“I am a believer”: Christ before me
John 3
A sermon preached at Cuba UMC on July 15, 2012 by Joseph Frana

John3:31 The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is
from the earth belongs to the earth, and speaks as one from the earth.
The one who comes from heaven is above all. 32 He testifies to what he
has seen and heard, but no one accepts his testimony. 33 Whoever has
accepted it has certified that God is truthful. 34 For the one whom God
has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the Spirit without limit.
35 The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands. 36
Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son
will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on them.
"Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son
will not see life, for God's wrath remains on them."
"I am a believer"
This is a common enough expression around the church, but what does it
mean?
Its meaning must be important, because people say it a lot and the Bible
says things about it like "Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but
whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on
them." HEAVY STUFF.
"I am a believer"
There are probably as many meanings as there are "believers."
Some mean simply, "I think that it is true that . . ."
Others mean, "I associate with the people who say . . ."
While both of these are good things (and certainly related), neither is
what I am talking about this morning when I say "I am a believer" and
neither is what Jesus is talking about when he says "Whoever believes in
the Son has eternal life" or "whoever rejects the Son will not see life but
God's wrath."
"Believing" in the Jesus sense is not just about thinking a certain thing or
belonging to a certain crowd; it is about falling before a certain man.
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This should be unsettling for some and comforting for others.
It should be unsettling for those who have reduced a relationship to Jesus
to thinking that certain ideas are true like, "God exists" and "created the
world in six days" and "sent his Son Jesus for our salvation" "to be born
from a virgin in Bethlehem" "who Performed miracles" and "was crucified
for our sins" " and "resurrected for our vindication" and "who will come
again in glory to make all things new and right." These are true things
and worthy of our intellectual assent, but assent does not a believer
make.
"Believing" in the Jesus sense is not just about thinking a certain thing or
belonging to a certain crowd; it is about falling before a certain man.
This should be unsettling for some and comforting for others.
It should be unsettling for those who have reduced a relationship to Jesus
to belonging and being active in a congregation. Having your name on
the membership roll, attending worship and potlucks, and serving at the
occasional mission project are good things to do and worthy of our
participation, but participation in a congregation does not a believer
make.
"Believing" in the Jesus sense is not just about thinking a certain thing or
belonging to a certain crowd; it is about falling before a certain man.
This should be comforting to those who have been bothered by the
horrible logical conclusions of "belief" being about "thinking" or
"belonging." If "belief" in Jesus is about "thinking," then those who are
unable to think right are damned.
Children are not able to think right - are they damned because they
cannot think right?
Many of the ill or disabled are unable to think right - are they damned
because they cannot think right?
Many have been misinformed or not been informed at all about the things
of God revealed in Jesus Christ - are they damned because they cannot
think right?
Many of us as we age face the terrifying prospect that we may lose our
ability to think right - will we be damned because we one day may not
think right?
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If "belief" in the Jesus sense is just about "thinking," then that must be
our conclusion. But thanks be to God that such an understanding of
"belief" as "thinking" is a wrong understanding.
"Believing" in the Jesus sense is not just about thinking a certain thing or
belonging to a certain crowd; it is about falling before a certain man.
This should be comforting to those who have been disturbed by the
logical conclusions that belief is about "belonging" to the right crowd.
As Andrew preached last Sunday, there are those who have been labled
"weeds" and thus who have been cast aside by many, but who to God are
beautiful and useful and beloved.
If "belief" in the Jesus sense is about "belonging" than the cast aside are
truely damned (which by the way is the near logical opposite of the
gospel of Jesus Christ). Thanks be to God that such an understanding of
"belief" as "belonging" is a wrong understanding.
Thankfully, when we talk about "belief" in the Jesus sense, we are not
talking just about "thinking" or "belonging," but we are talking about that
which I have worded "falling before."
When we talk about "belief" in the Jesus sense, we are talking about the
word we translate from the Greek word "pistis." This is the same word
that we sometimes translate as "faith."
Talking about "faith" gets us a little closer to the meaning of today's
consideration of the witness that "I am a believer."
"I am one who has faith."
But we cannot stop there.
It is not that simply the act of having faith leads to eternal life
Having faith in yourself is nice, but it will not lead to eternal life.
Having faith in hard work and clean living is nice, but it will not lead to
eternal life.
Having faith in science and technology and progress is nice, but it will not
lead to eternal life.
It is not that simply the act of having faith leads to eternal life. -- it is
having faith in a certain man. That certain man makes all the difference.
That certain man is Jesus.
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Believing in the Jesus sense is about falling before the certain man named
Jesus.
So when I say, "I am a believer" I am again not so much talking about me
as I am talking about Jesus. I am talking about Jesus before me.
Three weeks ago, When I said, "I am baptized" I was talking about Christ
in me -- in whom I died and now live anew.
Two weeks ago, When I said, "I am a Christian" I was talking about Christ
through me -- as a member of the body of Christ, Christ uses me as his
hands and feet to save the least, last, and lost.
Today, When I say, "I am a believer" I am talking about Christ before me.
Being a believer is not just about "thinking" right, or "belonging" to the
right crowd, but about "falling before" Jesus Christ.
And what matters most is not our act of falling (or our act of faith), but
the fact that Jesus is before us.
So when I say "I am a believer" I am witnessing to the fact that Christ lives
before me.
This means that I am not making this Jesus stuff up.
My claim in saying "I am a believer" is not a claim that I have certain
beliefs, but my claim that Jesus Christ is really before me.
My claim in saying "I am a believer" means that I am trying to be as
unoriginal as possible. I am trying to simply witness to the reality of God
before me.
This is to say that "my faith" is not really mine. I didn't make it up, and it
is not mine to keep or to change as I see fit. "My faith" is a received faith,
it is a revealed faith, it is a faith that is given to me.
I didn't discover the one true living God revealed in Jesus Christ -somebody witnessed to me of this good news, in fact -- in my case that
somebody who witnessed to Jesus Christ is named Ben Manion. He was
the youth pastor at Aldersgate United Methodist Church. He was the first
to tell me God's story and to show me how I fit into God's story. Many
other people who I could name have continued to fill out God's story and
to continue to show me how I fit into that story.
And guess what? Those people who told me about God's story -- they
didn't make up the story, neither did they discover it -- it was told to
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them from another person. And that person was told by another person
and on and on and on.
This is how being a believer in the Jesus sense works. To become a
believer, you can’t just try hard, you must be given the faith from
another.
This is one of the reasons why being church is so important. We can’t
just make our faith up (and if we do, it is a false faith). We have to learn
the faith from another.
This is one of the reasons that the lone Christian is a fiction. Do you
know what I mean by a "lone Christian." I am talking about those people
who claim, "I am spiritual and all. I am a Christian. I am a believer. But I
don't have anything to do with the church." Those people don't really
exist. They think they have faith. They think they are a believer.
But the faith that leads to eternal life,
the belief that leads to eternal life,
is not something anyone can find on their own.

That faith that leads to eternal life is not something anyone can find on
their own, because faith in the Jesus sense, believing in the Jesus sense,
is not belief or faith in something abstract, but belief and faith in a
certain man.
A real man. A man who was born of a virgin in Bethlehem. A man who
taught around Galilee. A man who was unjustly tried, tortured, and
executed by the religious and political leaders. A man who rose
unexpectedly and a man who will one day come again to finally make all
things right and new. This man of course is the first century Jewish man
named Jesus, who by the way still lives.

The faith that leads to eternal life is not an abstract faith. It is a concrete
faith and was given to a concrete people to witness to a concrete world.
It is the faith given by God to a particular people, a people called to be
his witnesses to the world.
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The faith that leads to eternal life is the faith given to the people who say
"I am a believer."
The faith that leads to eternal life is the faith given to the people who say
I believe in God the Father Almighty,
creator of heaven and earth;
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, dead, and buried;
he descended to the dead.
On the third day he rose again;
he ascended into heaven,
is seated at the right hand of the Father,
and will come again to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy catholic church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting. Amen.

This is my faith -- but it is mine only because it was given to me by
another.
But it is not mine in the sense that I can do with it as I please. It is not
mine to pick and choose what I will believe. It is difficult to believe that a
child could be born from a virgin womb. It is difficult to believe that a
body can be resurrected after it has started to decompose. But I am
learning -- and so must we all.
This faith is a gift. It is a gift given from one believer to make a new
believer down the centuries. And ultimately it is a gift given from God -it is the revelation of the full reality of the triune God in the body of a
Jewish peasant.

This faith is a gift -- This faith is a treasure.
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Let us enjoy it together.

Turn to item number 882 in the United Methodist hymnal.
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