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A history teacher is covering the Greco-Persian wars in his class.  He tells them that after the Greek victory in the Battle of Marathon, one Greek soldier ran the entire 26.2 miles from the battle to Athens to relay to the king that they had won.  Of course, as soon as he’d uttered the words, “We win!” he fell over and died.  Asking for comments, the class sat quietly until a cross-country runner in the back of the class quietly asked, “Did anyone get his time?”

If you look at just about all the hymnals out there, the songs will have a verse listed with them.  And I’ll admit that some of them don’t really have much to do with the songs, but it’s always impressed me how many great hymns have been based upon various Scriptures.
1 John 5:3-4 says 
3 For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are not burdensome. 4 For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that has overcome the world — our faith. 

As I read this passage, I recognized the hymn we just sang – “Faith is the Victory”.

1 John 5:4 says, “…this is the victory that has overcome the world – our faith.”  And that’s a great promise.  God is telling us that our faith is a mighty thing.  It gives us power we wouldn’t have otherwise.

Hebrews 11 is that great chapter of faith in Scripture.  The author of Hebrews tells us about men like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses.  Then the author goes on to say,
Hebrews 11:32-35a

32 And what more shall I say? For time will fail me if I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets, 33 who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 34 quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, from weakness were made strong, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. 35 Women received back their dead by resurrection;

Do you believe that?  That’s the kind of power I want in my life.  I want a powerful faith that can overcome this and give me victory.
But there’s a fly in the ointment.  The author of Hebrews doesn’t stop there.  He goes on to say

Hebrews 11:35b-38

and others were tortured, not accepting their release, so that they might obtain a better resurrection; 36 and others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, also chains and imprisonment. 37 They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated 38(men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground. 
This side of things isn’t normally thrown out there because how many people would want to get torn in two, thrown in jail, hated by their friends, and forced to drive an old beater for the rest of their lives?  I might have thrown that last one in there myself, but you catch my meaning.  Nobody is interested in a faith that would lead to pain, struggle, torment and pain.  Most people want a faith that gives them confidence, not fear.
That’s why certain kinds of preachers only dwell on something called the “prosperity gospel”.  They teach that all people need is to believe and have enough faith and their faith will fix everything, and everything will be OK.

It’s a popular message, and a message that draws a crowd.  It’s often preached by TV evangelists because it’s a crowd pleaser.  People come, put their check in the mail, and buy that preacher’s books and tapes.  These kinds of preachers sell a god that is channeled through visualization, positive thinking, and “Name it, Claim it.”  “Name it, Claim it” is all about naming what you want, claiming it before the throne of God, and then being so intense about your faith that you will receive what you’ve named and claimed.

Preachers like that draw thousands because there are people out there who feel helpless in this world and they want a God who will step in and fix what’s wrong – a God that would give them healing, and security, and success.

Now, the thing is, I believe in a God who CAN do all those things.  Don’t you?  I believe in a God that the author of Hebrews describes, a God who can enable me to conquer kingdoms, a God who can stop the mouths of lions, a God who can make me strong when I’m weak.  I believe in that God.

But what I don’t believe in are the false teachings of charlatans who sell a fake faith that teaches people that all they need is to pull a few levers and punch a few buttons and God will dance to their tune and do what they want done.  They teach that faith can get God to bend to their will, not the other way around.  And if it doesn’t work, and here’s the key, then it’s your fault for not having enough faith, not God’s.


The whole mindset behind those kinds of preachers and churches is that faith is the tool you can use to get what you want. And if the tool doesn’t work, it’s because you didn’t use the tool properly.  For these false teachers, faith fixes everything.  True Faith never lets you down.  It makes it so we never suffer or fail.

And it’s patently ridiculous, because we see in Scriptures numerous examples where that’s just not true.  Paul was beaten, stoned, and run out of almost every town he went to.  All the apostles except John were killed because of their faith.  Even Jesus ended up dying on the cross even though He prayed just hours before His crucifixion, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.”

Godly faith is different than what these preachers offer.  They teach that true faith is when you hand God a sheet of paper with everything you want written on it, and then you believe (but really expect) God to give it all to you.  But that’s not Biblical faith.

Biblical faith is when you hand God a blank sheet of paper and say, “God, write down everything you want on there and I’ll do it.”  Not my will, but yours be done.

That doesn’t mean we can’t continue to make requests of God.  It doesn’t mean we can’t tell Him what we’d prefer to see done in our lives.  What it does mean is we can’t paint God into a corner in fulfilling a promise He didn’t make.

Jesus never taught the “name it, claim it” kind of foolishness.  What Jesus told His followers was this:

John 16:33b
33 … In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world.
Jesus never taught that a life of faith would be painless and comforting.  He taught that, in this world, we will have trouble.  If you don’t understand that one basic truth, you’re going to be very disappointed.  In fact, misunderstanding that truth can warp your attitude toward God to the point that you end up building a wall between yourself and Him when you don’t get what you want.

And we won’t always get what we want.

One of the best stories about how our faith ought to be is found in Daniel 3.  King Nebuchadnezzar made an image of gold that was 90 feet tall and he commanded everyone to bow down to it.  Well, three Jewish boys said no.  So, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were hauled before the king, who gave them one more chance to bow down or they’d be thrown in the fiery furnace.  Their response shows the faith we need:

Daniel 3:16-18

16 … "O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to give you an answer concerning this matter. 17 " If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire; and He will deliver us out of your hand, O king. 18 " But even if He does not, let it be known to you, O king, that we are not going to serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up." 

In other words, our God CAN rescue us.  We believe that to be true.  But if not, we’re still not bowing down to your idol.

But if not.  But if not.

The king could kill them, but he couldn’t kill their faith.  Their God was big enough to rescue them, but if not, they still believed and they still wouldn’t disobey Him for any reason.  They had no intention of trying to manipulate God to do things their way.

Their faith was the victory that overcame their world.  That’s what God calls us to as well.  To have a faith that stands firm even in the face of certain loss and death.  A faith that overcomes the world.  But you can’t have that faith until you first belong to Jesus Christ.

