


March 21, Sermon
“Faith
James 1: 1-8; Luke 23:48
Faith! The people did not say, with Jacob at Bethel, “If the Lord will look after me, then the Lord will be my God”-making a bargain with God. No, they said with Habakkuk, “Even if nothing should be left on earth, no fruit on the vine, no flocks in the field, nevertheless I will rejoice in God.”
People of faith did not say “I will trust Him to keep me from suffering.” They said, like Job, “Though He will slay me, I will trust in Him.”
 God can deliver us! There is faith and loyalty and obedience to the will that is unseen. He can deliver us because we are still
Safe though all safety is lost; safe where humanity fall; and if these poor limbs die, safest of all.
Faith is knowing that if they kill me if they chose, but they will never tear the living Christ from my heart! That is our victory.
This morning I want to speak about faith. I want to speak about our lack of faith, our need of faith and the exercise of our faith.  
	We recall the story of Peter. Peter walked on water, that is until he took his eyes off of Jesus. Then he began to sink!  It is keeping our eye on Christ that will be the theme as we examine faith in light of James and Luke.
	In Luke’s Gospel, chapter 23:48 we recall that there is a multitude of people from Galilee that have come to see the execution of Jesus. What they experienced was great terror from the darkness and the earthquake. Now, Luke does not tell us that they had a conversion and believed that Jesus was the Messiah. Clearly, they appeared to be shaken because Luke tells us that the execution caused them to “beat their chest” which denotes sorrow and anguish. 
	They also watched form a distance. Perhaps the sight of the execution was too much for them to bear. As one writer put it, the “distance” may refer to their humility, and fear. It would be a stretch to say that they came to a revelation that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah-but there is a demonstration of anguish which Luke records when they “beat their breasts” as they returned home. 
	The question for us is, “Why did they stop short?” “Were they true believers who had difficulty showing their faith, so they left in despair and hopelessness?” We must remember that a lot of people at that time were hoping for the coming of the Messiah and they had hoped it was Jesus. 
I believe they recognized what they had done-executing an innocent man, and the part that they played in Jesus’ execution, but they stopped short of seeing in Jesus the fulfillment of God’s promise!
Many of us can feel the same way. We have been waiting for a long time for answers to our prayers, to physical healings, and when they do not come, we lose faith, and become like Thomas, who would not believe until he saw the resurrected Christ.
Faith and forgiveness are key themes in Luke’s gospel. We saw that with the criminal on the cross who believed that Jesus was the Son of God. And now, we consider the multitude! We are the multitude that stands a great distance from the crucifixion. Do we lack faith?
(A) A Lack of Faith
Scripture tells us that a doubting person is just like a wave in the sea. A wave has no control over its destiny or its direction, except it goes with the wind. (Isaiah 57:20, says “The wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest”)
This is a perfect picture of the multitude from Galilee, who have been deeply affected by the crucifixion of Jesus, and so they return home, and when they get there they have been so consumed with anguish, and despair that they don’t know how they got there.

We have a lot of jigsaw Christians today. Every time they are faced with a problem they go to pieces. Ask any pastor and they will tell you that the one question that is asked most often is this< “Why is this happening to me?”

There are three basic problems that are common to everyone at some time in life. They are sickness, sorrow, and suffering. We cannot escape all three, no matter how hard we try to. Even the most godly of people we know are not exempt from pain and suffering.

Think of Paul, who was whipped, shipwrecked, robbed, mugged, betrayed, jailed, and left for dead, his highway to holiness had been paved with hurt, headache, and hardship.

According to WorldNet daily, Christians are the most persecuted religious group in the world. A half of the people in the world cannot openly share their faith.  There are 77 countries reported by the U.S. State Department as engaging in severe religious persecution.
 
(B) The Need of Faith
First, we need faith in order to be saved! But we also need faith in order to live the Christian life. We have to have faith in the one that leads us! 
Proverbs 3:5-6 says, “Trust on the Lord with all of your heart and not lean on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”

	Have you ever noticed how little children do not stray too far form the parents?  We see it at church when we see a young girl or boy put their hand in their mother’s or father’s hand, as they lead them out the door to the car.
	That’s a pretty good picture of us? Sometimes we are walking a few steps behind our Lord, or we are straying in this direction or that direction. And the God speaks to us, and we place our hand in God! By faith, we follow God because we need Him!	
(C) The Exercise of Faith
Faith is like a muscle, the more we exercise it the stronger it becomes. Christianity has always thrived under persecution.  We get so wrapped up in the “whys” when we feel like we are being tested, that what really matters is exercising our faith in God.

Jesus tells us “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution…” “Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.” (Revelation 2:10)
(D) Applications
(1) God Stands With Us through our suffering
Paul speaks of an unbelievable experience God had given to

him. God allowed him to experience things that no other man had experienced. God had taken him to the heights that no other person had experienced. And yet, Paul says, “Even though I have received wonderful revelations from God…to keep me from getting puffed up, I was given a thorn in my flesh.” (2 Corinthians 12:7)

Have you ever noticed that when things are going great in life, it is difficult to stay close to God? The temptation is that when things are going great because we are so great, that God is good to you, because you are good to God. 

God fills our lives with blessings, but God also puts burdens on our back. Jesus gave more blessings than any other human being. Yet, he also bore the burden of our sins. All we have to do is look at the cross and know that not only does God suffer for us, but God suffers with us.

(2) God Speaks to Us through our Suffering
“My grace is sufficient for you.”  The Apostle Paul, when he prayed did not get the answer he was looking for until he quit praying and he started listening. Sometimes we are so busy telling God what He ought to do for us that we cannot hear God telling us what He wants to do in us. It is time to quit talking and start listening!

Remember this: there is no grace without suffering!

(3) God Strengthens Us 
We can look at our suffering either as the enemy to avoid or as a master to surrender, Whenever we are weak, God gets the opportunity to show his strength. 

Someone once said, “If you want God to bless you and use you greatly, you must learn to walk with a limp the rest of your life, because God uses weak people.  When I can’t God can!

Tim Chapman: Imagine waking up one morning and your arm still felt asleep. It tingled all day and the next day and the next. Pinched nerve, he thought. No problem I will go to the doctor. Wrong-He was diagnosed with MS-an immune disorder that causes the body to attack its own nervous system. Things began to happen to him. He found himself crawling through the house to get to the bathroom, use the shower because he could not pick up his legs. 

Then he remembered Paul, who also struggled. He had a thorn in his flesh that he had prayed at least three times for God to remove, but to no avail. 

Tim Chapman still has to deal with the physical limitations, but it is truly not a battle. He wrote a song entitled, “When I Can’t, You Can!”
I want you to listen to these lines!

Faith: Believing God can when we can’t! Can you believe that God could take the greatest pain and suffering on a cross and turn it into salvation for all who believe. 
As I reflect on the multitude that stood at a distance at the execution of Jesus, my prayer is that God will use them to help us in our own faith journey on this side of the resurrection! Because of Christ, we no longer have to fear suffering and pain in this life. Our faith is all we need to helps us! Let us exercise our faith! Let faith be our strength when we feel weak!
May God help us to better understand our need to have faith! May God help us to learn how to exercise our faith, and may we never feel guilty of a lack of faith!
“Safe though all safety is lost; safe where men fall; and if these poor limbs die, safest of all.”     James Stewart
Amen.
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