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In case you haven’t figured it out, we kick off a new series, Three Remain, Faith, Hope and Love. A huge welcome to National Community Church. If you are new, we are so glad that you are here. You could be doing a lot of things this weekend but you chose to spend a little bit of time with us so we honor that and we thank you. 
We are going to dive right in. I invite you to turn to I Corinthians 13 and I’m just going to add my shout out to dads. Can we give it up for dads one more time? Happy Father’s Day, to me! And you!

I Corinthians 13:13

13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

Over the years, I’ve given you a lot of definitions of faith, but in case you are new, here are a few of them. I think faith is taking the first step before God reveals the second step. I think faith is the process of unlearning our fears. I think faith is the willingness to look foolish. I think doubt is putting your circumstances between you and God. Faith is putting God between you and your circumstances. Faith is seeing the invisible. It is hearing the inaudible. It is believing the impossible. In a sense, faith is functioning outside the five senses that God has given to us. You could even call it our sixth sense. There is an old saying, seeing is believing, but I think the opposite is true, believing is seeing. Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. Hebrews 11:1.  I think faith is expressed in a lot of different ways. Let me give you one example. When Lora and I got married, 25 years ago by the way, we just celebrated that! We decided that we would never not tithe, that no matter how tough it was financially, it was a pre-decision we made that we wanted to honor God with the first fruits and so we decided we were always going to give Him the first 10 percent of our income. It was more than an act of obedience, it was really an expression of faith. What I mean by that is this, I believe God can do more with 90 percent than I can do with 100 percent. So that tithe is an expression of faith. 

Let me say this up front, our passage says that the greatest of these is love, but you are going to wait until week three for that one. Love is the end all and be all. In fact, it is called the Great Commandment, love God with all of your heart, soul, mind and strength and love your neighbor as yourself. The way we like to say it around here is if you are going to be great at something, let’s be great at the Great Commandment. Jesus also said that people will know that you are my disciples by your love. And then took it to the place of even saying love your enemies. I think what I’m getting at is this, love is our calling card. The faith is our credit card! You can tweet that if you want to! 
The Bible says that without faith, it is impossible to please God. It says that we are saved by grace through faith. It says that the righteous will live by faith, and that little phrase is repeated over and over. If you need an infusion of faith, just dive in to Hebrews 11. By faith, Abel. By faith, Enoch. By faith, Noah. By faith, Abraham. By faith, Sarah. By faith, Jacob. By faith, Joseph. By faith, Moses. By faith, Rahab. And the list goes on and on and on. By faith. 

Here’s what I want to do this weekend. I want to talk about two dimensions of faith. It is pretty simple, believing for and trusting in. Those are two different things. Believing for and trusting in. And I want to make one overarching observation that I think is critical for us growing in our faith but before I talk about that, let me say this. Just a week ago, I had a conversation with someone who lost a loved one to cancer and it was a painful experience but what was even more painful is the fact that the people in the church that this person attended told them that if their loved one had had more faith, they wouldn’t have died. I like to think that we are past that. I just don’t think that God punishes people that way. I think when we do that, we are just adding injury to insult. I think it is important that I say this up front. Is there anybody here that doesn’t fall short on faith? Anybody here who is full of faith all the time? No, none of us hit it every time. I think what I’m getting at is, come on, let’s not use faith to beat each other up. Let’s use faith to build each other up! That’s the point. The good news, a little faith goes a long way. If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain move from here to there and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you! And all it takes is a mustard seed of faith. 
There is a story in the gospels about a women with the issue of blood. She had been hemorrhaging for 12 years. It said that she suffered for many years under the care of many doctors and it says that she used her entire life savings but instead of getting better, she got worse. But what I love about this woman is that evidently she didn’t lose faith because there was a crowd gathered around Jesus and this woman saw her moment and she fights through the crowds and the Bible says that she touched the hem of his garment and when she did, the bleeding stopped and the pain went away and it says that power went out from Jesus and He was aware of it, yet it was such a big crowd and the woman kind of disappeared, and Jesus was like, where are you, so she comes back and I love what Jesus says to her. He says, ‘Daughter.’ That is so endearing, so loving. ‘Daughter.’ And then He says, ‘You’re faith has healed you.’ Time out. Far be it from me to argue with Jesus! But it sure seems to me like that is not what healed her. Some power went out from Him! I don’t care how much faith she has, if Jesus isn’t there, she is not getting healed. So it seems to me like really it is about the power of God at work. But what is so beautiful about this is faith is part of the equation. He said your faith has made you whole. I don’t know why it took 12 years for this woman to experience this miracle. That is past my pay grade to figure out but I think it reveals the power of faith even if it is just a mustard seed. 

Let’s be very careful not to turn faith against people. It is a misuse and it is an abuse and I’ve seen far too many people turn away from God because of the way they’ve been treated by people in church. Let’s recognize that even faith is a gift from God. That is what Romans 12:3 says. 
Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment in accordance with the measure of faith that God has given you.

Isn’t that incredible? Even faith is a gift from God. Our faith is really just a function of God’s faithfulness. 

Let me add a little nuance here. I think faith is a gift from God but then that gift has to be exercised. I love this little verse in Philippians 2:12

Work out your salvation with fear and trembling.

I think the key phrase is work out. I mean, take it literally. You have to take salvation to the gym and bench press it. You have to work it out. Understand that salvation is a gift from God. You can’t earn it. It is not by works. You can’t work for it but you better work it out once you have it. It is about exercising and I think faith is a spiritual muscle and that is what I want to talk about. I sure would love to see some people at all of our campuses flex their faith muscle. I think it is time.

Let me zoom out right here. It has been about a year. July 2, 2016, we began a series called Mountains Move and I challenged us to pray the bravest prayer. I will give you the short version. For me, the bravest prayer would be that God would heal my asthma. And the reason is simple, I had asthma for more than 40 years. If you add it up, I was hospitalized months in the ICU. I’ve been code blue. I’ve had doctors come into my room when I thought I was taking my last breath. And I never went anywhere without an inhaler. There weren’t 40 days in 40 years that I didn’t take an emergency inhaler. Do you know what the bravest prayer is? It is praying the prayer that you have prayed 100 times and it hasn’t been answered but you pray it one more time anyway. So I prayed that prayer and I don’t know why, why then, why there, why 40 years later. I have prayed so many times and I’ve had faith but for whatever reason, that was the moment. Listen, God healed my asthma! I haven’t taken an inhaler in 351 days! I’m two weeks shy of a year. I only share that to share this, I decided that I’m going to celebrate that miracle by, are you ready, by running a marathon. I may have shared that but I don’t know if I have shared this, it is going to be a Chicago marathon, October 8th. I chose Chicago for two reasons. Supposedly it is the flattest race course there is! It is going to be hard enough, ok? Someone told me that the greatest elevation change on the course is from the street to the curb! So I think I can handle that. But the other part of it is I wanted to go back to the place where I spent far too much time in doctor’s offices and hospitals and I wanted to celebrate it there. So here’s what I did. Five weeks ago, I began an 18 week training program, training plan to run a marathon. This past week, I ran a 10 miler. Five weeks ago, I couldn’t run three miles. Well, I could but barely, I was hurting for certain. I’ve only ran more than 10 miles in my life and that was 14 years ago and I’m not getting any younger. The bottom line is I knew this would be like the hardest thing that I could possibly do. And the reality is, I couldn’t pull it off right now. But give me 13 more weeks. And here’s why I believe that the Lord is going to help me do this, because of something called progressive overload. Let me explain what I mean and some of you know exactly where this is going. It is the gradual increase in volume, intensity or frequency in order to achieve a targeted goal. Simply put, physically you’ve got to push yourself past your limits. You have to have a stretch goal. You have to work out with a little bit more weight. You have to run a little bit further. Why? Because you have to break down your muscles so that they can build back up. Now, that is so counterintuitive isn’t it? You have to break them down to build them up. In between, you have to rest and recover. You probably ought to eat right, you need protein, but if you progressive overload, if you keep pushing yourself a little bit further and a little bit further, before you know it, you will be able to do somethings you didn’t know you were capable of doing. 
What I’m getting at is this. I believe that what is true physically is true spiritually. Again, faith is a muscle. How do you build it up? You break it down. You break it down. That is not easy and it is not always fun and it can be a little scary. I’ve had moments where my faith has had to be deconstructed so that it could be reconstructed. I remember one of those moments. I was 18 years old, graduated high school and I go to the University of Chicago. It is a pretty heady place, a pretty heathen place but I had a great experience there. I start walking into my Science classes and my Literature classes and I discovered at 18 that I knew what I believed but I didn’t know why I believed what I believed. There wasn’t a foundation. I had to walk through a process where I really discovered why I believed what I believed. I think there are some people who just kind of manage somehow to make it through life without ever breaking down but then they never get built back up. I just don’t think this is something we need to be afraid of because I believe it is true. So I think faith is a muscle and you have to go through a process where you break it down and build it up. I think it means you have to stretch it. Listen, God is going to put you in some places where it is going to take all the faith you have to hold it together. But the result of that breaking down is going to be a building up because now the next time, you can not only believe that, you can believe God for something more. Do you want to know how you steward a miracle? You believe God for a bigger and better miracle. Listen, I’m not content with God healing my asthma. I think God has some bigger miracles up his sleeve. But you have to stretch it. And then I think you have to exercise it. Faith without works is dead. Use it or lose it. Take it to the gym. And I think you have to feed it. I will only say this. Romans 10:17 says that faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God. The Word of God is protein. That is what’s going to build your muscle and feed it and build up what broke down.
A couple of weeks ago, I was out in Gainesville celebrating my nephew Sam’s graduation from high school. And as I was there, I bumped into Bill. Bill and Diane are part of our Gainesville campus. They are such wonderful people. They have this beautiful piece of property, kind of a small farm and they have used it for everything from church retreats, did a baptism out there in a horse trough. So I was just curious, I asked him how he found that property and just asking for the backstory and I love the story he shared and he gave me permission to share it. 

In 1985, Bill and Diane decide they want to raise their kids in the country so they found this piece of property in Warrenton and they list their home for sale in Annandale and you know this thing is going to sell quick because it is a hot market and it was priced to sell and every realtor that walked through just loved it. So they expected a quick sell. Long story short, nine months later, 110 people had come to look at the home and not one person came back for a second visit. What is going on? That is when you second guess whether you heard God. Finally their contract with the realtor actually expired. In Bill’s words, they put together a cheesy brochure to try to sell their house. Long story short, the church he attended at the time, Church of the Apostles, had called a new pastor, Dave and Margie, from New Zealand. So they were moving to the states and looking for a house and they were house hunting and they couldn’t find one. So Bill wondered if they would want to come look at his house, so sure enough, they went to take a look but when they pulled up, they didn’t get out of the car. And Bill said it felt like 30 minutes and they were wondering if something was wrong, they didn’t like the way the house looked, why are they not coming in. But finally they come in and they tour the house and they say thank you and they leave. Ah, but the next morning, they called and asked if they could come back and look at it. And it was their first second visit in nine months. So they walked in the next morning and said, ‘We want to buy your home at your asking price.’ Well hallelujah! Bill and Diane are absolutely floored and that’s when Margie explained why they took so long to come in the day before. She said, ‘Three months ago when we were called to be your pastor, God gave me a dream in which He showed me the home He had for us in America. The reason we sat so long on the curb yesterday when we first drove up was I said to David, this is the home God showed me in my dream.’ So we just stayed in the car and prayed over it.’ Then she said, ‘By the way, the morning after my dream, I asked God to place a band of angels around the home to save it for us!’ No wonder no one came back to look at it! I loved Diane’s first comment to Bill. She said, ‘I wish God had told us all the apples pies ago!’ You have to think about that for a minute but that’s awesome! I might start saying that. But you know what? That is how faith works. And Bill said, ‘It was through the testing of our faith that we learned what it means to wait on the Lord and to trust Him even when He is not meeting our agenda.’ And he said in retrospect, the thing that caught my attention was he said the way that their faith waned over time and person after person came to look at the house, but then it ends up this incredible faith builder. Why? Because you have to break down before you build up. And then when God comes through, it changes the game. I love that. 
Now let me make a distinction between these two kinds of faith. I think the first kind of faith is believing for and the second kind of faith is trusting in. Faith, no doubt, is believing for. For Abraham, it was believing for a son. For Moses, it was believing for deliverance. For Joshua, it was believing for the Promised Land. For Elijah, it was believing for fire from heaven. For Solomon, it was believing for a temple. Faith is believing for. 

I have to share this little story. A couple of weeks ago, I was speaking to the Four Square Fellowship. They had their national gathering here in DC and asked me to come and speak and so I spoke and right before, I met the guy who was going to speak next year and I loved his story. Nick is an incredible person. He was born without arms and without legs. So I leaned down. He was in his wheel chair so I leaned down to give him a hug. He is so friendly and so nice. But what I love about Nick is he doesn’t let no legs and no arms define him. In fact, he has defied the odds. I think the cover of one of his books is him surfing. I can’t even surf! How do you do that? But here’s what I really love. You are going to love Nick because of this. Nick keeps a pair of shoes in his closet. What? If you don’t have legs, why would you have a pair of shoes in your closet? Well, in Nick’s words, ‘I keep a pair of shoes in my closet because I believe in miracles. Faith is believing for. And I think it is believing for things that are impossible. It is believing for salvation. It is believing for healing. It is believing for miracles. But it is not just believing for. Faith is trusting in. It is not just propositional, it is relational.
Lora and I just celebrated 25 years. You can clap again if you want to. We’ve had our ups and downs like every married couple. But I can honestly say this, I’ve never met a single person who has more integrity than my wife, not even close. Plus she’s smokin’ hot! When you’re married 25 years you can say that and I just like throwing that out there. But when we exchanged vows, we were kids. Talk about faith. You don’t really know what you’re getting into to here we are 25 years later. We’ve been through a lot. You know what? Do you know what I’m grateful for and I don’t take it for granted? My wife has been faithful to me and I’ve been faithful to my wife. So guess what? I trust her. I trust her as much as you can trust another person. 

Faith is trusting in and it’s the byproduct of relationship and it is no different in a relationship with God. Do you know what spiritual maturity is? It is over time, God proving Himself again and again and again to be faithful. And it is then his faithfulness that gives us faith to trust Him. It is trusting that God is who He says He is.

I think it comes down to this. When you can’t see God’s hand, do you trust his heart? 

This past week, Lora and I had lunch with a couple who had walked through a battle with cancer and she was given an eight percent chance to be alive a decade later. It is a decade later and she is cancer free. I love what she said about faith. She said the defining moment for her in those incredibly trying times that it was not just about having faith that God can heal you, it is trusting Him even if He doesn’t. 

I think it takes more faith to trust in than to believe for. I believe both. I believe in a God who heals and I would be a liar if I didn’t say that because I’ve experienced it. So I believe for but I think it is trust that is the highest form of faith. It is trusting God no matter what, no matter when, no matter where. 

Now let me just bring this thing to a close and I want to share things that are delicate but I believe you are going to have ears to hear and a heart to receive. Don’t put your faith in people. And that includes me. Don’t put your faith in a church. Don’t put your faith in a doctrine. And that almost sounds wrong so I’m going to explain what I mean in a moment but what I’m getting at is put your faith in Jesus Christ. Put your faith in God. I know so many people who lose faith in God because they lost faith in a person. They put too much faith in a person and then when that person disappointed them, now they project that disappointment onto God and think that God is the one who did it to them. I think as people, we fall short of the glory of God and if you put your faith in people, you will be disappointed. I want to be careful with doctrine too. Let me just try to do this if I can. It was a few months ago that I was with a group who had invited Frances  Collins, who is the head of the National Institute of Health, to come and speak. Obviously a distinguished scientist, geneticist, and a man of faith. He was an atheist but found faith in Christ and he got up and he told this group about a letter he had recently received from a college freshman who had grown up in a rather narrow frame of reference and grew up believing in a literal seven day creation and then he went to college and was confronted with some science that called that into question and it began to shake his faith a little bit. And Frances Collins said that the danger is, it is almost like Jenga where you pull that one out and the whole thing falls, that sometimes we have one doctrine that we put all of our stock in and if you pull out that one doctrine, then the whole thing falls apart and that is what happened. Basically what Frances Collins said, he was kind of pleading with us. He said please let’s give a full description of that Genesis story. And I think what he meant was this, the word for ‘day’ in Hebrew doesn’t just mean a literal 24 hour day, it can mean eons. In fact, God said let there be light but the sun and moon weren’t even created until day four, so probably not a literal day. Listen, do I believe that God can create in seven literal days? Of course I do. I’m not saying He can’t. I wasn’t there at the beginning. But what I’m getting at is I don’t think that is a doctrine that ought to either make us or break us. Does that make sense? I think that we have to be very careful because there are nonnegotiables.  There are things that we believe and there is no room for error. And I will tell you they all revolve around the person of Jesus. I believe He is who He said He was, the Son of God, the Son of man, fully God, fully man but lived a sinless life and died a substitutionary death on the cross and on the third day, I believe the tomb was empty and He thereby validated his identity. I believe He ascended to the right hand of the Father and I believe that is where He is right now. I believe that and I know that I know that I believe that. But I think we have to be careful not to put too much faith in people, too much faith in doctrine. We have to make sure because what happens is doctrine can even be a little box that we put God in. I’m saying that last time I checked, God said as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts. So I don’t think God fits within the logical constraints of your left brain. We know in part. That is the verse right before this verse in I Corinthians 13. So the more you know, the more you know how much you don’t know. That is why II Corinthians 8:2 says
He who thinks he knows does not yet know as he ought to know.

We’ve got to keep growing in our faith. And I trust that you are going to be able to receive that and process that. It is delicate stuff. But what I’m getting at is this. My faith is in the Lord Jesus Christ.
Let me close with this. Genesis 15, Abraham has about lost his faith because it had been 25 years since God promised his a son, a child, an heir. And he says what can you give me since I remain childless? And I love what God does. It says God took him outside and told him to look up at the sky and count the stars if indeed you can count them. Then He said to him, so shall your offspring be.

There are 9,096 stars visible to the naked eye but you know that is only a fraction of the stars in our Milky Way galaxy. The latest estimate I’ve heard is about 300 billion stars in the Milky Way. Let me try to put that into perspective. There are 31,536,000 seconds in a year so 100 years is 3.15 billion seconds. So if Abraham tried to count every star just in the Milky Way galaxy, one star per second, it would take 10,000 years. That’s 100, 100-year lifetimes. And that is just one galaxy. We have astrophysicists telling us there might be 2 trillion. So in other words, if you take this literally, this is the hardest command in the entire Bible when God says count the stars. Good luck with that! 

Here’s the amazing thing to me. It takes all the faith Abraham has to believe God for just one. And God promises more descendants than Abraham can count. The question is, why did God take him outside? Here is my theory. As long as Abraham was inside his tent, there was an eight foot ceiling right above him. We put an eight put ceiling on God so God takes us outside and says the sky is the limit. Don’t put an eight foot ceiling on what God can do. I promise you this, God has blessings for you in categories that you cannot comprehend. How do I know this? Because He is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine according to his power that is at work within us. To Him be glory in the church and throughout all generations forever and ever, Amen. 
I want to invite our worship teams to come. I want to pray for you right now. Bow your head and close your eyes. Maybe this is a moment for you to step out in faith. There is a beautiful promise in Romans 10:9-10

If we confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in our heart that God raised Him from the dead, we shall be saved.

All it takes if faith. And it is that faith that saves us. Maybe you are here this weekend and this is your moment to cross that line of faith, to take that one small step of faith that I believe can be a giant leap in your life. If that is you, I’m going to ask you to raise your hand just so I can pray for you. I’m not going to ask you to do anything else. I want to thank you for those hands. A lot of hands raised. Right now the angels in heaven are rejoicing because something has happened in your heart. Faith has been exercised and I believe that it is the beginning of something eternal in your life. 

God thank you for those who have raised a hand symbolizing something that is happened in their heart this weekend. God thank You for the faith that You have given to them as a gift. God I pray that You would bless it and God we rejoice at what You’ve done in our hearts tonight, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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