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Storytellers: What Does It Mean To Believe? 
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October 3, 2015 

Genesis 15:1-6; 1 John 5:1-13; John 3:13-18 

 

Friends, our final Scripture reading this evening comes from John 3:13-18.  May God add 

His blessing on the reading of His holy Word.  “[Jesus said to Nicodemus,] No one has ever gone 

into heaven except the one who came from heaven – the Son of Man. 
 
Just as Moses lifted up the 

snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up,
 
that everyone who believes in him may 

have eternal life. 
 
For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 
 
For God did not send his Son into the world 

to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.
  
Whoever believes in him is not 

condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed 

in the name of God's one and only Son.” 

 

A survey last year by the National Science Foundation found that over a quarter of 

Americans do not know or do not believe that the earth revolves around the sun.  I don’t know if 

they missed the models of the solar system we see in almost every classroom, but it’s a huge 

percentage.  It seems bad, but a third of Europeans didn’t know either!   

 

We might use the study to argue that we need more money for education or the sciences.  

Maybe we do.  But facts and beliefs are rarely the same thing, and more importantly, very little 

we believe actually is important to our everyday existence.  If knowing the earth moved around 

the sun meant you would live longer, you would become rich and famous, and people would 

want to pay money for your autograph, there might be a need to believe it.  Even if knowing that 

tidbit were to keep you from the common cold, it might be worth it.  But believing facts about 

the earth and sun and solar system has little bearing on 99.9% of the world’s population. 

 

Why do I bring this up?  It’s because we’ve reached a new part of telling the gospel 

today, one that is incredibly misunderstood but vital to get right.  We’ve learned the gospel 

basics over the last several weeks – we’re more lost than we can imagine without God, but God 

provides salvation to rescue us from that lostness and offers us new life.  Salvation is given 

freely to all who repent and believe.  Last week we learned what it means to repent, to turn away 

from sin and grieve over it, giving our lives over to godliness and walking in a new path. 

 

This week, we come to belief.  What does it mean to believe?  Listen again to John 3:  

“The Son of Man” – that’s Jesus – “must be lifted up” – lifted up on the cross, and then lifted up 

to glory – “that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  “Whoever believes in him 

shall not perish but have eternal life.”  “Whoever believes in him is not condemned.”  When I 

hear those, I want to make sure I believe in him!  Without faith, without belief in Jesus Christ, 

there is no salvation.  As Jesus says, “Whoever does not believe stands condemned already.” 

 

But what is biblical belief?  It isn’t necessarily what we think.  We need to understand it 

as the biblical authors did.  Then we can know we have true faith and make sure we explain it 

properly to those we tell the story.  We can also be assured of our salvation in the same way. 
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The first thing we need to understand is this: biblical belief is not just agreement that 

certain facts are true or that God exists, or even that Jesus is God’s Son.  There were no atheists 

in Jesus’ time.  Everybody in the Roman Empire believed in a god or gods.  The Caesars were 

considered gods.  It was dangerous not to believe in any gods at all; if nothing else, you needed 

to pay tribute to Caesar and offer a pinch of incense on the altar to him in order to be seen as a 

contributing member of society.  (Christians were eventually killed for refusing to acknowledge 

Caesar as a god.)  And Psalm 14 and 53 both say, “The fool says in his heart, there is no god.” 

 

In modern society, atheism has become a respected position held by scientists and 

philosophers and people the world respects.  Unlike those in Jesus day, we have to help people 

believe that God does in fact exist.  You can’t believe in Jesus Christ if you don’t believe in God.  

But that’s only the first step, just as ancient believers had to go beyond the ancient gods and 

believe that YHWH, the God of Judaism and Christianity, was the one true God.  Belief in God 

alone, even the God of the Bible, isn’t enough. 

 

James, the brother of Jesus, explains this in his letter.  In James 2, he bluntly says, “You 

believe that there is one God.  Good!  Even the demons believe that – and shudder.”  That’s 

huge!  Remember the Pharisees, too.  We know them as the sworn enemies of Jesus who  tried to 

trap Him and planned His arrest and murder.  But these guys were good people according to their 

culture!  They gave a lot of money, they prayed, they studied the Old Testament law.  They were 

respected as religious people.  But Jesus called them “sons of hell,” “whitewashed tombs,” and 

“blind guides.”  They believed in the one true God.  But they weren’t saved by that belief. 

 

 Biblical belief includes a core set of facts that we know to be true, but it isn’t just 

agreement with them.  It doesn’t really matter whether or not we believe the earth revolves 

around the sun because it makes no difference in our daily lives, right?  Well, a ton of people 

believe that YHWH, the God of Scripture, exists, and that Jesus Christ is His Son.  They believe 

that Jesus lived and died; they might even believe He rose from the dead.  They might take the 

Bible to be true and have an easier time believing it’s true that some of us here tonight.  Yet they 

don’t have true, biblical, saving faith.   

 

Why not?  Because it makes no difference in their lives.  It doesn’t change who they are 

or what they think about.  It doesn’t change their attitudes toward the poor or the troubled.  It 

doesn’t bring them to repent of their sin or to share Christ’s love and story with others.  It’s all a 

proposition to agree with.  They agree with it, so they believe they are going to be saved.  They 

believe they can do what they want, and because they believe the facts about God, whatever they 

do in His name will be blessed. 

 

But Jesus said in Matthew 7 that “the way to identify a tree or a person is by the kind of 

fruit that is produced” (Matt. 7:21 NLT).  He goes on, “Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, 

Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in 

heaven.  Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in 

your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?' Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never 

knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!'”   
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We must be careful not to make knowing about God into knowing God.  Have you ever 

met someone you really admired?  I remember meeting my favorite musician, Bruce Cockburn.  

It was really awkward!  I love his music and know a lot about his life, and I was really nervous 

because I thought so highly of him, and at the same time, he didn’t know me at all.  What do you 

say?  There are plenty of people I know about, famous musicians, actors, film directors, but I 

don’t know them.  Understanding the difference between knowing about someone and knowing 

somebody is huge.  God wants to have a relationship with us; He has made Himself available to 

know us in that personal way.  But we are still lost if we know about God but never actually 

enter a relationship with Him, which is part of true biblical faith. 

 

That leads us directly to another key point: true belief is not something we just confess, 

but something we possess.  We learned a bit about this in Bible study Tuesday evening.  The 

church in America has often thought the two were one and the same, but they aren’t.  I could tell 

you I own a Lamborghini.  When you go searching for it, I could tell you it’s in the shop, or 

stored in Indianapolis.  As Jackson said, “It could be on the moon for all it matters!”  But just 

because I say I own one doesn’t mean I actually have it.  The same is true of faith.   

 

For many years, confessing faith gave you a personal advantage in our country.  The first 

friends my parents made at their church in 1980 invited them over for dinner after a few weeks 

and tried to sell them something!  People used to be known in town because of their church 

connections.  You might give someone at your church your business over someone else.  Even 

today, folks join churches to get discounts on tuition rates at church schools.  Confessing Christ 

is still sometimes less about possessing faith and more about respectability and business.   

 

And sometimes confession of faith has been used as a weapon.  One of the saddest 

experiences I ever had was when I was working for Hospice of the Bluegrass in Lexington, 

Kentucky.  I was on the hospice wing of a local hospital, where many terminally ill patients 

would come so that their caretakers might have a break.  A man in his late 40s was there with 

liver disease, and his uncle was determined to make sure he confessed Christ before he died.   

 

Sure enough, one evening the uncle came out beaming that his nephew had finally 

confessed faith; the uncle felt he’d done his duty to lead his nephew to Christ.  But later when I 

talked to the man, he confessed something totally different – that he really just wanted ice cream, 

and that he said what he did because his uncle wouldn’t let him have dessert until he’d listened to 

his uncle’s testimony and made one too.  My heart ached for them – this man who would, four 

days later, face his Maker not actually possessing faith, and this uncle who felt so obligated to 

make his nephew confess faith that he would resort to punishment to get it out of him.       

 

It is possession of saving faith that leads us to confess saving faith.  The person who 

possesses faith has nothing to prove and nothing to gain in their confession.  Yes, there may be 

family or friends who will be pleased that we have faith, but if we possess faith, that won't be our 

motivation.  Our motivation to share faith will be because we know the living God, we know His 

love for us, and we cannot help but share it.   While our confession contains facts about God, it 

isn’t just that we believe those facts.  When we confess faith, we agree with Hebrews 11:1 – 

“Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see.”  Saving 

faith is not just words, but being certain of the truths of God and living in a way that reflects it. 
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So we've talked a lot about what faith isn't.  What is it to believe?  What is faith?  There 

are two parts: there's the content of belief and the activity of belief.  They go hand in hand – the 

content of faith informs us exactly what it is we believe, and the activity of faith confirms that 

we truly hold the content of faith to be true.   

 

The content of saving faith is pretty simple, and we'll look at the details of it next week.  

It's found in 1 Corinthians 15: “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that 

Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the 

third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve.  

After that he appeared to more than 500 of the brethren.”   

 

While there is more to belief than this one statement, this is what is of first importance: 

Christ died for our sins, was buried – meaning he was truly dead – and then He was raised on the 

third day – meaning that He returned to life and continues to live even now.  This means that 

there are some necessary parts to faith.   

 

First, we must believe are sinners who need to be saved, who require Christ to die for our 

sins, in our place.  Saving faith dismisses the lie that we are good people who just need a helping 

hand, but we are dead people in need of new life.  Second, we must believe that Christ was not 

swooning.  He died.  He tasted death for us.  Believing that anything other than God's divine 

hand could bring Him back to life is less than Christian faith.  Third, we believe that Jesus was 

resurrected – not just resuscitated in His old body, but resurrected into his permanent, eternal, 

spiritual body – and His resurrection is the promise to us that we too will be resurrected and 

share in His glory.  His appearance to all those people tells us that we don’t believe in a merely 

spiritual Jesus but one who really lived, died, and was resurrected in human history. 

 

Believing those truths leads us to further beliefs.  We believe that because Jesus was 

perfect and gave Himself to save us, His words are truthful – not just what He said in His earthly 

life, but all that He says to us throughout Scripture, since He has been one with the Father and 

the Holy Spirit since the very beginning of all things.  We become His servants as He requested, 

following His ways rather than the ways of the world.   

 

That's where the content of faith begins to translate into the activity of faith.  Our faith 

leads us to act in ways faithful to Jesus and His good news.  We desire to become better people, 

and as the Holy Spirit enables and empowers us, we start to live that way.  We do not see the 

change overnight, typically, but it begins to happen.  We do good works that please the Father 

because pleasing God is what we want to do. 

 

The test of our faith in action comes in our reliance on God above all things.  Our lives, 

our schedules, our wallets, our homes, all come under His domain.  He has the right to tell us 

what we do, where we go, and how we live.  We give Him authority over all things.  In the final 

analysis, the test of saving faith, the proof that we possess it, is our willingness to step out like 

this in faith.   
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I will never go parachuting.  Despite all the people who have gone skydiving safely, I 

don't have enough trust that the parachute will be packed correctly.  And even if I did, I don't 

have enough trust in myself that I wouldn't just pass out from fear on the way down!  (That's why 

they strap somebody else to you the first time you go.)  In the same way, whether it's flying or 

riding a rollercoaster or whatever it is for you, we all have things that we know are quite safe but 

we won't do because we can't feel safe doing them.  We simply don't have faith in them.  We 

know the facts, but we don't trust them enough to hop on a plane or a rollercoaster or a bungee 

cord or a zip line.   

 

Saving faith doesn't mean that we will all immediately sell everything we own and move 

to a country where we don't know the language to try to convert people.  In 1 Timothy, Paul 

encourages us to pray for our government and leaders so that we can live “peaceful and quiet 

lives in godliness and holiness.”  Saving faith isn't marked by having to do the hardest thing at all 

times and all places.   

 

But saving faith is marked by a radical reliance on God rather than ourselves.  Saving 

faith relies on God and not our human ingenuity when the paycheck doesn't come through or 

when a new medicine makes our pocketbook ache.  Saving belief relies on God and not 

ourselves when our spouses or children are cruel or unruly or a pain in the neck and we don't 

know what to do about it.  Saving faith relies on God and lets Him control the direction and 

actions of our lives.  Saving faith shows that we trust the content of our faith enough to act on it 

and let it affect the activity of our lives. 

 

We will not immediately have perfect faith; our faith is often weak.  Jesus still healed the 

daughter of the man who questioned if Jesus could heal his daughter; as he said, “I believe; help 

me overcome my unbelief!”  Peter had enough faith to walk to Jesus on the water, but not 

enough to keep standing when the wind and waves got threatening.  Jesus doesn't condemn those 

who have weak faith; He challenges them to move forward to greater faith.   

 

Many people who shouldn't worry about their salvation do and many who should, don't.  

Sometimes we doubt because we are afraid we don't do enough Bible reading, or we don't pray 

enough.  But those things don't determine saving faith.  They grow as our faith grows, but 

weakness there doesn't mean an absence of saving faith.  Our biggest self-examination should be, 

“Does what I think I believe affect what I do every day?”  The content is good; we want to 

believe the truth, and we want to remove from our thoughts anything that is untrue about God.  

But saving faith is demonstrated, not just thought.  If you demonstrate it and want to do so more 

and more, that's a very good sign.  On the flip side, we should worry about our salvation if what 

we think we believe stays in our minds and makes no difference except for the hour we're in 

church or Bible study.  If we have any love for the true Jesus of Scripture and serve Him out of 

that love, no matter how weakly or imperfectly, we are in the right place. 

 

Friends, believe the good news, and start telling the good news to your friends.  As we 

believe, our lives will be transformed.  It’s already started, here, in this place, with you.  Move 

forward in faith and trust Him in all things, and you will be saved.  And if you have never done 

that, do it today, and know the promise the Lord has for you of eternal life. 


