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LIFE Series: How Much Faith Does it Take?

November 5th, 2006

For those who don’t know me very well, you might think… just by looking at me… that I was a total sports buff… a wild and ravenous fan of the Giants or Yankees… that I would give up just about anything to get my hands on a pair of Nets tickets.

· But shockingly, I’m lucky I can tell the difference between a homerun and a touchdown.  I can’t even remember who won the Super Bowl last year.

· In fact, there’s a much better chance of my knowing who’s doing the half-time show at any given Super Bowl than my knowing what two teams are actually playing each other!

· I go to Sarah’s soccer games and all I ever yell out is “use it!”  And that’s because my 9th grade wrestling coach used to say that to me while I was squirming like a beached whale on the mat.  

· I didn’t know what he meant back then, and I don’t know what it means when I’m yelling it out to Sarah… but I know it has something to do with sports!

· I’m not sure what it is… You see the thrill of competition, I see expensive hot dogs. You experience the agony of defeat… I’m wondering how much the popcorn guy gets paid.

But to be honest… there’s one sport I do understand… and that’s boxing.  No complicated rules to follow… just two guys walking into a 20 foot by 20 foot ring in order to beat the life out of one another till one of them is knocked out.

· And, if one of them isn’t knocked out by the 12th round, then the guy who hit the other guy the most wins!

· Now I’m not always the sharpest tool in the toolbox, but those are some rules I can follow.  

· Now I’m sure there are others… like in the Holyfield/Tyson fight I learned that it is against the rules to bite the other guy’s ear off.  But again… these are rules I can understand.

So while I couldn’t tell you what two teams were in the Super Bowl last year… just ask me about the 1985 fight between Thomas “The Hitman” Hearns and Marvellous Marvin Hagler and I’ll tell you who hit the canvas after three rounds. 

· In fact, even though I was only six years old, I remember the Fight of the Century where Frazier floors Ali with a hard left and retains his title.

· Three years later, in 1974, Ali met Foreman in the wilds of Zaire for the Rumble in the Jungle.  

Can you imagine getting in the ring with a guy like Foreman who won 37 of his 40 professional wins by knockout… most within the first three rounds?

· The only way Ali could ever win would be to dazzle Foreman with his speed and footwork.  But he didn’t!  

· Instead, Ali did the unthinkable by taking the fight to the ropes… literally inviting Foreman to unleash his toughest shots on him round after round.

· By the seventh round, Foreman… yes, the maker of my George Foreman Grill… landed hundreds of rock-solid punches on Ali’s body.  

· And yet, through it all, Ali continued to taunt and tease Foreman till he was physically and mentally exhausted.

· And so, in the 8th round, Ali makes his move and takes Foreman to the ground to regain his title. 

I remember growing up watching those fights… often with my dad.  Roberto Duran, Sugar Ray Leonard, Larry Holmes… But for me, there was never a doubt that Mohammad Ali was the greatest.  53 wins and 5 losses!
· This guy who beat Frazier in the Thrilla In Manilla in 1975… who put Sonny Liston to the ground a year before I was born in 1964… 
· Who, as an unknown, wins the gold at the 1960 Olympics in Rome… now he’s the man!
· And 36 years later, as he carried the Olympic torch at 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta, he showed the world that he was still an Olympian.

You know, even though I don’t really watch any sports on TV, I’ll still watch parts of the summer and winter Olympics… and every time I do, I’m almost always blown away. 

· I mean, I’m not a fan of gymnastics… but you watch these gymnasts bending joints and using muscles that I just know I don’t have.

· I watch platform divers do triple gainers off ledges that I wouldn’t climb up even with a parachute strapped to my back. 

· I honestly have so much admiration for these people. I’m incredibly impressed by what they do… but I can’t relate to them… because I’ll never be what they are.

· It’s like they belong to another species. They are Olympians. 

I was thinking about that because the Bible talks a lot about the power and the importance of living life with what might be called “Olympic-size Faith.” 

· Just think about what Jesus said in Matthew 21:22, “If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.” That’s an amazing thought… if you believe!

· The New Testament is full of stories about people who are Faith Olympians.

· There is a Roman Centurion who comes to Jesus and asks Him to heal his servant. 

· Jesus says, “All right. I’ll come to your house and do it.”  And the centurion says, “No, you don’t have to do that. I know how authority works. All you have to do is say the word. Just say the word.”

· The text tells us that Jesus marvels at this: “I tell you the truth; I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. Go, it will be done just as you believed it would” (Matthew 8:10, 13).  That’s Olympic-size Faith!

One day, outside Jericho, a blind beggar named Bartimaeus starts screaming, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.” 

· The crowd tries to shut him up, but he won’t shut up, because his faith is so strong. 

· Jesus asks him what he wants, and he says, “I want to see.”  Then Jesus says, “Go. Your faith has healed you.”
· And immediately, he receives his sight. Olympic Faith!

In the fifth chapter of the Gospel of Mark, there is a huge crowd of people surrounding Jesus. They’re pressing in all around Him. There is one woman suffering there in that crowd who has been subject to bleeding for twelve years. 

· Think about what this might do to your faith. The text says, “She had suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors and had spent all she had.”
· The idea here is that she had been through intense frustration. 

· She says to herself, “If I could just touch the hem of His garment. If I could just touch His clothes.” And she did. 

And as soon as she did, Jesus asked his disciples, “Who touched me?” The disciples must have thought, “You’ve got to be joking.”

· Dozens of people are pressing in on Him on all sides, but Jesus knows the touch of faith. She kneels before Him. She is trembling. It is a very moving scene. 

· Jesus says to her, “Daughter (He calls her “daughter.”), Your faith has healed you. Go in peace.” (Mark 6:34)
· Scripture is full of stories of people who are Prayer Olympians— people who bring their lives, struggles, issues to Jesus with unbelievable faith, and He says, “Go. I’m giving you what you’ve asked for.” 

Maybe you hear stories like this and they pump you up. You get inspired. Maybe you think about times in your life when you’ve experienced that kind of thing, or stories like that about other people. But maybe not.

· I wonder, has anybody in here ever prayed, but it seemed like you didn’t get an answer? 

· Has anybody in here ever prayed, but deep inside you felt as though what you’ve just prayed for would never happen?

· Anybody in here ever gotten discouraged and given up praying about something? 

· Anybody in here ever been so overwhelmed, or so full of doubts, that the truth is… you don’t even bother to pray at all?  I’ve been there. 

Well, what I’d like to do with the rest of our time this morning is to try and answer one simple question relating to this whole question of faith.  

· When you think about the kind of faith that moves mountains… how much faith is enough?
· What does God require in the Belief department? What’s the minimal level of certainty I can have and still have my prayer be effective? 

I want to look at another story in the New Testament from Mark 9:14-29.  We don’t know a lot about the main character in this story… but at the very least, we know that he’s not an Olympic Prayer.  Here’s what little we know about him…

· This man had a son... probably in his late teens or early 20s. 

· He had dreams for his boy, as all fathers do for their sons. 

· And he wanted to raise him to honor God, to love the Torah and probably to work alongside his father, so he could teach him what he knew. 

· But that wasn’t going to happen with his son. 

He’s tormented by an evil spirit, and there’s a physical & spiritual dimension to this. He would be thrown into convulsions; His life was always at risk. 

· Then, there’s an emotional dimension to this torment. His father watched as his son was shunned and mocked and feared by all other kids. 

· His son would probably never marry, never have children, never have friends, and never work. 

· His life was at risk every moment, and he told Jesus this had been going on from childhood. 

I’ll tell you that this father tried prayer. When he went to sleep, he wept and shouted and cried out to God: “God, this is my son! Do You know? Do You see? Do You hear? Do You care?”

· And every morning, he went to see if his prayer had been answered. Nothing. Every time a new rabbi came to town, he took his son to see them. Nothing.  

· And then one day, he hears of Jesus. According to Mark 6, Jesus had already sent his disciples out, and they had already been healing and casting out demons. 

So this man, one more time, allows himself to get his hopes up. When you get your hopes up and get nothing, it hurts you. 

· He brings his son to Jesus’ disciples. They’re quite confident. They have done this many times before, they tell him, and they know how it works. They place their hands on the boy.

· They say the words that now have worked for them dozens of times since Jesus has sent them out. 

· This time . . . nothing. He’s completely unchanged… and the disciples don’t understand. 

Soon Jesus comes and asks about the son’s condition, and with what little hope and faith he has left, the father pours his heart out. 

· He says to Jesus, “If You can do anything, take pity on us and help us. If You can.”
· Now that’s not a prayer of real strong faith… “If you can do anything…”
· That’s not a great compliment to Jesus. That’s not the kind of prayer that is ever going to be turned into a song. 

· You’ll never go to a church service where somebody stands up on the platform and starts the prayer, “Heavenly Father. If You can do anything…”
· So people wonder, “What is Jesus going to do this time?” 

· Jesus immediately picks up on this.  In 9:23 Jesus says, “What do you mean, ‘If I can’?”  Then he says, “Anything is possible… anything!”  
· But then he says the words that make this man’s heart break all over again, that anything is possible… “If a person believes.”
That’s my problem! For this man, that’s good news and horrible news… “If a person believes.”  

· The man responds immediately— immediately, because it is so close to the surface in this man that it just comes pouring out of him…

· He says, “I do believe… but I don’t think I believe enough.  Help my unbelief!”
· “Help me overcome my unbelief. I believe, but I doubt. I want, but I’m afraid.” 

· His faith is a tower of Jello.

And now, it gets real quiet. By this time, I expect the disciples have stopped arguing, and they’re saying, “We haven’t seen anyone try this approach before. Wonder what Jesus will do for this “faith-impaired” guy?”
· Then, Jesus walks to the man’s son, rebukes the demons, heals the boy, takes him by His hand, lifts him to his feet, and restores him to his father. 

· The boy can speak, and for the first time in his life, he can turn to his dad and say, “Dad. I love you. Thank you that you never quit taking care of me. I’m so grateful that you are my father.”
· So, how much faith is enough? 

You can see that I have a thimble and a bucket up here with me this morning. I brought them, because it is a visual way of expressing an old saying that I’ve shared with you before: “If you bring God a thimble, He’ll probably fill it.  If you bring God a bucket, He’ll probably fill it.”
· If you bring God a thimble and ask Him for a little peace, a little security, a little comfort, a little protection, enough help to get you through the day— if you bring a thimble, He’ll probably fill it.

· But what if you brought Him a bucket? What if you asked Him to make your life a daring adventure of faith; if you asked Him to use you way beyond yourself, or your agenda, or your own talents; 

· If you asked God to pour out blessings on the people around you. Bring God a bucket, and He’ll probably fill that.

· Let me ask you… In your own life… are you coming before God with a bucket or a thimble? 

And, in our time remaining, I want to share just three simple answers to that question of how much faith is enough… how much faith is required for God to fill those bucket-sized prayers?  The first thing is this…

1. You just need enough faith to come to Jesus and ask Him. 

It is not my job to conjure up feelings of certainty; to get myself “pumped up” to believe in something I have no faith for.  

· Instead, it’s simply my job to come to Jesus.  At least for me, it’s usually after that that I begin to see my faith increase.
· All through Scripture we see the Father inviting us to come to Him… to come to Him with our burdens and struggles.

· In Isaiah 55:1-3, God says, "Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost.”
· Jesus said in Matthew 11:27, "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” 

Last Sunday I was speaking at another church… doing their mission conference for them.  The pastor there had asked me if I would “knock one out of the ball park for them.” 

· Well… as you can imagine, that put a little pressure on me.  It took a lot of mental energy for me to focus in on what God wanted to say to them… as opposed to what I could say that would “wow” them. 

· So, busily at work, I realized that I needed to spend some serious time with God.  I needed to know what His heart was for all of this.

· As I quieted down in His presence, almost immediately I found myself in such a peaceful place with God. 
· I just felt God reminding me of how much He enjoys it when His children come to Him with their struggles.
And then I thought about how often God wants to help me… and yet I don’t come to Him… I don’t ask? 

· How many times do I go through a day with frustration, or fear, or joylessness, or selfish preoccupation, because I just don’t ask?  Or if I do ask, I only ask Him to fill a thimble rather than a bucket.

· You see, all this father does here in Mark 9 is to simply come to Jesus and ask. He’s not certain of the outcome.  Unlike those Faith Olympians out there, we worry, we doubt, we waiver, we wonder if we have any faith to believe… 

· But do you know what? You have enough faith, if you have enough just to come to Jesus and say, “If You can do anything…” That’s enough. 

· How much faith is enough?

2. Enough faith to be authentic with Jesus. Enough faith just to be real with Him.

For me, one of the most striking moments in this story is when Jesus says to the man, “Everything is possible to the one who believes.”
· Now the man’s response is very important. I would have been tempted, at that moment, to fake it and say, “Yeah. I know that belief and faith are real important. I have no doubt, Jesus. You’re the man! You can do this!”
· But the man doesn’t do this. He is amazingly transparent with Jesus, and he says, “Yeah. That’s my problem. I’m not sure that You can do it.”
· And here’s what’s amazing about Jesus… that Jesus prefers honesty to certainty. 

· I love that about Him. You don’t have to be sure; you’ve just got to be real. 

So just come to Him. Don’t try to force yourself to say, “Yeah, I can make myself believe this is going to happen.”  That’s not faith… at best it is some kind of forced optimism.

· Just be real. Forced, insincere certainty kills prayer… while sincerity, authenticity, being real breathes life into it.

· Think about how this deterioration into inauthenticity can happen at the dinner table. 

· Someone sits in front of a nutritional disaster— a plate full of salt, fat, sugar and grease, fried in oil and covered in butter, and what do they pray? 

· “Dear God, bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies so that we can do Your will.”

And yet, at that moment, you know that God’s will would be for you to push yourself back from the table and give the food to your dog… but dogs matter to God too! 

· So, His will is probably for you to give it to the cat!

· So, just how much faith is enough? Just enough faith to come to Jesus & Just enough faith to be real with Him. And then…

3. Just enough faith to keep persisting, to keep asking, to keep knocking, to keep coming back.

I love this. At the end of the story, there is a little postscript. After Jesus had gone indoors, we’re told that his disciples asked Him privately, “Why couldn’t we drive it out?”
· This is so human. They want to debrief with Jesus, because things didn’t work out the way that they thought they would, but they don’t want to draw attention to their failure in public. 

· So they wait to talk about it until they’re indoors, in private. And then they say,
· “Hey, Jesus. You probably didn’t notice this, but we had a little trouble there “demon-wise” with that kid. So would you mind giving us a few pointers?

· Did we not yell loud enough? Was our footwork off? What was the problem? What was the technique that we missed out on?”

· And Jesus says, “This is one of those things that actually requires prayer!”  You’d think they could’ve figured that out for themselves by now.  It makes me feel better!

The ironic thing is that the disciples didn’t appear to have any doubts; they had faith. If faith were nothing more than feeling certain about something, then the disciples were ready for the Olympics. 

· They had no doubts that they could cast it out. But they didn’t pray. They just tried it on their own strength. Jesus is not talking about a technique here; He’s not talking about some magic words… He’s saying, “No. It’s about God.”

· It’s not so much about the absence of doubt but the presence of a dependent heart… and I don’t know of anything that expresses a heart of dependence more than prayer.
· Other religious leaders didn’t pray. The crowd didn’t pray. Who was the one person in the story that prayed? Who was the one person that asked Jesus for help? It was the father. 
· In that one weak, jello-like prayer… and through all those years of suffering, he did one thing right: He just kept bringing the Bucket to God. 
· He was no Prayer Olympian. His prayer will never become a hymn. But it was enough for Jesus.

So, how about you? What’s your “if You can” prayer? The request that is so big, so beyond your power . . . the one that has broken your heart… the one that, truth is, you doubt could ever happen.

· Would you be willing to persist? If you bring a thimble, He’ll probably fill it. But if you bring Him a Bucket…

· What’s your Bucket? It doesn’t mean that you always get what you want, when you want it. 

· But I can tell you that the only prayer that God cannot answer is the one you never ask. 
· I’ve been thinking a lot about that over the past week because God has really been impressing me with the need to step up my prayers for a new building.  

· And so I’ve been confronted by exactly what I’ve been sharing with you here this morning.  Will I bring Him a thimble or bucket?  

· Or… should I bring Him a building?!

In praying for your family… for those you work with… for your job… for all that God may have next for you… will you bring Him a thimble or a bucket?

· If you’ve laid a thimble out before God… would you just put it back into your sewing kit… 

· And would you get that big old bucket out of your garage or shed… and ask God to fill it up?

· You may be discouraged because you don’t feel as though you have the faith to believe Him for what you’re praying.  But…

HOW MUCH FAITH IS ENOUGH?

· enough to just come to Him and ask

· enough to be authentic and real with Him

· enough to just keep persisting

