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It is one of the most important words in our vocabulary – faith.  The Bible tells us that without faith it is impossible to please God.  The Bible tells us we are “saved” by faith.  The Bible tells us that if we have “enough” faith we can move mountains.  For all of us who follow Jesus, faith matters.  
But just what is faith?  How do you get it if you don’t have it?  Is there a certain kind of faith you need to have to be saved?  How much faith is enough when it comes to the whole mountain-moving thing?  

Of course it’s not just in the Christian world that people talk about faith.  Athletes talk about having faith.  When someone accomplishes something special in the athletic world, they will have talk about how they had faith that they could win, that they had faith in their teammates, that they had faith in their abilities.  When people get sick, even if they don’t believe in God, they will still talk about having faith that they will get better.  
In fact we often treat faith as if it is some kind of a magical power in and of itself.  If we just close our eyes real tight and believe with all our might, we just know that Tinker Bell is going to show up and escort us off to never-never land.  Do you remember the scene in one of the early Star Wars films when Luke Skywalker’s hovercraft was sunk in the mud?  Luke tried to use the power of the Force to free his ship, but it didn’t work.  Then that scene-stealing Yoda closed his eyes, stretched out his hand, and just like that this huge ship levitated right out of the mud.  Luke’s mouth dropped open and he exclaimed, “I don’t believe it!”  To which Yoda replied, “That is why you failed.”  And the message is clear – we just need to have faith.  If we just believe something hard enough, we can make it happen, no matter how unlikely or impossible.  It’s almost as though we have faith in faith.
In Romans 4 Paul highlights the role of faith in the life of a Christian.  It is by faith that we who have messed up are forgiven and made right with God, Paul says.  But it’s not faith in faith that makes us right with God; it’s not faith in faith that transforms our hurts into hope.  It is a particular kind of faith – it is the kind of faith God is looking for.
This morning I want to have three old friends of mine help me explain what the Bible means by “faith.”  I first met these three friends on September 8, 1966, when I was just eleven years old.  Their names are James T. Kirk, Mr. Spock and Dr. Leonard “Bones” McCoy, the three main characters of the TV show and movie “Star Trek.”  Now just so you don’t get too worried about your pastor – yes, I realize that they aren’t real people.  But I am completely serious when I tell you that for many years Kirk, Spock and Bones have helped me understand what the Bible means by faith.
My Faith Involves My Mind
Here’s what I mean.  If you ask people what they mean by faith, some people will describe their faith primarily in terms of what they believe.  Others will describe their faith primarily in terms of a feeling.  Still others will talk primarily about what they did, about their acts of faith.  The truth is that biblical faith involves all three aspects – it involves what we believe, how we feel, and what we do.  And that’s where Mr. Spock, Dr. McCoy and Captain Kirk come in.  What’s Mr. Spock known for?  He’s the logical one, isn’t he?  He’s known for his mind and for his intelligence.  What’s Dr. McCoy known for?  He’s the emotional one of the three.  He’s always insulting Spock for being a green-blooded, cold-hearted Vulcan who never shows any emotion.  And what about Captain Kirk?  He’s all action, isn’t he?  He’s the one who jumps into the middle of any fight, the one who pulls the trigger and commits the U.S.S. Enterprise to the battle.  Spock is about the intellect, McCoy is about emotions, and Kirk is about action.  And faith, the kind of faith God is looking for, involves all three.  Faith involves our intellect, our emotions and our will.
Let’s start with the role of the mind in biblical faith.  Just to put this into context, let’s take a look at what Paul says about faith in the Book of Romans, which is our text for this summer.  Here’s what Paul says:

For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law … What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter?  If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about – but not before God.  What does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  (Romans 3:28; 4:1-3)  
In these verses Paul is making the point that we can’t earn our way into God’s good graces, but that we who have messed up morally can get back into God’s good graces only by faith.  And as his example Paul refers to Abraham, the father of the Jewish people.  Paul then quotes from the first book of the Bible, the Book of Genesis, where we read, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” (Genesis 15:3)  So what is the synonym Paul uses for the word “faith” there?  It’s the word “believe.”  When we talk about the intellectual aspect of faith, we often use that word, the word “believe.”  The dictionary defines “belief” as being “convinced by argument or evidence that certain things are true.”  For we who follow Jesus, faith as belief means to be convinced intellectually that those historical events and spiritual concepts declared in the Bible are true.  Like Mr. Spock, for whom things must be logical, we don’t just believe things for the sake of believing them.  We don’t just believe things because it says so in Wikipedia.  We believe things if there are good reasons to believe them, reasons that make sense intellectually.
Have you ever had someone tell you that logic and reason and evidence really aren’t important when it comes to matters of faith?  When I was in college and was wrestling with some of the tough questions of the Christian faith, I had certain people tell me something like this: “You know, the important thing isn’t that you have the answers to all your questions.  The important thing is that you just believe.  All you need is faith.”  But that was the problem.  I wanted to have faith, but it seemed to me that I needed some reasons to have faith.  
Then I went to a retreat with a Christian author named Paul Little, who wrote the classic book “Know Why You Believe.”  In the first session of that retreat Paul Little asked us to imagine a church service during which a man walked to the front of the church and began to address the congregation.  On top of the man’s head was a fried egg.  Imagine, Paul Little said, that the man then told that church that ever since he had put that fried egg on his head, his life had been radically changed, and now the man was pleading with us to wear fried eggs on our heads and to give up our faith in Jesus.  And when we asked the man what reasons he had for believing that the fried egg had some power to change his life, the man would only reply that it wasn’t necessary to understand how the fried egg worked, as long as you believed in it.

And then Paul Little said this: “Don’t we as Christians do the same thing when we tell people that it isn’t as important to get answers to their questions as it is to sincerely believe?  Aren’t we telling people when we do that that faith is irrational?”

The fact is, Paul Little told us that day, that believing something doesn’t make it true.  God doesn’t exist because I believe in him.  God exists whether I believe in him or not.  And because believing something doesn’t make it true, what we believe and why we believe it are of the utmost importance.  
Have you ever heard someone say something like this: “It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you believe in something.”  The Bible says that’s wrong.  It does matter what you believe.  To become a follower of Jesus and to be made right with God you have to believe certain things.  For example, Hebrews 11:6 says, “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.”  So there’s one nonnegotiable – to be right with God you have to believe that he exists.  John 1:12 gives us another: “Yet to all who received [Jesus], to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” (John 1:12)  To become a child of God we have to believe in the name of Jesus, which means we have to believe what Jesus claimed about himself.  Jesus claimed to be the way, the truth and the life, and that no one comes to the Father except through him.  Those are truth-claims we must believe to get into God’s good graces.
Now let me admit something about this intellectual aspect of faith.  When I say that what we believe and why we believe it are critically important, I do not mean that we can prove everything we believe empirically.  The Bible asks us to believe certain claims which can never be incontrovertibly and scientifically proven.  But that does not mean that faith is a blind leap in the dark.  There are good, rational, logical reasons to believe what God asks us to believe.  It is true that faith requires us to go beyond reason, but it does not require us to go against reason.  Mr. Spock’s need for logic would not preclude him from believing in the claims of the Bible.
The faith that made Abraham right with God, the faith the Bible says was “credited” to him as righteousness, was a believing faith, a faith that involved his mind.  It was a thoughtful, reasonable faith, a faith based on evidence.

My Faith Involves My Emotions
Secondly, the kind of faith God is looking for involves our emotions, which for me is represented by my good friend, the very emotional Dr. McCoy.  When I talk to people who I think of as people of great faith, they often describe their faith as a confidence, an assurance, and as an awareness of God’s presence.  When they talk about their faith, they take about it in emotional terms.
Now the Bible never says that we have to feel a certain way to get into God’s good graces.  But the Bible does recognize that we are feeling creatures, and that faith is most certainly going to impact our emotions.  Hebrews 11:1 says this: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (RSV)  The Greek word for “assurance” is the word hupostasis, which means “a firm confidence.”  In this respect faith is somewhat subjective; it is something we feel.
One word most people use to define what they mean by faith is the word “trust.”  When people say they “trust” God, they mean that they have a sense of confidence that God will do what he promised to do.  And one thing about the word “trust” that works so well as the kind of faith that God is looking for is that “trust” is personal.  We usually use the word trust to describe how we feel not about an idea or a concept but about a person.  When I say that I trust my wife, I am referring to my confidence in her as a person.  

Dr. Norman Geisler has written that there is a difference between “belief that” and “belief in.”  “Belief that,” he says, refers to the intellectual component of faith.  “Belief that” demands evidence, it demands logic, it demands reason.  For example, in order for me to believe that Jesus rose from the dead, my mind requires that I supply it with tangible evidence.  On the other hand, “belief in” is trust in a person.  When you “believe in” someone you trust them without evidence.  If my wife tells me she’s going to go to the gym, I don’t require her to give me some proof.  (Actually, I would need some proof if she told me she wasn’t going to the gym)  I believe in my wife; I trust my wife.  I take her at her word.  

In fact, I think we would all agree that there are times when you believe in a person despite the evidence.  We’ve all had occasions where the evidence seemed to suggest that a good friend of yours wasn’t telling you the truth about something, but you still believed him because you believed in him – you trusted him. 

And that’s the kind of faith Abraham had.  Do you remember the story?  God promised Abraham that he would be the father of many nations.  But at the time Abraham had no kids, he was too old to have kids and his wife Sarah – who was 90 – was too old to have kids.  All the evidence suggested that there was no way God could make good on his promise.  But listen to what Paul tells us in Romans 4 about the faith of Abraham:

Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead – since he was about a hundred years old – and that Sarah’s womb was also dead.  Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.  This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:18-22) 
Abraham believed despite the evidence because Abraham believed in God – Abraham trusted God to do what God said he would do.  And that’s the kind of faith God is looking for.  God wants more than for us to agree intellectually in his existence.  God wants us to put our trust in him, to believe in him, to depend on him.
My Faith Involves My Actions
But the kind of faith that makes us right with God involves more than our mind and our emotions; it also involves our actions.  This is where Captain James T. Kirk comes in.  Spock says, “Let’s think about it.”  McCoy asks, “How does this feel?”  But Kirk says, “Let’s do it.”  
In the world of logic there is an important distinction between a necessary condition and a sufficient condition.  For example, how old do you have to be to be the President of the United States?  You have to be at least 35 years old to be President.  In other words, being at least 35 is a necessary condition to become President.  But clearly being 35 or older is not a sufficient condition to be President.  I’m 54 and I’m not President … at least not yet.

And here’s my point – to have a right relationship with God, it is necessary to believe that God exists.  It is necessary to believe that Jesus died for our sins and rose from the dead.  But those beliefs are not sufficient.  Listen to how James, the half-brother of Jesus, puts it: “You believe that there is one God.  Good!  Even the demons believe that – and shudder.” (James 2:19)  It is not sufficient to believe the right truths.  There needs to be a further step; you need to act on your beliefs.  You need to make a commitment.
Bible students refer to Hebrews 11 as the “faith chapter.”  In that chapter the Bible does a retrospective on some of the great men and women of the faith through the centuries.  And notice how these people acted on their faith.  In Hebrews 11:4 we read, “By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did.”  In Hebrews 11:7 we read, “By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen, in holy fear built an ark to save his family.”  Abel made an offering; Noah built an ark.  They acted on their beliefs.  But the real star of Hebrews 11, as he is in Romans 4, is Abraham.  In Hebrews 11:8 we read this: “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as an inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.”  Notice the action words – Abraham obeyed, Abraham went.  And then in Hebrews 11:17 the author reminds us of Abraham’s greatest moment: “By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice.”  This is one of the most famous stories in the Bible, when God told Abraham to sacrifice his only son, the son of promise.  And Abraham obeyed, because even though he didn’t fully understand what God was asking him to do, he trusted God to do the right thing; he believed in God.  And as you remember, God intervened and spared Isaac’s life, rewarding Abraham’s act of faith.  
Now before we tie this all up, we need to remind ourselves of the problem we humans find ourselves in.  We are saved by faith, but why do we need to be saved?  Saved from what?  Our problem, Paul explained in Romans 1-3, is our sin.  We know how we should live; we even know how we want to live.  But none of us live that way; we have all made a royal mess of our lives through our sin.  And as we all know, sin has consequences.  Sin causes broken relationships, broken hearts, broken promises, and broken lives.  Sin is like a cancer that left untreated eventually destroys everything we value and everything we are.

So how can we be saved from our sin?  It starts with Jesus.  Jesus died on the cross to pay the penalty for our sin.  He rose from the dead to defeat sin.  And we can be saved from sin and its consequences by putting our faith in Jesus.  But how do we do that?  What exactly does that mean?

Now this is critical.  This could not be more important.  The Bible says our eternal destiny is at stake on this point.  Paul says in Romans 3:28 that we are “justified by faith.”  To be “justified” we said last week is to have our wrongs made right, to be made right with God.  So what specifically are we supposed to do?

Three weeks ago I did a wedding that was rather important to our family when I officiated at the marriage of my oldest daughter and my son-in-law.  I’ve always thought a wedding was a great illustration of how a person puts their faith in Jesus.  Before Stephanie and Scott could get married they had to do some things.  One necessary condition of getting married was to go to City Hall and get a marriage license.  To get a marriage license you have to fill out a form, pay a fee and then you have to raise your right hand and take an oath.  But did that make them married?  No.  It was a necessary condition, but it wasn’t sufficient.

To enter into a right relationship with God by faith, there are some necessary conditions.  For example, there are certain things you need to believe.  You need to believe that the God of the Bible exists.  You need to believe that Jesus is God’s Son, that he died for our sins and rose from the grave.  But frankly there are many people in our world who believe those truths who don’t have the kind of faith God is looking for.  As James put it, the demons believe those same things, and that hardly makes them right with God.  
So what did Stephanie and Scott have to do to get married, even after they got their marriage license?  They needed to take action.  They needed to make a commitment.  They needed to walk down an aisle, stand in front of the people who loved them, and exchange their vows.  Now what would have happened if only one of them said their vows?  That would have made for a rather expensive social function, but they wouldn’t have been married.  Both parties have to commit themselves to each other, heart and soul.  One set of vows does not a marriage make.  
In a real sense, Jesus is standing at the altar ready to enter into a committed relationship with you.  It is no accident that the Bible refers to the church as the “bride of Christ.”  Jesus has paid the cost of the wedding, a cost far greater than any parents have ever paid for any wedding.  This wedding cost Jesus his life.  And Jesus has recited his vows; he has committed himself to saving you, to redeeming you, to justifying you, to caring for you in every way.  And now it’s up to you to act.  It is necessary for you to believe that Jesus died for your sin, but that is not sufficient.  You need to make a commitment, to recite your vows, to give Jesus your heart and soul.

Oh, there’s something else.  I noticed that after Scott and Stephanie recited their vows, everything changed.  Get this – Stephanie moved in with Scott!  Can you believe that?  She moved out of our house and moved in with this boy!  They live together now.  They share their lives together.  What’s his is hers and what’s hers is his.  Had I known about this I’m not sure I would have agreed to marry them.

But of course that’s the way it works when two people get married … and that’s the way it works when you enter into a relationship with Jesus.  Everything changes.  You and Jesus are connected forever.  What’s his is yours and what’s yours is his.  
And that’s what the kind of faith God is looking for looks like.  That’s what it means to enter into a right relationship with God.  And if you have never done that before, let me give you the chance to do that today.  
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