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WE BELIEVE 

WHAT DO YOU REALLY BELIEVE? 

NOVEMBER 20, 2022 
 

How many of you have read War and Peace? 

 I’ll confess, I’ve not read it.  

 The thing that stops many people from even opening the book is that it is soooo loooong.  

  I’m not sure I’d live long enough to finish it.  

  I’ve read the Bible through and through, I don’t know how many times.  

   But War and Peace…  

  A hurricane could lift the roof off a house,  

suck out the inhabitants,  

but leave that book on the table.  

 And in our impatient times, that’s even more a reality.  

  We like fast food, microwaving,  

and why haven’t you answered my text that I sent five minutes ago? 

 Movies that go too long risk losing audience. 

  They’ve gotta be really good to go over two hours.  

 Sermons that go on too long are the same. 

  It better be good, or the preacher will hear about it.  

   Or see people leaving before he or she says “amen” at the end. 

  Sporting events that go into overtime are OK,  

but a sermon?  

Come on, now.  

 And speaking of going too long….          

Why have we been going through this forever-long series on the Apostles’ Creed?  

First, because it’s easy to recite words, the same words week after week,  

and not give much thought to what they really mean.  

We can “do church” without being biblically informed or theologically formed.  

But as Christians, it is especially important that we understand these words of the Creed,  

because they define for us some of the beliefs of basic Christianity.  

And these beliefs are a significant part of what it means to be a Christian.  

 Because lots of people have a generally positive view of Jesus,  

including Hindus, Muslims, and some people of no faith at all.  

    But to be Christian means something more.  

     These core beliefs are part of that something more.  

A second reason doctrine matters is that belief shapes practice. 

Theology lays the foundation for morals and ethics. 

Faith gives rise to lifestyle. 

A third reason to spend time on this is because  

we live in a time and place where religious beliefs are pretty much up for grabs. 

In the marketplace of ideas you can choose Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam,  

some form of paganism, New Ageism, agnosticism, atheism,  

and every other “ism” you can think of.  

In the midst of that marketplace of ideas,  

we need to have some understanding of what we believe as Christians.  

Finally, it is important to understand how orthodox Christian faith has been defined from its earliest years,  

and for the last 2000 years,  

because in some segments of the modern church  

those doctrines and understanding are no longer taught and defended,  

and are even being belittled.  

The erosion of orthodox doctrine has afflicted every mainline denomination  

including our own.  

   One of the reasons the United Methodist Church is in crisis today is that,  

while orthodox biblical doctrine and morality  
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are laid out in our Book of Discipline (the law book of the church),  

in much of the church it is not enforced.  

Pastors and even bishops preach and teach whatever they want,  

often veering far from historic Christianity,  

and there are no consequences.  

    The virgin birth, the bodily resurrection of Jesus,  

the divinity of Jesus, the sinlessness of Jesus,  

the idea that Jesus’s death on the cross  

somehow accomplished our salvation,  

the Holy Trinity, a biblical definition of sexual morality and marriage,  

and more  

are all denied by some pastors and even bishops,  

from the pulpit and in published books and articles. 

When they were ordained as pastors or consecrated as bishops,  

they promised to preach and teach the doctrines of the church  

and to abide by the rules of the Book of Discipline.  

And then…  

Well, either they changed their minds,  

            or they made those promises with their fingers crossed.  

  So here we are today seeing people, pastors, entire congregations,  

including some of the largest in our denomination 

leave our denomination.  

In a time like this, it is vitally important that we figure out what we believe, what we really believe.    

Do you know what you believe?  

I saw a t-shirt that said,  

“Everyone believes something.  

I believe I’ll have another beer.”  

 Do you believe something more significant than that?  

  I hope during the course of this sermon series you’ve taken some time to think it through.  

But I’d like to finish the series by pushing on this just a bit. 

What do you really believe? 

We use the word “believe” in many different ways. 

I believe the Spurs will return to greatness. 

It’s an expression of hope.  

I hope they return to greatness. 

I believe smaller government is better. 

I believe more restrictive gun laws would be better. 

I believe global warming is a significant danger. 

It’s an expression of opinion. 

Sometimes we say, “I believe so,”  

in order to say, “I’m not sure, but probably.”  

Sometimes we say,  

“I believe” and follow it with what we are convinced are truths, facts, of some sort.  

I believe the moon is about a quarter million miles away. 

But that sort of belief doesn’t shape my life.  

Unless, of course, I’m working on plans to travel to the moon.  

But I’m not. 

 What I’m asking is: 

  What do you believe so deeply that it motivates you to action,  

that it shapes the way you think and live? 

Like when the founding fathers of the United States put together the words,  

“We hold these truths to be self-evident,  

that all men are created equal,  

that they are endowed by their Creator  

with certain unalienable rights,  

that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  
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They believed it enough to write it down. 

And they believed it enough to put their lives on the line.  

 How about the Islamist terrorist who believes in their cause so deeply  

they strap on a suicide bomb vest and walk into a crowd of infidels?  

 What about the beliefs of the early Christians who faced  

rejection, social isolation, and sometimes even persecution  

from their neighbors? 

 Do you believe anything that deeply?  

What do you believe so deeply that it impacts how you see the world,  

   how you speak and act,  

how you treat other people,  

how you live your life?  

  If you believe God created all things and called it “very good,”  

that should influence how you treat God’s creation.  

  If you believe “God so loved the world,”  

it makes a difference how you treat people,  

even those different from you, even those who disagree with you.  

  If you really believe Jesus is the way, the truth and the life,  

   THE way, truth and life, 

   it puts some urgency into your desire to invite people to join you for worship and study,  

and to share with them the good news of Jesus.  

  If you believe Jesus came “to seek and to save the lost,” 

   it should influence the way you treat non-believers and people with morally messy lives.  

  If you believe you are saved not because you are good,  

but only because of the grace of God in Jesus,  

it should create a sense of humility and gratitude.  

 So what do you believe to the very core of your being?        

Several of the authors of scripture clearly believed doctrine matters, 

 and directly addressed doctrinal controversies in the churches to which they wrote.  

Late in his career, Paul wrote to Timothy, a young pastor,  

to encourage and instruct him in his calling.  

In his opening words he says,  

“As I urged you when I went into Macedonia,  

stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain people  

not to teach false doctrines any longer  

or to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies.  

Such things promote controversial speculations  

rather than advancing God’s work— 

which is by faith.  

They want to be teachers of the law,  

but they do not know what they are talking about…  

We know that the law is good if one uses it properly.  

The law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels,  

the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious,  

for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers,  

for the sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality,  

for slave traders and liars and perjurers— 

and for whatever else is contrary to  

the sound doctrine that conforms to the gospel.”       (1Tim.1:3-4, 7-10) 

  He gives some instructions regarding the various roles people play in the church. 

  Then he returns to the issue of doctrines, the things we believe about God.  

“The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will  

abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.  

Such teachings come through hypocritical liars,  

whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron.”    (1Tim.4:1-2) 

“If you point these things out to the brothers and sisters,  
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you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus,  

nourished on the truths of the faith and of the good teaching  

that you have followed.  

Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives’ tales;  

rather, train yourself to be godly.”            (1Tim.4:6-7) 

“Watch your life and doctrine closely.  

Persevere in them, because if you do,  

you will save both yourself and your hearers.”           (1Tim.4:16) 

In his closing words, Paul wrote,  

“Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to your care.  

Turn away from godless chatter and  

the opposing ideas of what is falsely called knowledge,  

which some have professed  

and in so doing have departed from the faith.”  (1Tim.6:20-21) 

Apparently, the problem of false teaching persisted,  

because we find more of the same in Paul’s second letter to Timothy.  

“Keep reminding God’s people of these things.  

Warn them before God against quarreling about words;  

it is of no value, and only ruins those who listen.  

Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved,  

a worker who does not need to be ashamed  

and who correctly handles the word of truth.  

Avoid godless chatter,  

because those who indulge in it will become more and more ungodly.  

Their teaching will spread like gangrene.”      (2Tim.2:14-17a) 

“The Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome,  

but must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful.  

Opponents must be gently instructed,  

in the hope that God will grant them repentance  

leading them to a knowledge of the truth,  

and that they will come to their senses  

and escape from the trap of the devil, 

who has taken them captive to do his will.”       (2Tim.2:24-26) 

“Continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of,  

because you know those from whom you learned it,  

and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures,  

which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for  

teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,  

so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped  

for every good work.”         (2Tim.3:14-17) 

“I give you this charge.  

Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season;  

correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction.  

For the time will come when people will not put up with sound doctrine.  

Instead, to suit their own desires,  

they will gather around them a great number of teachers  

to say what their itching ears want to hear.  

They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.  

But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist,  

discharge all the duties of your ministry.”          (2Tim.4:1b-5) 

It wasn’t just the apostle Paul who was concerned about truth and heresy.  

 The letters of Peter show the same kind of concern.  

“Be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands form you  

an accounting for the hope that is in you.”                 (1Pe.3:15)  

That is, be ready and able to explain what you believe and why you believe it.  
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“For we did not follow cleverly devised stories  

when we told you about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ in power,  

but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. 

He received honor and glory from God the Father  

when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying,  

‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’ 

We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven  

when we were with him on the sacred mountain. 

We also have the prophetic message as something completely reliable, 

and you will do well to pay attention to it…  

Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about  

by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. 

For prophecy never had its origin in the human will,  

but prophets, though human, spoke from God 

as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”    (2Pe.1:16-21) 

  Peter insists: 

   We did not make up the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

    I was an eyewitness to the things I’ve told you of him.  

    And we do not get to change the story or our beliefs with changing times.  

The letter known as 1 John singles out people who rejected  

the doctrine of sin; John insisting that is everyone is a sinner,                (1Jn.1:10) 

and some who denied that Jesus is the Christ, the messiah, the Son of God.        (1Jn.2:22) 

 And the entire book of Jude, all 25 verses of it, is all about this.  

“I… urge you to contend for the faith that was  

once for all entrusted to God’s holy people.”      (Jude 3) 

The faith once for all entrusted to us. 

As in, the truth is the same today as it was then.  

   It is God’s eternal truth.  

   And we are called to “contend for” it,  

    to uphold it, teach it, guard it against false teaching.  

 And that’s why we’ve been going through this loooong sermon series on what we believe.   

So the first question for each one of us is: 

 What do we believe? 

 What do we really believe?  

Another second question, and a very important one, is this:  

So how do we deal with those who disagree with us? 

 Can we disagree without being disagreeable?  

First and foremost, we have to approach this whole thing with humility. 

 We do not possess ultimate knowledge about all things.  

  Certainly we have the scriptures, given by God. 

  But even at that, our understanding of the scriptures is not perfect or complete.  

   We’d better be well read and prayed up  

before we make any statements about what is right and true and good.  

Second, I would point us back to some key scriptures talking about how we treat those we think are off the mark.  

When dealing with false teaching circulating in the early church,  

Paul wrote to the church in Ephesus,  
“Then we will no longer be infants, 

tossed back and forth by the waves,  

and blown here and there by every wind of teaching  

and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.  

Instead, speaking the truth in love,  

we will grow to become in every respect  

the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ.”    (Ep.4:14-15) 

Speak the truth, yes, speak the truth, raise up God’s truth. 

Do not let false teaching go unanswered.  

Speak the truth.  
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But speak the truth in love.  

   Why would we speak in love to those who are not telling the truth,  

those who are misleading people?  

    Paul said to the Ephesian church,  

“Our struggle is not against flesh and blood,  

but against the rulers, against the authorities,  

against the powers of this dark world  

and against the spiritual forces of evil  

in the heavenly realms.”                (Ep.6:12) 

    The people are not our enemies.  

    The enemy is in the spiritual realm. 

     The people are misled, people can be wrong,  

and so we try to bring correction.  

   Why would we speak in love? 

    Because “God so loved the world,”      (Jn.3:16) 

and that includes everyone in it,  

before we know the truth.  

   Why would we speak in love?  

    Because that is the very nature of Jesus. 

    John wrote in his Gospel,  

“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.  

We have seen his glory,  

the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father,  

full of grace and truth.”    (Jn.1:14)  

     Full of GRACE and truth.  

  Even the apostle Paul,  

who seemed to be as black and white as anyone,  

wrote to Timothy who was dealing with false teaching in his church,  

“The Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome,  

but must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful.  

Opponents must be gently instructed,”        (2Tim.2:24-25) 

James Carville is an outspoken liberal firebrand and Democratic strategist.  

Mary Matalin is a Republican consultant and conservative political commentator. 

This political odd couple fell in love.  

In the 1992 campaign season they were staffers on opposing presidential campaigns.  

In November of 1993 they got married.  

They have two daughters and are still married.  

  They say part of what makes their marriage work is that they don’t bring home their politics. 

   While politics is important to each of them,  

it’s not the most important thing.  

They have proven it is possible to hold very different convictions,  

even opposing convictions in some areas of life,  

to believe you are correct and the other person is not,  

and still love the other person.  

 If these two people, whose lives are rooted in opposing political philosophies, can love each other,  

  we, whose lives are rooted in Christ, can love each other,  

   even if we think this person is wrong about this doctrine or that faith matter.  

  That doesn’t mean we have to live in the same house,  

or even in the same church.  

My sister and I love each other,  

but it’s a good thing we don’t live under the same roof! 

She would tell you the same thing.  

   Granted, our faith is infinitely more critical than our politics.  

    But we still have to love those who differ from us. 

    Love is still a command.  

  We really can speak the truth in love.  
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  First, we’ve got to know what the truth is;  

we’ve got to decide what we really believe. 

Because truth matters.  

  And then, we’ve got to have the heart of Jesus,  

a heart of love.  

PRAY 
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