Sermon Series:   “The Hall of Faith!”   Hebrews 12:1-2

( Old Testament Witnesses for Jesus! )

9/12/10 Sermon #1:  “We Live By Faith!”  (Hebrews 11:1-3, 13-16)

*********************************************************************
     A man by the name of “Marcion” was born in 85 AD and he died in 160 AD.  “So what?” you say.  “I don’t know who this Marcion guy is.  Why does he matter?”  One reason is that almost 1900 years after he died his views of the Old Testament Scriptures still influence our thinking today – and not for the better!
     You see, Marcion was a false teacher who rejected the entire Old Testament because he thought it contained many irrelevant teachings and even some evil teachings.  In fact, Marcion taught that the God of the Old Testament was a different God than Jesus.  Marcion insisted that the God of the Old Testament was a demanding, condemning, blood-thirsty ogre whereas the God of the New Testament – JESUS- was a lenient, affirming, gentle, loving God.
     Does this kind of thinking sound familiar?  Many people today – even people who are Christians – buy into some of the false teachings of Marcion.  Many Christians wrongly think that the Old Testament is all about judgment, fear and rules whereas New Testament is all about affirmation, love and happy feelings.

Therefore, it’s not surprising many churches today ignore the Old Testament.

     However, this is a tragedy!  If you read the Bible from Genesis through Revelation you will discover that the teaching of Marcion is an evil lie.  First of all, the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New Testament are the SAME God!  In fact, you can’t even understand the teaching of the New Testament apart from the teaching of the Old Testament – they are both a united revelation from the same God!  
     You see, even though the Old Testament does contain teaching about God’s hatred of sin, it also contains much teaching about God’s love for sinners and the Savior that He promises to send into the world.  In the same way, even though New Testament does contain information about God’s love and forgiveness, it also teaches us about God’s hatred for sin and the final judgment.  In fact, did you know that most of the information we have about eternal suffering in hell comes from Jesus’ own mouth?

     Simply put, the Old Testament is very important if we are going to understand WHO Jesus is and WHY we need Him as our Savior.  With that in mind, today I begin a sermon series titled:

“The Hall of Faith!  Old Testament Witnesses for Jesus.”
     The theme verse for this sermon series is Hebrews 12:1-2, which you can find printed on the inside of your folded Service insert.  Hebrews 12:1-2 reads as follows:  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  Now, there’s far more information in this text than I have time to discuss in this sermon.  So, I will sum it up with two important points.

     First, Hebrews 12:1 talks about us being surrounded by a great “cloud of witnesses.”  Who are these witnesses?  Our reading is referring to all the Old Testament believers in Christ who lived by faith in God’s Word and looked forward to the Savior He promised to send.  We can find a sample of these Old Testament believers in Hebrews chapter 11 – a chapter of the Bible I like to call “The Hall of Faith!”  In fact, during the next several weeks we will examine sections of Hebrews chapter 11 and consider the witness of some of these Old Testament believers so that we can be inspired by their example of sincere and humble faith in Christ.

     Second, Hebrews 12:2 shows us that the focus of this entire sermon series should be JESUS!  You see, even though we will be hearing about various characters in the Old Testament, our focus will not be on THEM – for they were sinners just like us.  Instead, our focus will be on their WITNESS – and they were witnesses to JESUS!  Jesus is the author and perfecter of our faith.  He is the one who endured suffering and death on the cross for us so that we might rescued from sin and eternal damnation and live now and forever as God’s dearly loved children. 

     With that understood, let’s examine today’s reading from Hebrews chapter 11.  Let me read Hebrews 11:1-3 for you again:  “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.  This is what he ancients were commended for.  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.”  What do we learn from this text?
     First, we learn what faith is NOT.  Faith is not faith in SELF.  Many people today talk about “having faith” but what they mean is “believing in yourself.”  This is NOT what Scripture means by faith.  In addition, faith is not WISHFUL THINKING.  Some people think that faith is equal to positive thinking.  If we just visualize some dream or desire, it will eventually come true.  But this is NOT what Scripture means by faith, either!

     However, thankfully, Hebrews 11:1-3 does tell us what faith IS.  Simply put, faith is TRUST IN GOD’S WORD.  When God says something is so, we believe Him – even if His Word seems contrary to our reason or experience.  That’s why our reading says that faith is “being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  How does this truth work in real life?

     Well, God’s Law exposes the fact that we are sinners.  When we examine our lives – our thoughts, words and deeds – we can NOT avoid the fact that we are sinners who are guilty before God.  But God’s Word says that you are forgiven.  Even though you look in the mirror of God’s Law and see a sinner, God looks at you and sees a saint – all because of JESUS!  So, even though you see yourself as guilty sinner, you can trust God’s Word and know that you are a SAINT in Christ.

     Let me give you another example of how faith works in real life.  My father’s favorite bible verse was 2nd Corinthians 5:7, “We live by faith; not by sight.”  What does this mean?  Simply put, we Christians do not put our trust in our reason or senses.  Instead, we trust in God’s Word.  Faith in God’s Word gives us hope in the midst of a seemingly hopeless situation.

     For instance, after my father’s funeral they placed his lifeless body in the ground.  From a human point of view, we will never see him alive again.  His body will turn to dust and that will be it.  That’s what human reason and experience tells us about death.  But God’s Word says that those who trust in Christ have the certain hope of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting in the New Creation.
     Let me give you one last example of how faith works in real life.  We live in a culture where many people are deceived by the philosophy known as relativism.  Simply put, many people deny that there is a Truth revealed by God that defines how we should live and what we should believe.  Instead, many people simply live by this code:  “If it’s reasonable to you, believe it.  If it’s not reasonable to you, don’t believe it!  If some behavior is pleasant for you and it feels good, do it!  Don’t let someone tell you that it’s a sin!”  

     In contrast, we Christians trust in God’s Word to know what we are to believe and how we are to live.  Even though human reason and experience would tell us that we are foolish to base our thinking and living on Holy Scripture, we trust God’s Word because He is our Creator!

     In fact, our reading says:  “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.”  Simply put, even though some in our culture believe that all life evolved by accident over billions of years, we trust God’s Word in Genesis which says that God created the universe and all life in 6 ordinary days.  We trust God’s Word because He was the one who was there and He is the one who created us!
     So, faith means TRUST IN GOD’S WORD.  Our reading then says:  “This is what the ancients were commended for.”  Did you hear that?  The “ancients” were the Old Testament people who trusted God’s Word – and God has commended them to us as examples.  That’s why we find them listed in Hebrews chapter 11 – the Hall of Faith!
     In the second part of today’s reading from Hebrews 11:13-16 it says:  “All these people were still living by faith when they died.  They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them from a distance.  And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth.”  

     Now, what does our reading mean when it says that the Old Testament believers did not receive the things promised?  This does NOT mean that they were not forgiven or that they could not look forward to the resurrection and eternal life.  Instead, this means that they died before God’s promise about a Savior had been fulfilled.  The Old Testament believers trusted that God would send a Savior from sin – and they trusted in that Savior, even though He did not come in their lifetime.

     With that understood, we need to realize how blessed we are.  We live at a time in history after the Savior has already come into the world and completed His work of saving us.  We can hear and read Holy Scripture and look back upon the birth, life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus – and thereby rejoice in the fact that God’s Old Testament promises have been fulfilled.

     However, we are still like those Old Testament believers in one sense.  Just as they were waiting for Jesus to come the FIRST time, we are waiting for Jesus’ SECOND coming.  However, unlike the His FIRST coming when He died for our sins, Jesus’ SECOND coming will be in power and glory!  
     At His SECOND coming Jesus will raise all the dead.  Those who died rejecting Jesus will be raised to face judgment and eternity in Hell.  But those who died trusting in Jesus will be raised to face God’s love and eternal life with Him in the New Creation.  In view of this, Hebrews 9:28 says the following:    “… Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.”
     Did you hear that?  Hebrews 9:28 defines the Christian life as “waiting for Jesus.”  Just like those Old Testament believers, we who trust in Christ know that this sinful world is not our real home.  Even though we were born here, live here, work here and die here – this world is not our true home.  Just like those Old Testament believers, we are aliens and strangers on earth. 
     Therefore, we live by faith in God’s Word.  We trust in God for the forgiveness He provides through Jesus, and we strive to live our lives according to His will.  But on top of that, we look forward to Jesus’ second coming when He will raise our bodies from the dust of the ground and usher us into the “city” – that is, the New Heavens and the New Earth God will create for us on the Final Day, just as God has promised.

     In closing, I know it can be very hard to live by faith.  Not only do we struggle with our own sinful desires every day, but we also have to fight against all the temptations that come at us from this evil world.  On top of that, the devil tempts us to live by our reason and experience and doubt God’s Word.  

     But don’t despair!  You are not alone.  The One who died for your sins and conquered death for you is the One who gave you faith in Him – and as you fix your eyes on Jesus and His Word He will perfect your faith and keep you safe from the doubts the devil would like to create in your heart and mind.

     As it says in Hebrews chapter 12:  “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”
     Jesus endured the cross because of YOU.  Jesus had great joy knowing that His sacrifice would result in your salvation.  So, just like those Old Testament believers, fix your eyes on Jesus.  He is the One who gave you faith in Him and He will perfect that faith unto eternal life.

Amen!
