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Confronting the Skeptics –
Why I Believe

This morning we are completing our Confronting the Skeptics series of messages.  There are other topics we could still consider in the series, but I believe we have examined the most serious objections to faith and I hope you have received information to help you when you have discussions with people who are skeptical of faith.

Through the months that I have worked on this series of messages I have thought about belief much more than usual.  I have puzzled over why some people do not believe in God and have thought a great deal about my own personal beliefs.

I have attended church all of my life, which means I grew up with belief.  At times I have wondered if I would belief had I not been raised in the church.  Would I believe or would I be a skeptic?  This question reinforces my gratitude to my parents for raising me to believe, and also because they taught me to connect that belief with participation in church.

Our New Testament reading this morning is one of my favorite passages of Scripture.  I love how Jesus asks the disciples Who do people say that I am? before asking them who they believe him to be.  Jesus challenges the disciples to have a level of belief that is deeper than one that is attached to or dependent upon what someone else believes.  It is easy for us to be dependent upon the faith of another.  When we are young, we depend upon the faith of our parents.  As we grow older our faith can still be dependent upon someone else, but this passage reminds us that every person must at some point answer this great question for himself – Who do you say that I am?  Of the many questions we must consider and answer in life, this is the greatest, and the one that cannot be escaped.  To ignore the question is still to answer it, and the truth is clear – one cannot fail to answer this great question – Who do you say that I am?

But once we answer this question we cannot stop, because faith and belief must grow and deepen or it will remain so shallow that it will have no real impact upon our lives.  This reality is powerfully demonstrated when, just a few verses after Peter’s great confession of faith, Jesus tells him Get behind me Satan; for you are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s.  Peter’s confession of faith was a great moment, but his lack of judgment that immediately followed demonstrated the need for faith to grow beyond just an acknowledgement of belief.  The book of James tells us that even the demons believe (James 2:19), which tells us that belief in itself is never enough.  Belief is the seed in the ground that must be nourished and grow into a mature and ever-growing faith.  If the seed remains in the ground and never grows, of what use is it?

The older I get the more I realize the implications that belief has for my life.  I worry more about the future and I long for more and more security but belief, in so many ways, challenges me to accept and embrace uncertainty.  I want to seek a normal life, but belief makes it more and more obvious that what is considered normal is little more than a collection of illusions about life.  So belief leads to a faith that is willing to walk, as Abraham did, to a place that is unknown, but carries the promise that we are led by God and that he walks with us every step of the way.

This is why we must reject easy belief.  I believe safe and easy belief is one of the greatest threats to authentic faith.  When faith becomes trendy or readily acceptable, it probably is leading us down the road to a generic form of faith that is ultimately meaningless.  Easy and faith are not words that should ever go together.


Belief that is real is a belief that is dangerous, because it is a belief that will challenge us to go where we don’t want to go, be what we don’t want to be, and love those we don’t want to love.  When I was in high school a friend of mine, who had to my knowledge never attended church, became a Christian.  He was very excited about his new faith, as was I, and we were both shocked by the reaction of a classmate.  This classmate was not a Christian and to my memory never showed much interest in it, but he was concerned about my friend’s decision.  He wasn’t against his decision as much as he was concerned about it.  His reaction was to say this – I fear it may not last, because you’ve made it too easy.  It has not been an easy walk for my friend, but all these years later I’m happy to say that his decision has continued to be real for him.

In one sense I get very suspicious when believing in God is seen as the cool or trendy thing to do, like at award shows when people thank God for their win as best actor or for helping them to sell the most CDs.  I’m grateful whenever God is acknowledged, but when it becomes fashionable, it may also mean we have tamed belief and made it too easy.  The real test of faith is when we give thanks to God for our sufferings, our losses, and our trials.

I believe also that belief must be attached to something.  In our society belief seems to be increasingly unattached to anything, especially anything formal or institutional such as a church.  I believe this is in direct opposition to the hope and desire of Jesus, who gathered about him the twelve, and who founded the church that we might know fellowship one with another and the joys and sorrows of being a part of the lives of other people.  Church can at times be a frustrating experience.  Church has been the source of some of the greatest joys in my life as well as some of my greatest disappointments, but I believe we are called to be part of the church – the body of Christ – and to forsake this calling is about as illogical as a person who claims to be a basketball player but never steps onto the court with other players.  You could still be a basketball player, but your knowledge of the game and skills will never be as sharp and developed as when a part of a team.

I believe it is easy to believe in the wrong things, even in church.  Some people believe that being relevant or effective means you have to use a band in worship and sing a certain style of music, or dress casual or any number of such things.  I believe relevance is not in music or worship style, but in whether or not we demonstrate our love for God by how we love other people.  Worship is not a matter of personal preference or about putting on an effective show; it is allowing God to transform our lives by the power of his love.


Belief also reminds me that I am not the center of the universe.  As we live in a world that is increasingly self-centered and self-absorbed, we are the ones viewed as odd if we do not worship the self and disappear into a world based on self.  The trinity of modern life has become me, myself, and I, and where the only things that matter are those that pertain to me.

I believe our beliefs should cost us something.  If we say we believe something, but never pay a price for our beliefs, we probably don’t value those beliefs very much.  That’s what I love about the story from the life of David that serves as our Old Testament reading this morning.  David was offered, for free, the location where he desired to build an altar.  As the king, it was offered to him as a gift, but with beautiful and powerful words David refuses the gift, saying I will not offer burnt offerings to the Lord my God which cost me nothing (II Samuel 24:24).  David reminds us of the truth that things of true value are costly, but it’s a cost we are willing to pay because we hold these things in such high value.

I believe that what we say does not necessarily reflect what we believe; I believe that what we do reflects what we believe.  

(A great quote reflecting this is found in Blue Like Jazz, by Donald Miller, page 110).

If we really do live for what we believe, we need only look at how we live to find what we really believe.  We can say we believe any number of things, but our lives will tell the truth of what we believe.

So, what would my life be like if I did not believe?  Without belief, my life would be unrecognizable, and so much poorer.  Belief has affected every part of my life.  It was belief that helped me survive an adolescence of being surrounded by drug use, when even some of my best friends were trying to pull me down that road.  It was belief that led me to Milligan College, where I met Tanya.  Without belief I would have been in another school and family life would be very different.  I am forever grateful that belief has brought me the family I have.  It was belief that led me to the different churches I have attended and served throughout my life, as it was belief that led me to this church.  I can’t imagine how much poorer my life would be without each of you and the countless others who have entered my life.  Without belief I would not be in ministry, and I would never have the opportunity to be invited into so many lives, where I have been given the gift of walking through the joys and sufferings of others.

Without belief I would not know the gratitude I have for the people who have invested in my life and whose love for me and confidence in me give me the strength to continue in my belief every day.  Many of those saints are gone now and you would not know most of those names.  My heart will forever be inscribed with their names and their influence.  Thankfully, there are many people still involved in my life – among them every one of you in this church – and not a day passes without my giving thanks to God for the people he has brought into my life.

I believe that what we believe matters, because what we believe changes our lives and our eternal destiny.  What we believe must be more than just of list of acknowledgements; they must be truths from the very heart of God.  

I like to bring the essence of belief down to a very personal level, and think that Jesus didn’t just die for the world, he died for me – someone, that is Jesus, gave his life for me.  So today I respond to the question Jesus asked his disciples – Who do you say that I am? – by quoting the Apostle’s Creed.  We are an historical faith, spanning two millennia, and this great statement of faith that has been used for centuries expresses what I believe and the truths upon which my life is founded – 
I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
    the Creator of heaven and earth,
    and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord:

Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit,
    born of the Virgin Mary,
    suffered under Pontius Pilate,
    was crucified, died, and was buried.

The third day He arose again from the dead.

He ascended into heaven
    and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty,
    whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church,
    the communion of saints,
    the forgiveness of sins,
    the resurrection of the body,
    and life everlasting.

This is what I believe, and will through my last breath in this life.
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