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What is our Faith?
This morning I want to ask a fairly basic and perhaps challenging question, “What is faith? What is your faith? How do you understand faith?”

We have just heard that passage from Hebrews; Chapter 11, which gives us a pretty clear statement about faith. This Chapter 11 has often been referred to as the “Faith “ chapter.

Let’s hear it again:

“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” 

The writer of this letter to the Hebrews was most likely writing to a group of Christians who were, facing increasing opposition and were in danger of abandoning the Christian faith.

There was likely strong opposition to their spiritual conviction, their trust and belief in Jesus Christ. It seems that this was a time when they were beginning to waver in their Christian faith.
The writer encourages them in their faith primarily by showing them that Jesus Christ is the true and final revelation of God. 

In this Chapter 11 the writer appeals to his readers to remain faithful by giving examples of the faith of some of the famous people in Israel’s history. The verses we did not read this morning 4-7 include the faith of Able, Enoch and Noah.
In our reading today from verse 8 “by faith Abraham obeyed when he was called” 
This morning I invite you to reflect with me on the faith of Abraham.

In the stories of Abraham and Sarah we know that they were a couple who had great faith. 

In the first instance Abraham responded to God’s call and set off on a journey based only on God’s promise; the promise of land, which for someone who lived a nomadic life, would have been a rather extraordinary thing to do. So Abraham went out not knowing where he was going.
The other promise of numerous descendants, was also rather extraordinary for an old man who’s wife was unable to have children!
Therefore we can identify the birth of Isaac as the solid evidence, the proof, that the promise of descendants was about to be fulfilled. 

It is thus quite difficult to understand the next episode in the drama. 
God asked Abraham to sacrifice, to destroy, his precious son, the one who was to fulfil the promise!  
Of course we know that this was something that God was also prepared to do, with God’s own son.
Abraham’s faith in God was extraordinary. 
When we read the story of Abraham preparing to sacrifice Isaac we are no doubt confronted by this horrendous scene. 

We might wonder how Abraham must have felt when he responded to Isaac’s question about the lamb for the sacrifice? 

What was he thinking when he said to Isaac, “God will provide”? 

This answer to the boy’s question, 

“God will provide” was truly an incredible statement of faith and trust in the ‘God of the Promise.’

At the beginning of this part of the story Abraham was instructed by God to ‘take’ his son then at the end we realise that he ‘did not withhold his only son’.  Again we have another parallel with the action of God and Jesus.
So as the drama unfolded it moved from the place where God was testing Abraham, to that place where God was convinced of the faithfulness of Abraham.   

There really is no doubt that the faith of Abraham was incredible. 

But I wonder, have you ever wanted to ask the question “Why, why did God test Abraham in this way? Why would God fulfil the promise with the birth of Isaac, then, ask Abraham to destroy his son and put at risk the whole possibility of descendants? 

It just doesn’t make sense to us; that God would go to all that trouble to bring about the fulfilment of the promise then to almost extinguish it by testing Abraham in this way. 

But I guess God’s way is not ours!

I wonder if any of us have had to face such extreme testing of our faith?

Many of us will have known something of the challenge and the struggle it can be to remain faithful through life’s most difficult situations. 

Situations where a baby dies or a child is diagnosed with a life threatening illness. When the promising career of a young person is cut short by serious injury. 

Or the marriage which seemed to have such potential disintegrates over the years. When a young woman dies of breast cancer or a teenager is killed in a car accident. 

In these situations it can be really difficult to hold to the promise that God is faithful and will provide.

In the context of this story of Abraham and Isaac, FAITH appears to be a readiness to answer yes to God’s call and to accept what seems to be a strange contradiction in the purpose of God. It is about the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.
Abraham lived in the real world, like us and the choices and dilemmas he confronted were all part of his growing relationship with God, just as they can be for us.

Part of our faith journey means accepting that God will be with us and that God will be faithful, even though we may not understand. 
We may have questions about the purpose of those difficult events we experience along the way.  We need to be assured that our faith is what we hope for and we need to trust that God will be faithful.

In our faith journey we are confronted with perhaps the greatest contradiction of all in the life, death and life of Jesus. We might struggle to understand God’s purpose in the death of God’s own son, God’s only son. The promise is that because of Jesus’ death and resurrection there is the possibility of life, a new creation.      

We try to understand that in the cross, through the giving of a son, there is the opportunity to receive new life, eternal life.
But it is hard. Just as Jesus was tested and had to choose to trust in God’s promise, we too are tested and required to make a choice. 

In the end, amidst all the confusion and struggles of this life, we realise that like Abraham, like Isaac and like Jesus, what we trust in is “the promise of life.”
This is the faithfulness of God.  Amen 

