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Living Between Faith & Doubt

Rationality of Belief; 11/11/07

As we begin wrapping up our series on Living between Faith & Doubt, I’d like to focus in on the whole area of belief… 

· But even more specifically, I want to talk about the “rationality of belief.” So, as we get started, let me ask you a question:

· Have you ever thought about just how many different ideas regarding faith, religion and God exist amongst the human race?

· There are Christians of all different stripes. There are Hindus. There are Shiite, and Sunni, and Sufi Muslims— 

· There are Confucianists, Shintoists, Buddhists, Bahaists, atheists, agnostics, nihilists, humanists, deists, pantheists, and New Agers… 

· And every one of them thinks he or she is right! 

And yet, the reality is that, when they die, a lot of people are going to find out that they’re wrong. Now I realize that for some, that’s a pretty provocative statement. 

· But at the very least, it raises the question: With so many people having so many different ideas and opinions… Why do I think I’m right?
· Back in the late 19th century, a philosopher by the name of William Clifford wrote an essay called “The Ethics of Belief.” 
One of the statements that he made in the essay was that “it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”
· Although he didn’t say it directly, what he was really writing about was faith in God. 

· What he’s saying here is that because a lot of smart people out there disagree with each other… and because there is no way to know who’s right or wrong, 

· Then the only appropriate response would be no response.  In other words, don’t decide. Don’t commit. Just be an agnostic or a skeptic.

Now, about the same time, there was another man named William James who wrote a response to Clifford and said that there are, in fact, some situations where that skeptical, agnostic approach is not wise… where just abstaining would be the least rational thing you could do.

· In other words, there are some situations where belief is the most rational choice… even in the absence of incontrovertible evidence.

· He said, “In particular, it involves a situation that has these three conditions: where the choices that you’re facing are live, momentous and forced.”
· What he’s saying is that when your options are Live, where the issue is Momentous, and where a decision is Forced, it’s just not possible to remain neutral.  

· Let me unpack that a little bit… 

First of all, we have to be talking about an issue or decision where the option is live. In other words, a situation where you have two plausible options… 

· Like coming to an unknown fork in a road… you can’t prove that turning left is better than turning right, though each is a possibility. 

· For example: The idea that our next President will be a woman…is that a possibility? Yes, it’s a possibility… it’s a live option?

· The idea that our next President will be a former NY mayor…is that a possibility? Yes, that’s a possibility. 

· The idea that our next president could be Paris Hilton…is that a possibility? That is not a “live” option. It’s a “dead” option. 

· So the kind of issue that would require a response is one that live. 

But along with that, the issue also needs to be momentous.  In other words, the issue has to have real value… real meaning.  

· So, we’re not talking about issues such as “vanilla or chocolate,” “foam or no foam on your latte.” 

· It has to be momentous where the stakes are really high. 

· And then, along with live and momentous, William James says the issue must also be forced.  

· And, by this, he’s referring to those times where you are forced to make a choice between two situations where abstaining, where neutrality… where withholding a commitment is not really an option. 

· For example… You ask the love of your life to marry you… well guess what… you’ve just put them in a situation that is very live (two plausible responses… she can say “yes” or “no”); 

· Momentous (can’t get much more significant that that); and Forced (you’ve got to give an answer… you can’t stay neutral… if she gets up and walks away, you pretty much have your answer, right?)

You see, sometimes people think about faith & doubt as if it’s an abstract issue, a philosophical question… the kind of issue you can remain neutral to… where you can get away with not making a choice. 

· You have a life. You have a soul. You have a destiny. And you have a choice as to how you’ll live that life… 

· You’ll have to choose whether you live out your life intentionally or not… You’ll have to decide… 

· What will you do with your life?  

· What will you build your life on?

· How will your character be shaped?

· What cause will you serve?

· What legacy will you leave?

· Will you seek to live in your own wisdom or will you seek a higher wisdom?

· Will you seek to live under your own power or a power greater than yourself?

These are all deeply important questions… for everyone.  They’re not abstract questions simply to be pondered... and they’re not the kind of questions that simply require your consideration.

· Instead… whether we want to think of them this way or not… they’re the kinds of questions that require a decision. 

· No one can remain neutral toward them… because to make no decision is in fact its own decision. 

You see, the question, “Will I seek to live in my own strength and wisdom or God’s” is not only live & momentous… but it’s forced as well.

· In other words, like it or not, this isn’t the kind of issue where we can just stand on the sidelines and say, “I think I’ll take a pass on this one.” 

· Because if you do… then you will, in fact, have made a decision… and will find yourself drifting more and more toward practical atheism… 

· where you believe in God, for example, and yet that belief has no impact whatsoever on the way you live your life.

I believe that the greatest opportunity ever offered to a human being is the opportunity to trust Jesus, to know Jesus, to learn from Jesus, to follow Jesus, to love Jesus, and to experience Jesus’ love. 

· And I believe that as we accept the reality of Jesus’ sacrificial death for us on the Cross of Calvary… 

· As we accept the person of Jesus Christ into our lives… Then we can know Him and live forever in intimate relationship with Him.

· You see, whether anyone likes it or not, He has made this offer to all of humanity… a kind of marriage proposal that is very much live and momentous and forced.

· It’s not something we can remain neutral on. 

So, with that as a backdrop, I want to share with you, in the time remaining, why devoting one’s life to Jesus is the wisest most rational decision you can make… Why I think betting your life on God is the sanest thing you can do:
First, I believe that the way that people argue, in itself, suggests that God exists. (This idea comes by way of a man named C. S. Lewis) 
How many of you have heard people arguing, or have actually engaged in an argument yourself? How many of you have been in some kind of an argument over the past 24 hours? 

· How many of you are sitting next to the person you had your argument with?!

· You see, here’s what is interesting: In an argument between reasonable people, nobody’s going to say, “Do what I want, because I’m smarter and stronger and a better arguer, and I can force you to do what I want!” 

We don’t say that. When people argue, here are the kinds of things they say: I do way more than my fair share of work around this house, and you do way too little!
· We call those people…“husbands and wives.” 
· He got a bigger piece of dessert. He got a bigger allowance! He did fewer chores. He got a later curfew time than I did, and it’s not fair! We call those people…“brothers and sisters.”
· You’re a miserable boss, and this is a dysfunctional sweatshop, and I am grossly overworked and criminally underpaid. We call those people…“unemployed.”

You see, when we argue, we say things like, “That’s not right! That’s not good! You’re not being fair!” 

· In other words, we appeal to a standard that is independent and objective… we appeal to a standard that’s higher than you and I. 

· We appeal to the idea that there is such a thing as right & wrong.

· In theory, many people in our day hold the belief that right and wrong are subjective—just preference—just vanilla & chocolate. 

· You have yours, and I have mine. Everybody is different. 

NY Times best-selling author, Dinesh D'Souza has just written a book entitled What’s So Great About Christianity? 
· And in it, he points out that in our society, we often hear people make comments to the effect of “Don’t impose your beliefs on me.”
· D'Souza says he finds it interesting that we don’t say, “Don’t impose your Geometry on me. Don’t impose your Chemistry on me.” 

· Why don’t we say that? Because, in our minds, we assume that science and mathematics reflect objective reality. 

· So it’s reasonable, then, that someone would impose those ideas on us.

· And yet, because things like morality and values are seen as subjective preferences, then it’s ok to just say… “Well… You have your ideas. I have mine. It’s all just arbitrary. Whatever works best for you.” 

And yet, every time you hear two people argue, it shows that there is an objective reality to morality. That, in fact, it’s embedded in all humanity.

· This is exactly what Paul was writing about in Romans 2:15 when he said: 
· “They demonstrate that God's law (What’s right and what’s wrong) is written in their hearts, for their own conscience and thoughts either accuse them or tell them they are doing right.”
Rational human beings know two things: First, There is a way we ought to behave. There is a code, a standard. 

· We might be fuzzy on the details of it sometimes, but we have a general idea of what it is. 

· We know there is a standard that we all ought to live up to, and we all know that we don’t always live up to it. 
· We all fall short. We need forgiveness. 

So, every time people argue, they are implying that the universe is not an accident, that there is a moral order…

· that there is a law of right & wrong that is built into the way things are… 

· and that it was put there by Somebody, and that Somebody was God. 

· And the Good News is that He is a gracious, loving God who created us for intimacy and friendship. 
· Every time you argue over who’s right and whose wrong, you’re attesting to the very existence of God.

Second reason: I believe the existence of human beings, in itself, argues for the existence of God.
While Darwin may have believed that human beings are different in degree, he didn’t believe that we were fundamentally different from any other creatures.

· And yet, the Bible says we’re a different kind of being… that we were made in the image of God… 

· that unlike the rest of God’s creatures, we, as humanity, the crown jewel of His creation, possess a soul. 

· In our hearts, we know this to be true about ourselves. I’ll tell you one of the ways that we know this to be true. 

· The illustration is a little bit odd, but… what can I tell you? You get what you pay for!

· One of the ways that we know this to be true—that human beings are a unique kind of creature is that we’ve never put an animal on trial.

When someone is bitten by a lion, when somebody gets mauled by a bear, we don’t put that animal on trial. 

· We don’t sue it. We don’t take it to court. We just say, “That’s nature. That’s the nature of a bear. That’s the nature of a lion. That’s simply the product of its nature and its training. That’s all that it is.”
· And so what do they do when a bear attacks someone? Rather than put it on trial, they destroy it… because they understand that unlike a human being, the bear functions purely out of embedded instinct

Human beings we put on trial, because we know they are not just products of instinct and training. 

· They have reason. They have freedom. They are moral agents.

· Darwinism, says that people do not have a moral nature… and, because of that, he could never see all that is so wondrous and mysterious about humanity.

· The existence of people, in and of themselves, remind us that there really is a God. 

Another reason: As you begin to observe people, they seem to all possess a deep desire for purpose, for meaning, for significance. And I believe that our drive for purpose is another evidence for the existence of God.
Everybody you know—no matter what they say or claim about the afterlife, God, spirituality—everybody wants a way of life that has meaning, that has significance, and that has purpose. 

· Why would a book, as simple as Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven Life, become the greatest selling hardback in bookselling history?
· Is it reasonable… is it rational to think that God created us with a unique purpose greater than ourselves… that there’s a narrative and purpose to history that is grander than our own lives?
· Is it rational to make a choice to live within God’s purposes for our lives and not simply our own?
· Let me get into this a bit.  You see, whenever you ask whether a choice is rational or not, than you need to understand that there are two things you need to consider. 

· We need to ask ourselves, “What do I believe about all of this?” And, secondly, “what is my purpose, intention, or desire here?”
For example, if I come to a fork in the road, and I want (if my purpose/intention is) to go to Morristown, and I believe that turning left will lead me to Morristown, then I will make a choice to go down that road. 

· Now if you ask, “Is that a rational, reasonable choice?” then I will have to look at two questions: Is my belief rational? Is it rational to believe that this road is going to lead to Morristown? 

· Then the other question is: “Is my purpose rational?”  Is it rational to even want to go to Morristown? 

Here’s my point: Atheism would say that you can analyze the rationality of someone’s belief.  

· According to the map, turning left would lead you away from Morristown, not toward it.  You see, you can analyze the rationality of someone’s belief.

· And yet, when it comes to purpose, they don’t believe there’s any way to measure whether a choice is rational or not… it’s just a matter of what feels good to you.

· But come on… objectively speaking, if you want to go to the edge of a canyon, turning left is the rational choice to make.

· But if your purpose is to jump off that cliff, then isn’t it equally objective to say that your purpose is irrational?

And yet, if an atheist were to be consistent in their beliefs, there would be nothing about the Universe or the nature of reality that says anything about whether one purpose is better or worse, truer or more false than another one.

· Whatever your purpose is… whether it’s greed, pleasure, status, or “eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die”— whatever it is, it’s your deal. 

· If you want to jump off the cliff… than so be it… there’s nothing in the universe to say that there’s anything wrong with that.

· But in our hearts, we know better. In our hearts we know that to give our lives to unworthy causes is not just unsatisfying, it is irrational. 

· We all know this!

What that means is we all know at some level we’re not accidents. We’re made for a purpose. That’s why we have a hunger for it…

· That’s why I believe that to ask God to help you to know and fulfill your purpose is infinitely wiser, infinitely saner, and infinitely more rational… 

· than to bet your one and only existence on the notion that the Universe is a random accident that does not care whether you are noble or evil, whether you live or die. 

Another reason why I think betting your life on God is the sanest thing you can do: I believe the existence of joy points us toward the existence of God.
Sometimes people think that what we really want more than anything else is we want to be happy. 

· If you ask folks, “What is the Number One desire of the human race?” the answer would probably be “Happiness.” 

· We say we want to be happy above everything else… but I don’t think that is true, and I’ll tell you why.

Let’s say that there was a pill that, if you swallowed it, would put you into a permanent coma. In this coma, you would have thrilling dreams. 

· You would have uninterrupted happiness. You would have pleasure, delight and joy forever. 

· And yet, you would be asleep and never in touch with anybody, but you would have never-ending happiness. 

· Would you take that pill? NO! We wouldn’t do that!

Imagine that you could plug your brain into an outlet, and it would stimulate your pleasure center forever so that you would feel great pleasure throughout all eternity, but you would never do anything…. 

· You would never accomplish anything. You would never go anywhere. You would never know anyone. Would you do it? NO!

· As tempting as it might seem from time to time, you wouldn’t do it, because what we want is something deeper than joy. 

· Joy, although we love it, always points us beyond ourselves. What we want is that to which joy points.
· We want joy in beauty. That’s why a scene, a mountaintop, or music sometimes pierces our hearts. We want joy in noble thoughts. We want joy in a person.

· We want joy in getting engaged in a great cause that sets things right and brings happiness to others. 

And yet, as much as we want joy, there always this sense here on earth, that nothing of this earth can ultimately bring that joy.

· In a way, I believe our chronic hunger for joy tells us we have been cut off from the reality for which we were made, and that reality is God.

· That’s why there is this restless pursuit for joy in our world.  Is it reasonable to want joy? Yes.  

· Is it rational to see joy as our ultimate purpose? No… because our souls aren’t crying out for joy itself… but rather for the ultimate source of joy. 

That’s why the greatest joy that has ever been written about or sung or praised is what the Bible calls “the Joy of the Lord.” 

· It is the joy that will come one day when you are not broken, and you finally see face-to-face, clear as a bell, the ultimate purpose for which you were made. 

· That secret longing that you have carried with you like a wound your whole life long will be met.
· That’s the Joy of the Lord. You cry for that joy. You ache for that joy. You long for that joy.
Once there was a Man who had that joy. People saw Him. People knew Him. 

· One time, in John 15:11, after talking to His followers about abiding in Him, Jesus said, “The reason I tell you these things is so that my joy might be in you, and your joy might be complete.” 
· Our quest for joy, our search for joy, our broken, messed-up, obsessive, endless pursuit of joy tells us we were made for the Joy-Bringer… the ultimate source of joy… and that’s God.
Last reason to believe is this: God changes lives, and our lives need changing.

From the very beginning, all kinds of people would come to Jesus… Sometimes satisfied people—sometimes messed-up people—sometimes lepers and injured people…

· Forgotten people, despised people, prostitutes, tax collectors, admired people, wealthy people, religious leaders.

· There was something about this man, Jesus, which made their hearts cave in and want to know Him and follow Him.

A proud, vindictive, violent, arrogant, self-preoccupied, religious leader named Saul of Tarsus was going down the road, and then …BOOM!…he had a vision of Jesus. 

· As a matter of historical record, he became Paul—a man whose mind, whose writings, whose love for people, whose self-sacrificial gift of his life to the world was so compelling that it fascinates human minds to this day 2000 years later. 

· People devote their lives to studying what it was that he wrote. How did that life get changed? 

· The evidence of lives changed by Jesus is so abundant that the full story can never be told. 

· It can never be matched—not by any culture, by any book, by any program, by any hero.

John Ortberg makes an interesting comment.  He said, “I’ve never heard anybody say… One day I realized there was no God, no one behind reality, no life after death. 

· I realized existence is a meaningless accident, begun by chance and destined for oblivion, and it changed my life. I used to be addicted to alcohol, but now the “Law of Natural Selection” has set me free. I used to be greedy, but now the story of the “Big Bang” has made me generous. I used to be afraid, but now “random chance” has made me brave.’
· I’ve never heard the story of an accidental, meaningless universe changing a life like that.”

Now, I’ve heard people say they were oppressed by the form of faith that they followed and felt a sense of liberation when they didn’t believe it was true any more. 

· But I’ve never seen anyone receive the power to live the kind of life and become the kind of person they want to be by hearing that there is no story behind the universe. 

· I’ve never heard anyone say, “Now I have found a meaningful existence from a meaningless reality.”
· But Jesus has been doing that for 2000 years. A despicable, despised slave owner named John Newton meets Jesus one day. 

· Overwhelmed by grace, he writes the song that we sing to this day: “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me.”
A guy by the name of Bill Moore, who grew up in poverty, got drunk one time and shot a man for $5000. He ended up on Death Row. 
· After a number of years in prison, a couple of guys go into prison and begin talking to him about Jesus… about His love and forgiveness. 

· He turned his life over to Jesus, and it changed him so much—changed the darkness and bitterness and hatred inside him so much—that other people began to be drawn to him. 

· People started meeting Jesus through this guy on Death Row. He became known as “The Peacemaker.” 

His cellblock was the safest place in the penitentiary, because so many people were coming to Christ through Bill Moore.

· Churches found out about this, and when people needed counseling, no kidding, they started sending people to the penitentiary to get counseling from him. 

· Can you imagine calling our church to ask for a referral and hearing, “I want you to go over to Death Row. There’s an inmate there…” 

· How does something like that happen? It happens because of Jesus.

· Bill Moore was changed so much that he won the love of the family whose father he had killed.  

Eventually, the authorities not only cancelled his death sentence—they not only commuted his sentence, which was unprecedented—they paroled him. 

· Bill Moore now pastors a church located in the housing projects in a desperately poor area. 

· You see, Atheism really has nothing to say to a guy on death row, but Jesus does. 

· Atheism really has nothing to say to a human being lying on a deathbed, but Jesus does.

We’ve been walking through this series on Faith & Doubt for five weeks now… but ultimately, it comes down to you. 

· This isn’t about Saul of Tarsus, or John Newton, or Bill Moore. It’s about you and me. 

· It’s about how you will choose to live your life… and under whose authority and power and wisdom you will live.

· Even in the presence of doubt… even in the absence of incontrovertible proof, your left with a decision that can’t be ignored… the kind of question that demands more than neutrality.

· Maybe you’ve never asked Jesus into your life.  If so, I believe Jesus is asking you right now, “Would you try me? You may have questions. You may have doubts, I know, but you have this one life, and you’ve got to build it on something. Will you build it on me?”
If you’re ready to do that, just tell Him right now, “Jesus, I want to do it. I don’t know everything. I don’t understand everything, but I know I have to choose where I want to put my life, and I don’t want to take the risk of going through my life without You. So I’m trusting You today to forgive my sin and my guilt. In your strength, I will seek to try to do what it is that You say. I will trust You to answer my questions, Jesus, as we go along. I will make You this day the center, the authority, the foundation of my life.”
And if you’ve made that decision today, then just know you belong to Him, and He’ll always be with you.

· If you’ve already made that decision, then I want to challenge you this morning…  what are you building your life on? Are you living your life according to His purposes? Does your behavior reflect your beliefs?

· Believe me, those questions aren’t meant to lay any guilt… if anything, they’re meant to remind you that there just might be so much more than what you’re experiencing.

· There’s already an ache in your soul… an ache that you know can’t find ultimate fulfillment in anything on this earth.

· But in His presence, David writes in Psalm 16:11, is “fullness of joy!”  It’s in His presence, Jesus said, that our joy can be made complete.

