“The Hall of Faith!  Old Testament Witnesses for Christ!”

10/24/10 Sermon:  “Witnesses for Christ in Glory and Grief!”
 (Text:  Hebrews  11:32-40)

********************************************************************

     Today’s sermon is the second to the last sermon in my sermon series on Hebrews chapter 11 titled:  “The Hall of Faith!  Old Testament Witnesses for Christ!”  Next Sunday will be the last sermon in this series.  With that said, in the very first sermon we learned two things about that word “faith.” 
     First, we learned what faith is NOT and what faith IS.  You see, contrary to what many think today, faith does NOT mean faith in SELF and one’s own power or skill.  NOR does faith mean merely “wishful thinking” – hoping for something that may or may not come true.  Instead, Scripture defines faith as TRUST IN GOD’S WORD!  The Old Testament believers listed in Hebrews chapter 11 – “The Hall of Faith!” – were sinners like you and me who trusted God’s Word and acted accordingly.

     The second thing we learned about faith is that it is a gift from God.  You see, faith does not come naturally to us sinners.  We are conceived as people who do not trust God – and we inherit this sinful condition from Adam, whom the devil tempted to doubt God’s Word.

     However, the Holy Spirit works through God’s Word – especially God’s promise of forgiveness and eternal life through Jesus – to give us sinners new hearts so that we trust God as we should.  When the Holy Spirit conquers our doubts and gives us new hearts that trust God’s Word, we are then capable of doing wonderful things for God!

     So far in this sermon series we have been blessed by the examples of Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, the nation of Israel and a Gentile woman named Rahab.     I would love to give you even more examples of Old Testament witnesses for Christ, but I don’t have time to do that in this sermon.  As we heard at the beginning of today’s reading:  “And what more shall I say?  I do not have time to tell you about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets…”
     Since I do not have time today to tell you about each of one of those Old Testament believers and his or her witness for Christ, I will sum up their witness for Christ by dividing their witness into two categories:  

1)  Witnesses for Christ in times of GLORY!  

2)  Witnesses for Christ in times of GRIEF.

Now, what do I mean by these two categories of GLORY and GRIEF?  
     A time of GLORY means that everything works out for the earthly good of those who witness for Christ.  Those who witness for Christ experience GLORY when they defeat the enemies of God and are rescued from suffering and death.  
     On the other hand, a time of GRIEF means that very little works out for the earthly good of those who witness for Christ.  Those who witness for Christ experience GRIEF when they are persecuted by the enemies of God and experience suffering and even death because of their witness for Christ.
     Let’s begin by first examining those Old Testament believers who witnessed for Christ during times of GLORY.  Listen again to this portion of today’s reading:  “…who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies.  Women received back their dead, raised to life again.”
     Now that’s the kind of information we like to hear!  We are more than happy to “live by faith” if that means an earthly life of victory, pleasure and treasure – and sometimes our merciful God does give us such blessings in this evil world.

     For example, we Christians who live in America simply take for granted the fact that we can attend public Services like this without fear of persecution or death.  We take for granted the fact that we will not lose our jobs or be driven from our homes simply because we trust in Jesus and live according to His will.
     In addition, we Christians live in a time and place where God abundantly provides for our earthly needs.  I assume every person here today has a place to live, clothes to wear, food to eat – not to mention all the other luxuries God has given us.  Even the very poor Christians among us are extremely well off compared to many Christians in other parts of this world.
     In addition, if you are injured or become sick, we have medical care readily available.  However, many other Christians in this world don’t have any modern medical care available for them in times of illness or injury.  Also, if you American Christians become disabled or unemployed, there are government welfare programs that come to your aid.  But again, many other Christians in this world don’t have anything like that.  If they become disabled or unemployed – they often starve and become homeless.
     The fact is that we Christians in America have it good!  Let’s face it, we all give witness for Christ during times of GLORY!  In fact, God has given us so many glorious experiences that may we begin to think wrongly that it is supposed to be that way all the time.  

     For example, we read about the Old Testament believers who witnessed for Christ during times of GLORY and we wrongly conclude that if we trust in Jesus and witness for Him we can also expect such times of GLORY – and if we don’t experience such times of GLORY, we get bitter and blame God.  But we are guilty of serious error if we think this way!
     For example, our reading mentions those who “quenched the fury of the flames.”  This is very likely referring to Shadrach, Meshach and Adednego who were thrown into a furnace because they refused to worship a Babylonian idol.  But Christ Himself appeared with them in the furnace and spared them from death.  They were then released and the pagan king repented and trusted in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  What a glorious ending!
     However, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego did not know that they would be rescued when the refused to worship that idol.  In fact, I want you to hear what they said to the pagan king before he had them thrown into the furnace:  “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it … But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.”
     Did you hear their witness for Christ?  They were saying that they trusted in God even if their witness for Christ meant GRIEF.  They were prepared to be burned to a crisp because they trusted their lives were in God’s hands.  They trusted in the God who gives forgiveness, the resurrection of the body and eternal life through His Son, Jesus.  They were willing to face GRIEF in this world because they knew that, on the Final Day, they would be welcomed into the eternal GLORY of Christ.

     What do we learn from this?  We American Christians need to understand that being witnesses for Christ in our culture may not always result in times of GLORY.  Sometimes being witnesses for Jesus means experiencing times of GRIEF.

     If a junior high or senior high youth trusts in Jesus and lives for Him, he or she may be excluded from and even mocked by the popular kids at school.  If an adult refuses to perform an unethical practice at work because he or she wants to be faithful to Jesus, that same adult may face persecution or even be fired.

     If you witness to a family member or friend who has strayed from the Church and is living in unrepentant sin, they may reject your witness and ignore or persecute you.  If you write a letter to the editor expressing the truth of God’s Word, you may be scorned and ridiculed by some people in the community.

     I could give you many more examples of how we Christians may have to suffer GRIEF in our culture when we strive to be faithful witnesses for Christ.  However, we need to understand that our experiences of GRIEF are really nothing compared to what other Christians have endured.

     For instance, listen to the next portion of today’s reading:  “Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection.  Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison.  They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword.  They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated – the world was not worthy of them.  They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.”
     Why were these people willing to endure such GRIEF?  The reason is that they trusted God’s Word.  They knew that Jesus offered them a far greater GLORY than anything this sinful world could offer.

     We must remember their witness for Christ.  The devil often tempts us American Christians to reject Christ and turn our backs on God the moment the going gets tough.  If we think that being witnesses for Jesus always means experiencing GLORY in this world, then we’re believing a lie.  
     True, sometimes God does mercifully give us times of GLORY.  But sometimes He also gives us times of GRIEF.  But through faith in God’s Word, we can be witnesses for Christ in times of GLORY and GRIEF because we know that in the end we will receive an eternal GLORY that will never pass away.

     Our reading for today ends with these words:  “These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised.  God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.”

     Did you hear that?   The author of Hebrews is saying that those Old Testament believers – even the ones who witnessed for Christ during times of GLORY – none of them received what had been promised.  What does this mean?

     Simply put, they all died before God’s promise of a Savior had been fulfilled.  They all died BEFORE Jesus had been born, lived, died, conquered death and ascended in glory.  But they witnessed for Christ nevertheless, because they trusted God’s Word that the Savior would come.

     Earlier in Hebrews chapter 11 it reads:  “All these people were still living by faith when they died.  They did not receive the things promised; they only welcomed them from a distance … they were looking for a better country – a heavenly one.  Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.”
     In today’s reading it says that these Old Testament believers would be make perfect with us whom God has given something better.  What does this mean?

     My friends, you are more blessed than you can possibly imagine!  Unlike those Old Testament believers who could only view Jesus vaguely from a distance, you live during a time in history after God’s Son was born, lived, died, rose again and ascended into glory.  We live after the “It is Finished!” was spoken from the cross.  The Old Testament believers have every reason to envy us.

     But one day we will be made perfect together with them.  One day Christ will return in power and glory.  He will raise the dead.  He will raise us from the dead, but He will also raise from the dead all those Old Testament believers who died before God’s Son was born of the Virgin Mary.

     Together with our brothers and sisters in Christ from the Old Testament, we will one day stand before Jesus, our Lord and Savior, and He will usher us into the eternal city – the New Creation that He will make for us on the Final Day.

     Until then, you live by faith – faith in God’s Word.  Just like our brothers and sisters in the Old Testament, you can be witnesses for Christ in times of GLORY and even in times of GRIEF because you are looking forward to an eternal GLORY that will never pass away.  Amen!
Amen!

