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Text: Genesis 12:1-4 

Believing and Beyond 
 

 In our Christian Worldview course, we have heard the story about a man named 
Charles Templeton.  Templeton was Billy Graham’s best friend back in the 1940’s; and he 
was his closest and most trusted associate as they went on the preaching circuit together.  
Charles Templeton had a crisis of faith.  He became unsure of whether he believed the things 
he was preaching.  So he took a break and went back to graduate school for more theological 
study.  He went to Princeton.  And there he encountered the new wave of thinking that 
approached the Bible with skepticism.  He lost his faith and was never able to go back to 
preaching. 
   
 I was curious about how the effect this had on Billy Graham, so I consulted  his 
autobiography, Just As I Am.  Graham relates that, to have his trusted partner in ministry lose 
his faith challenged Graham’s faith as well.  Templeton told him, “Billy, you’re 50 years out of 
date.  People no longer accept the Bible as inspired the way you do.  Your faith is too simple. 
” (Just As I AM, p. 138 (Harpercolllins/Zondervan, 2007)   And Graham began to wonder what 
was real and what wasn’t, what he could trust and believe and what he could not.  The year 
was 1949, and his first significant evangelistic campaign was coming up in Los Angeles.  And 
so he spent time in prayer and deep self-examination.  In his book, Graham said that he 
admitted to God that there were many things in the Bible he did not understand, many 
problems for which he had no solution, seeming contradictions, and things that do not seem 
to correlate with modern science. Here’s what he went on to say: 
  

I was trying to be on the level with God, but something remained unspoken.  At last the 
Holy Spirit freed me to say it. “Father, I am going to accept this as Thy Word—by faith!  
I’m going to allow faith to go beyond my intellectual questions and doubts, and I will 
believe this to be Your inspired Word.” [Just As I Am, p. 139] 

 
 Today’s readings from scripture are all about faith.  We hear about Abraham who 
believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.  And we hear Jesus talking to an 
inquiring Pharisee named Nicodemus.  He told Nicodemus, “I have spoken to you of earthly 
things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things?” 
 
 I’d just like to spend a few moments thinking together about what faith really is.  Often, 
we speak of faith as simply an acceptance of a belief system, and nothing more.  To see faith 
this way is to sell it short.  Faith is a gift from God that changes our lives.  And so let’s talk 
about the adventure of being a person of faith in Jesus Christ, what it means, and what it 
does to us. 
 
 I’ll throw out three summary concepts that frame this discussion:  Perspective, 
willingness and trust.  Notice I did not include the word “belief.”  All of these things come after 
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belief.  All of these build on belief.  And together, all of them take us on amazing adventures 
with God. 
 
 By “perspective,” I’m talking about a person of faith seeing the big picture.  I have 
heard people express their faith by saying, “I believe that Jesus is the Son of God, and 
therefore I will go to heaven when I die.”  That is a pretty small picture.  It is all about oneself.  
But we live in a big world.  We live in an enormous universe.  Anything that keeps our focus 
on ourselves is pretty puny.  To go beyond mere believing, one must see the big picture, 
which is that Jesus died for the sins of the whole world, to restore all creation to God’s 
perfection.  Therefore, my salvation is God’s gift, not only for my after-life, but for the 
adventure of working with Him for the salvation of the world. 
 
 Jesus tells us to go and baptize all nations.  (Matthew 28:19)  He tells us to go into the 
world and preach the good news to all creation. (Mark 16:15)  He left this mission in the 
hands of the Church.  And He has promised us that we will not be stuck working in our own 
strength, but will have the power of the Holy Spirit to enable the things we do for Him and 
with Him.  And He promised that the gates of Hell will not prevail against us. 
 
 So instead of living in confidence that our after-life is secure and then going on with life 
any way we see fit, we have a much more majestic perspective.  Our confidence is in the fact 
that what we do has widespread and eternal significance, and that we are working hand-in-
hand with the creator of the universe.  And our confidence is in the fact that we will be able to 
do things beyond our meager capabilities, because He will make it so.  That is the 
perspective of a person of faith.  Look back at Billy Graham’s crisis moment.  Once he 
resolved that, he moved on with confidence.  He got up off his knees and went on to push the 
LA campaign organizers with boldness to expand their vision for the event, to involve more 
churches in the project, and to expect more people to attend, and to triple the budget.  The 3-
week preaching event was extended several times, until they closed after 8 weeks.  They 
were all exhausted.  God had done a major work.  They had preached the Gospel to 
hundreds of thousands of people, and thousands had been converted to Christ.  The crusade 
became a phenomenon in all the national press.  And a new road was laid out for Billy 
Graham that defined the rest of his ministry. 
  
 Armed with the big-picture perspective, a person of faith can move on to do things 
great and small for the Kingdom, provided they have the second thing I mentioned:  
willingness.  Moving beyond mere believing requires a willingness to act.  It requires a 
willingness to go where you discern God is telling you to go, and to do what you discern God 
is telling you to do.  We dare not minimize the significance of this aspect of faith.  Many 
Christians who know with certainty that Jesus is their Savior are not willing to put that faith 
into action.  But the Christians who get to experience God doing great things are the ones 
who are willing to go and do as led by the Holy Spirit. 
 
 Now, many of us would say that we cannot hear God telling us what to do or where to 
go.  Henry Blackaby, the pastor who originated the course, “Experiencing God,” has given the 
best answer I know to this objection.  He says we should pay attention to what God is doing 
in our neck of the woods, and go there with him.  In other words, God is always busy doing 
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something for His plan of salvation.   Sometimes you can see the fruit of the work of faithful 
Christians.  Sometimes, it is ground preparation work that you can see nearby. 
 
 A good example of that in our life is the Good News Club, which is an afterschool 
Christian program for kids in Northumberland Elementary School.  Our vestry had decided 
that we wanted St. Stephen’s to have a ministry taking the Gospel to school children.  We 
appointed a couple of folks to pursue this, and we moved pretty slowly.  But we got word that 
some other churches were talking about a program called the Good News Club, and we 
joined in with them.  There are six congregations involved, and we are in our second year.  
We have moved from the YMCA into the school.  And we have gone from 45 children 
registered to 85.  God is moving, and we have jumped on board with Him.  We have been 
willing to act. 
 
 Another thing we have to be willing to do is to fail.  That may sound strange; but 
people in general are very careful about what they will commit themselves to do.  They know 
what they are good at and what they are not.  They don’t like to do things that don’t work out 
successfully.  They are afraid to take on something at which they might fail.  I must confess 
that I have wrestled with this all my life.  When you take on only what you know you can do 
well, God will take you only to where you know you can go.  But imagine God taking you to 
places you don’t think you can go.  In order to say yes to Him, you have to be prepared for 
Him to do something different than you are expecting.  It might even be something that feels 
like failure.  
 
 You may have heard that this past week, the Supreme Court of the United States 
decided not to hear the appeal in the case between the Episcopal Church and the Falls 
Church.  This was the same lawsuit in which our congregation was a defendant.  It was all 
part of the break in the Episcopal Church.  Only the Falls Church pursued an appeal, and 
they took it all the way to the US Supreme Court.  I was on a conference call with our Bishop 
and the clergy of our diocese on Tuesday, and the Bishop asked John Yates, the rector of the 
Falls Church, to say a few words about how they were handling the loss.  John said that yes, 
there was some sadness about the final loss of their magnificent and highly valuable 
property.  And there was some sadness about the millions of dollars.  But they feel good 
about having done what God asked of them.  They perceived that God wanted them to 
appeal the unfavorable decision of the district court, and that the Falls Church was the only 
one of the 7 defendant churches in a position to do that.  They knew they were highly at risk 
of losing the case in the Virginia Supreme Court.  And they knew that the US Supreme Court 
didn’t even have to hear the case if they weren’t interested in it.  But they saw this as their 
call from God, and they did it.  As it turns out, they lost.  They don’t know why God appointed 
them to do this, or what good God will bring out of it for His Kingdom.  But they are at peace.  
They were willing to act, and they were willing to fail. 
 
 We can go through life opting out of things we don’t think we will succeed at.  But Mark 
Twain said something wise about that.  He said, “Twenty years from now, you will be more 
disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do.” 
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 Our friend in Uganda, Bishop Stephen Kaziimba, has long been burdened by the fact 
that the clergy in his country retire in poverty.  They get no pension, and unless they have 
squirreled away some money and bought a piece of land, they have no place to live.  His 
burden is for the clergy themselves, and for the impact this has on the mission of the Church.  
So God gave Stephen a big vision, to build a dormitory on the campus of Ndejje University, 
which would generate fees from student residents.  The Bishop would raise the funds to build 
the 5-story building, and the Church would divide the income with the University.  The 
challenge was to raise the 3.6 million dollars this building would cost. 
 
 When we were with the Bishop in December last year, he took us out to the site, 
where construction had just begun.  Since then, he has sent me pictures of the progress they 
have made.  They still only have some of the needed funds, and they are trusting God for the 
rest.  There may be nights when Stephen lies in bed picturing the project ground to a halt and 
useless because of lack of money.  His faithfulness to the vision has required him to be 
willing to do something that might fail. 
 
 Following God’s lead into risky territory requires the third thing I wanted to share today 
about faith:  trust.  We have to trust God.  And trusting Him doesn’t mean that we can be 
assured that the visible results will be what we hope they will be.  God asks us to trust Him 
to do what He wants to do, in His way—and in His time—with what we offer Him as faithful 
disciples.  In His Word, God prepares us for this: 
 

• He tells us through the prophet Isaiah that His thoughts and His ways are higher than 
our thoughts and our ways, as the heavens are higher than the earth. (Isaiah 55:8-9) 
 

• He tells us in 2 Corinthians 5:7 that we walk by faith and not by sight.  
 

• 1 Corinthians 13:12 tells us what we see now is only a dim reflection as seen in a 
mirror. 
 

• He tells us that faith is being certain of what we do not see.  (Hebrews 11:1) 
 
 In our reading from Genesis this morning, we see Abraham hearing from God for the 
first time.  God told him to go to a place that God would show him.  And so Abraham 
uprooted his entire family, left his homeland, traveled to Canaan, and settled only when God 
told him he had arrived at God’s destination.  This is a man who trusted in God.  He didn’t 
know exactly what God was going to do.  God had told Abraham he would give him a son in 
his old age, and that he would have many descendants.  He told him the whole world would 
be blessed through him.  He didn’t know what that meant, but still, he trusted God and went.  
Abraham believed God.  He was willing to do what God told him.  And he trusted God to 
make whatever God wanted out of his obedience.  Hebrews Chapter 11 recites a whole list of 
people who trusted God so much that they put their lives and livelihood on the line for God.  
But many of them never got to see the fruit of their trust.  That is true faith.  And it comes from 
the perspective of knowing that God is God, and He is doing an awesome work, and He has 
invited us to play some small part in it.  To have faith is to accept God’s invitation to go on an 
exciting adventure with Him. 
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 It is Lent, a time of introspection, through prayer, fasting and the study of God’s Word.  
In light of the importance of faith in our walk with Christ, how should we pray, and how should 
we read God’s holy Word? 
 
 Our prayer ought to be focused on  

• asking God what He wants us to do.   

• We can ask Him to show us where He is at work.   

• We can ask Him for the willingness to obey His call.   

• And we can ask Him to empower us to trust Him for the results.   

• Ask Him to give us faith to believe in what we can see only dimly if at all.  

•  Ask Him to make us willing to fail in our eyes and the eyes of the world,  

• and to offer ourselves up for His purposes in whatever humble way we can. 

 As far as reading scripture, I offer you the words of Mark Batterson from his book, In a 
Pit with a Lion on a Snowy Day.  He says that “faith is the rewiring of the human brain.”  
When we read scripture, he says, we upgrade our minds and download the mind of Christ. (p. 
47)  He is talking about the perspective God gives us in His Word.  Instead of the puny vision 
of the world that puts me at its center, the Word of God gives us a majestic vision of what 
God has done, what He is doing, and where it is all headed.  And it tells me that I have a role 
to play in that which, if I will only sign on with God, will take me on wonderful adventures. 
 
 When I look back on my life as a Christian, I can see a trail strewn with the things I 
decided not to do along the way.  And I wonder now what great things might have happened 
had I had that big-picture perspective, that willingness and that trust earlier on.  But for me, 
as for every one of you, there is still more to come.  As long as we have breath, God can still 
take us on great adventures.  All it requires is faith. 
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