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Mark Twain once said that the difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between lightning and a lightning bug.
If you doubt Twain’s wisdom, consider some headlines in which the almost right word was chosen.  For example, how about “Iraqi Head Seeks Arms” or “Police Begin Campaign to Run Down Jaywalkers.”  Then there’s “Puerto Rican Teen Named Mistress of the Universe” and “Woman Gets Shot on Lottery Show.”  Not long ago a church newsletter noted the kind notes the congregation received following the death of its former pastors.  Unfortunately, the headline read:  “Former Pastor’s Death Brings Consolation to Church.”   Then there is my personal favorite:  “One-Armed Man Applauds Kindness of Strangers.”

We can all figure out what the headline writer meant, but their word choice wasn’t quite right.

Sometimes I wonder if the same isn’t true of the language we use in talking about faith.

It seems that most of the time we use the phrase “believe in,” as in “I believe in God,” to express faith.  But are those the right words?

Two years ago the Washington Post reported on a survey of religious beliefs conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life.  What the study found was that 92 percent of Americans “believe in” God.  I suppose that is good news.  We like to hear that people apparently have faith.  But what does “believing in” mean?  You and I might understand it to be an expression of confidence in the God of the Bible.  Others might say it is just an affirmation that some higher power exists.  And a humanist told the researchers that the god he believes in is not a person but a god who is inside of us.  
Or think about it in terms of different religions.  The Hindu would probably disagree with both the Christian and humanist.  She might say that to believe in God is to believe in Brahma.  But another Hindu might think in terms of multiple gods--Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva and Krishna, for example.  

The same ambiguity exists when Christians, Jews and Muslims talk about “believing in God.”  Much is made of the fact that those three traditions trace their heritage to the Patriarch Abraham.  But the god Christians believe in is “the God in three persons, the blessed Trinity.”  Jews, of course, do not accept the divinity of Jesus, and Muslims see the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as three separate gods.   All of us “believe in God” but that really doesn’t tell us much.  Such language may come close to expressing faith, but it isn’t quite right.

The same could be said of another way we often try to express faith.  

Alexander Campbell, one of the founding fathers of our tradition, said that a Christian is anyone who “believes…that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah, the Son of God; repents of one’s sins, and obeys him in all things according to one’s measure of knowledge of his will.”  Through the years that affirmation has been edited and codified.  Today we ask:  “Do you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God, and do you accept him as Lord and Savior?”  Some folk use “confess that Jesus…” rather than “believe that….”  And some add, “as your personal Lord and Savior.”  Regardless of the version, the idea remains the same. We don’t “believing in” but “believing that.” 

“Believing that…” has a lot going for it.  As the late theologian Stanley Grenz put it:  “’Believe that’ is an intellectual act.  [It] is always followed by a statement which capsulizes what I hold to be true…. ‘I believe that snow is white.’  ‘I believe that Abraham Lincoln was president of the United States during the Civil War.’  ‘I believe that Jesus died for my sins.’  Although these declarations are quite different from each other, each entails a personal acknowledging that certain statements are true presentations of specific aspects of reality.”

So when we say that we “believe that Jesus is the Christ” we are recognizing  or admitting or accepting a certain fact or truth, namely , who Jesus is.  That is certainly what we want to do.

But is “believe that” the right words?  Notice the sterility of “believing that” statements.  “I believe that snow is white” does not require anything of me.  Neither does “believing that” Abraham Lincoln was president.  I can acknowledge them as true or statements of fact, but that don’t change my life or evoke my passion or induce my commitment.  It is cold and  intellectual.     
I think we see that in the church.  In 2006, the Baylor Institute for the Study of Religion found that 72 percent of mainline Protestants believe that Jesus is the Son of God.  But what difference does that make?  The study suggests not much.  Only 44 percent of mainline Protestants pray daily, only 24 percent attend church weekly and only 16 percent read the Bible, the source of all we know about Jesus, with any regularity.  A lot of people “believe that” Jesus is God’s Son, but that doesn’t seem to translate into any particular actions.
So maybe “believe that…” is just not quite right when it comes to expressing faith.

But then, what word shall we use?  If “believe in” and “believe that” aren’t quite right, what else is there?  How might we describe faith?

Rather than talking in terms of “believing in God” or “believing that God” maybe we should instead speak of “believing God.”  After all, faith is believing God will keep the promises he has made.  Faith is believing God will do what he has said.  
Theologian Alister McGrath captures this sense of faith.  He says that “faith is not merely believing that something is true; it is…to put one’s trust in the promises of God, and the integrity and faithfulness of the God who made the promises.”

Faith believes God.

The author of Hebrews understood this.

Many of you may be familiar with the first verse of Hebrews 11: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  It is the author’s definition of faith. Yet its familiarity can hinder us from hearing it.  For example, the word “assurance” might best be understood as a guarantee or pledge.  When you put a contract on a house, you give the owner $500 or $1000 as earnest money.  It is an assurance, a guarantee, a pledge that you will fulfill your end of the deal.  Faith then is holding the guarantee of God.
As for the phrase, “things hoped for,” it parallels the phrase “things not seen” in the next verse. Both refer to what Christians look forward to but have not yet fully realized.  Think the Mercy Me song “I Can Only Imagine.”  If you know the song, you know it is written from the perspective of a person looking forward to eternal life, to seeing Christ for the first time. He’s not there yet, but he hopes for it.  He knows what he cannot see now will one day be seen.

All of this is to suggest that faith, according to the author of Hebrews, is living on the guarantee that what God has promised God will do.  In short, faith is believing God.


Of course, the author of Hebrews is not just content to define faith; he illustrates it as well.  He does so with a Hebrews Hall of Fame, a list of men and women who believed God’s promises and acted on them.  The primary inductee is Abraham.  

In the Book of Genesis, God calls Abraham to pack up, leave his kith and kin, and go forth to a land of his own, a land that God would give him.  “By faith,” the author of Hebrews says, “he went to live in the land of promise.”  Because he believed God, because he knew God to be trustworthy, he left all the comforts of home, traveled over many-a mile, and lived as a stranger or immigrant in the land that was not yet his.  He did so because he believed God’s promise.


And when both Abraham and his wife, Sarah, were well beyond the age to have children—as good as dead, the author of Hebrews says—God promised that they would have descendents as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the grains of sand on the seashore.  It was crazy.  Sarah even laughed at the prospect.  But Abraham and Sarah believed God, and they were given a family.


Now the promises were not fully realized in Abraham’s lifetimes—he did not take ownership of the Promised Land nor did he have numerous children—but the author of Hebrews says the he died in faith.  He died believing God’s promises.  He died knowing that God would one day give the land to their plentiful heirs.  

Consider another example, one from the New Testament.  During his ministry with the disciples, Jesus made to them numerous promises.  He promised them forgiveness for their sins, the power to be his witnesses in the world, the authority to carry out his mission, and  the gift of eternal life, just to name a few.  What we see in the resurrection stories and Book of Acts are disciples with faith, disciples believing God.  That is how Peter, who had denied Christ, could rise on Pentecost and tell people what God had done in Jesus Christ.  It is how the disciples could go forth and form a community of grace, sharing and trust.  It is how they could provide healing and wholeness to thousands.  It is how they could endure suffering and even martyrdom.  They didn’t just believe in Jesus or believe that Jesus was the Son of God, they believed Jesus.  They took him as his word.  They had faith.

As I noted earlier, 92 percent of Americans believe in God.  Seventy-four percent of Mainline Protestants believe that Jesus is God’s Son.  But how many of us believe God.  How many of us believe his Son, Jesus Christ?  Do we really believe Jesus when he says the poor are blessed and the meek shall inherit the earth?  Do we believe him when he says that our righteousness must exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees or that we are to love our enemies and pray for our persecutors?  Do we believe Christ when he says our “Father in heaven gives good things to those who ask him” or when he says that we are so valuable to God that he knows every hair on our head?  Do we believe him when he says our sins are forgiven and when he promises that all that tend to the needy are tending to him?  Do we believe him when he promises the Holy Spirit will empower our mission and that one day he will enter into that place he has prepared?  Do we believe him and the promises he has made?

Faith is not telling the people at Gallup that you believing in some divine being or spiritual power out there somewhere.  Nor is faith standing in front of a sanctuary and saying, “I believe that Jesus is….”  Faith is believing God.  Faith is living every day on the guarantee that all God has promised he will do.  The question is, “Do we have such faith?” 
