes is doing her math homework and she says, “There is no way I can figure out the answer to this question!”  Her grandmother says, “You can do it, Agnes…have faith in yourself.”  Agnes picks up the math book again and then thinks to herself:  “It would be a lot easier to have faith in myself if I had not let myself down so many times in the past.”

And that’s precisely why faith is not self-reliance!  You and I are broken!  We have let ourselves down so many times in the past!  Faith is a giving up of self-reliance.  Abraham knows that he has nothing to offer here.  If these promises are going to come about, God will have to do it, because Abraham has nothing to offer….nothing but empty, outstretched hands, waiting to receive.

Look at all these things that faith is not:  it is not an act of our intellect; it is not an act of our will; it is not our feeling; it is not self-reliance.  Do you see what all those negatives have in common?  Faith is not about us!

Faith is all about God!  Faith is trusting in God’s promises!  All of the importance of faith lies in its object, the One in Whom we have faith!  Faith is what it is because of its dependence on God.  Martin Luther said, “The two are inseparable, faith and God.  Whatever you hang your heart on….that’s your God!”
Faith is holding on to God’s promises even when all the rest of reality contradicts it.  Did you pick that up from Paul in our Second Reading from Romans today?  Abraham hoped against hope!  From the human point of view, Abraham had no reason to hope:  a couple in their nineties are not about to make a kid!  On the one hand, there was no hope; on the other hand, Abraham still hoped!

Only when these two stand against each other do you find faith.  If I can manage with my own resources, then it’s not a matter of faith.  

“Hoping against hope, [Abraham] believed that he would become ‘the father of many nations.’”  Faith happens in the midst of contradictions.  When Abraham dies, he is the father of one son….hardly a big family, let alone a nation!  When Abraham dies, he is still a foreigner, an alien, in the land which God had promised to him.

· To the world he appears lost and hopeless, yet he trusts in God’s promises.

· It would appear that life has given him lemons, but to Abraham, it’s all lemonade.

· It seems as if Abraham has been thrown a curve ball; but to him, he’s knocking it out of the park.

· The world all around him is shouting, “No!” and yet the Bible records Abraham’s “Yes!”

This is Abraham’s faith.

Do you see how pertinent that is to our own faith?  To our own situation?  Everything that surrounds us conflicts with the promises of God!

· God promises us that we are righteous in his sight, saints, every single one of us!....but all you and I see is our sin and brokenness.

· God declares his favor and His good will toward us, and yet some of us have lost our jobs, some have cancer, some of us have seen their children die, some are living with unbelievable pain.

Faith is trusting in God’s promises even in the midst of all these contradictions.

Now, you would think, wouldn’t you?....you would think that faith would grow weak when confronted by difficulties…that faith would fade when it encounters suffering….that faith would wither in the face of doubts….that Abraham’s faith in God’s promise of a son would weaken every time he looked at the saggy, wrinkled skin on his 100-year-old body.

And, conversely, you would expect that faith would grow stronger as the possibilities for the fulfillment of promises increased.  If our prospects are bright, then our faith is strong.

That’s what you would think.  But Paul says the exact opposite:  

[Abraham] did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was already as good as dead (for he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb.  No distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, being fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.

Paul says:  when our own possibilities fail, faith increases….because faith does not rest on ourselves and on our own adequacy, but on God and His promises.

You want some empirical evidence for that?  This is the record of our Sunday worship attendance at Lord of the Hills Church for the past 13 years.  Our attendance for the first nine Sundays of this year is up 8% over a year ago.  The same nine weeks that the stock market has been taking a spectacular nose dive!

More proof?  I went back even further….back to the years we worshiped in the middle school cafeteria.  Do you want to know the three Sundays when we experienced the very peak of our worship attendance in that cafeteria (not counting Christmas or Easter)?  Three Sundays in a row:  September 16, September 23, and September 30…the three Sundays following 9/11 in the year 2001.

When our own possibilities fail, when we cannot rely upon ourselves, when we our saddened with suffering, when our world appears bleak, our faith increases.  Because it does not depend on ourselves and our own adequacy, but it all depends on God and His promises.

Faith is trusting in God’s promises.  See?  I told you that’s where we would end up!
When I preach about Abraham, there’s only one way to end the sermon…with the prayer that I have always imagined that Abraham prayed…even though it was written less than 100 years ago.

Let us pray.  Lord God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown.  Give us faith to go out with good courage, not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting us; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
