The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Tenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 15), Year C

The Text: Hebrews 11:29–12:2

Faith Is the Assurance of Things Hoped For
Do you find it easier to believe in God now, or was it easier to have a dynamic faith in God years ago when it seemed that more of your neighbours and friends shared your faith? In a world like ours where our Christian faith is often belittled or seen as old-fashioned, it’s amazing that so many people still believe in God and give evidence of their faith in God by regularly praying to their Creator or worshipping Him. The very desire to worship God is evidence of faith in Him. In fact, the truest test of faith is worship. There are those outside the Christian community who’d love to have a living faith. The writer Anne Sexton laments: “I love faith, but have none.”

Charles had been educated in a Christian school, but later drifted away from the Christian faith. One day after finishing his military service, he went to see a priest: “I have not come to confession”, he said. “I have no faith.” The priest replied: “It is not your faith, my friend, but your conscience that is at fault.” This insight enabled Charles to reactivate his faith and dedicate the rest of his life to serving others in the name of our Lord. Faith isn’t something that’s lost quickly. Rather, it’s more a case of ceasing to shape our lives by faith in our Lord. Other priorities shape our lives, so that God has less and less influence and impact on what we do. 
To believe in God is to give your heart to Him and believe that God rewards those who seek Him in worship and in prayer. Powerful faith is a result of prayer. We receive power from our Lord both through faith and through prayer, as well as from the Word of our Lord. “Faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the Word of Christ (Romans 10:17).” William James, a great psychologist, described a time in his early life when he was in the grip of a deep despair: “Fear was so incisive and powerful that if I had not clung to Scripture texts like ‘The eternal God is my refuge’, and ‘Come unto Me all ye that labour and are heavy laden’ and ‘I am the resurrection and the life’, I think I should really have gone insane.” 
Jesus said that one particular Roman soldier had greater faith than anyone in all of Israel because of his unconditional trust in the power of Christ’s Word to heal his servant. “I am not worthy to have You come under my roof ... But only speak the word and my servant will be healed”, he said to Jesus. Faith expects great things from Jesus. A faith that comes to Church expecting Jesus to minister to it in surprising ways is a faith that will be truly blessed. Expect little from your Lord and you will receive little, but if you come here full of eager expectation, you will be blessed beyond all your expectations. In the Gospels, our Lord honours the faith of all who beg Him for help and mercy. When two blind persons come to Jesus asking Him to have mercy on them, Jesus asks them, “Do you expect that I am able to do this?” Jesus replies “According to your expectancy [faith], be it done to you.”

The first thing Jesus seeks from those who come to Him is faith. Faith alone is so powerful that it suffices in the absence of other virtues. First comes faith, then the miracle. Faith’s a lot like falling in love. Love isn’t blind; it’s super-sighted. It sees good qualities others don’t notice. Faith makes it possible to see what others don’t see. Jesus said to Martha, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God (John 11:40)?” Faith expresses itself in acts of faithfulness. Hebrews 11 gives vivid expression to this. It contains one of the most passionate and moving pictures of faith in action in the New Testament.   

It contains an amazing list of redeemed sinners, men and women not exempt from moral failure or character flaws. No one in this list of examples of faith lived her or his life as an example to others. It’s because they didn’t live with an eye to an audience that they’re still examples for us of what faith can do. “All happens to make us heroes of faith” said Luther. The most unexpected people are included in Hebrews 11 to underscore the wonderful way God’s grace transforms the most base of human lives. Rahab is included in order to demonstrate that no sinner, however sinful their past has been, is beyond redemption. Amazing grace - that saved a wretch like Rahab. Grace and faith belong inseparably together. Faith embraces what grace bestows. Faith enables us to see what an unmerited, priceless treasure is God’s grace. The more grateful we are for God’s grace, the stronger our faith grows. 
“By faith Rahab did not perish with those who were disobedient, because she had received the spies in peace (Hebrews 11:31).” When Joshua sent spies into Jericho, they were given hospitality by the prostitute Rahab. In the Bible, practising hospitality to strangers is seen as one of the greatest demonstrations of faith a Christian can show. Rahab protected the Jewish spies and enabled them to safely escape back to Joshua. So when Jericho was occupied by the Jews, Rahab and her family were protected. Rahab, in the fact of all the facts, believed in the God of the Jews. She said to the spies who were recipients of her hospitality, “I know that the Lord is giving you the land. ... For the Lord your God, He’s God in heaven above and on earth (Joshua 2:11).” When Rahab made that confession of her faith in our God, there seemed not a chance in a thousand that the Jews would conquer Jericho. Yet she believed, and she staked her whole future on the belief that God could make possible the impossible. She had the adventurous courage to cast her lot in with God, when to do so seemed like backing the losing side. She’s the forerunner of countless non-Jews who would join Christ’s Church after Pentecost. She’s evidence of God’s transforming grace and is included in Christ’s family tree in Matthew 1:5, together with Ruth, and David’s wife Bathsheba. Our Lord isn’t ashamed to have an ex-prostitute in His ancestry. When Jesus came, many prostitutes responded to His call to repent and follow Him. 
In the book of Joshua, Rahab is the first person to believe that divine grace outweighs divine judgment, because in her own life, she experienced how God’s mercy triumphed over judgment. St. James immortalises her as an outstanding example of hospitality and uses her to teach us about justification by faith. St. Clement said that Rahab became a prophetess, a forerunner of the prophetess Deborah. It’s also surprising that Deborah’s ‘right-hand man’ Barak is praised for his faith in God. When Deborah summoned Barak and said God was commanding him to defend Israel against attack he replied to her: “If you go with me, I will go.” She responded, “I will go with you; nevertheless, the road on which you are going will not lead to your glory (Judges 4:9).” Barak wasn’t interested in any personal glory for himself. He was a team-man. He goes down in history for sharing his moment of glory with a woman. His insistence on having Deborah with him can be seen as an expression of his faith in the God whose prophet Deborah was. He was keen for God and the women God had chosen to be given the glory and honour.
King David enjoyed giving God the glory. He spent his whole life giving God the praise and glory for everything good that had happened in his life. David broke every commandment except the first one. He didn’t just believe in God. He loved God with his whole heart and soul, passionately, with every fibre of his being. The single most characteristic thing about David is God. David thought about God, prayed to God, and couldn’t stop singing in praise of God. The largest part of his existence was not David, but God. He was immersed in God. He discovered that we’re most alive when we’re dealing with God. Power never blinded David to his own sin. When confronted with sin, David repented in a way no other ancient ruler ever had or did. Psalm 51, his psalm of repentance, still shows us how to say “sorry” to God for our own shortcomings and offences. 
The more David looked around himself in faith, the more he saw God at work. The more David prayed to God, the more he felt God’s loving presence beside him every day. David knew of no better way of expressing his faith in God publicly than by worshipping God with fellow believers in God’s House. “I was glad when they said to me: ‘Let us go to the House of the Lord (Psalm 122:1).’” He showed his limitless love for God by worshipping God as often as he could. His composition of psalms like Psalm 23 is an infinitely greater achievement than all his political successes. Above all, we’re grateful to David for pointing us to his greatest descendent – our Saviour Jesus Christ. All the “heroes of faith” mentioned in Hebrews 11 urge us to keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from start to finish. 
Jesus made it easier for us to believe in Him by becoming one of us. There’s no greater example of faithfulness to God than Jesus Himself. There’s no one we can rely on to be faithful to us more than our Lord Himself has promised to be. That’s why we’re invited to pray each day: “Lord, if I should forget You, forget me not.” When we’re too tired to think about Jesus, He’s still thinking affectionately of us. Your Savour endured the shame of the cross for you. He was mocked and endured torturous suffering for you. He did this so that He might share the joy of your fellowship, your company and companionship. The very reason Jesus became human like us was to accompany us on our life’s journey. Jesus is both the start and the finish of our race to heaven. He’s the goal of our life. That’s why our faith in Him is infinitely more precious than gold. 
In the end, faith is not simply the good, secure feeling that God exists. Faith is a commitment to a way of living beyond good and secure feelings. To have faith means to sometimes live our lives independent of whatever feelings may come. Ultimately faith is not in the head or the heart, but in the action of a sustained commitment. Faith is fidelity expressed in acts of daily devotion like prayer, confession and thanksgiving, and listening to God’s Word, for in His Word we receive the assurance that what we hope for as Christians is sure and certain.

An old man and a boy were sitting on a dock fishing. They talked about why sunsets are red, why the rain falls, why the seasons change, what life is like. Finally the boy looked up at the old man and asked, “Does anybody ever see God?” ”Son”, the old man replied, “It’s getting so I hardly see anything else.” King David and company would have said the same. God give you the faith that sees Him at work in your life everywhere, too. 

“May the God of hope fill you with joy and peace in your faith, that by the power of the Holy Spirit, your whole life and outlook may be radiant with hope (Romans 15:13).”  Amen.
