February 5, 2006

Pastor: Richard Pfeil

How Can You Believe in a God You Can Not See?

I Peter 1:8

Today we are dealing with another difficult question. How do we defend our faith from those who say, “You know, I just don’t believe anything that I can’t see or feel? How can you prove to me that there really is a God?” In fact, I received this question in an email. The person mentions that not only is this a question they are asked by others but that they themselves struggle with believing in things, in this case God, that cannot be seen. This fits well with today’s message in that it will not only equip you to defend your faith to those who pose this question to you, but I hope it also answers the question for you personally. If you are a very empirical person, I hope today’s message will give you the confidence to trust God all the more with your life and problems. I know I grew up being indoctrinated in the scientific method as a way of discovering or deciding on what is true. It teaches you that the only thing that is real is what you can observe, taste, touch, see, or test. So for a long time I looked at the world that way and it was hard to believe in a spiritual or unseen world. So if that is you this morning, then I hope you leave feeling glad that you came today. 

What do you say about this contention or this belief: “I only believe in what I see” or, as the saying goes, “Seeing is believing”? How do we deal with this? Well, here are some quick thoughts and then I will launch into the main part of the message. The question reminds me of a conversation Jesus had with Thomas. Thomas, of course, being a skeptic and a very empirical person said that he wanted to see and touch Jesus and until he did he would not believe. Jesus responded to him very graciously. He allowed Thomas to do the very thing. Then Jesus said, “Thomas, you believe because you have seen. Blessed are those who have not seen me and believe anyway.” This is really the history of Christianity. For the last two thousand years people from all ages, tongues, nations have discovered a very real God in this person of Jesus Christ. They have placed their faith in Him, having never seen Him. And when they did they discovered there was a good reason for doing so. They discovered a very real, though not tangible, God in their life and it has satisfied them. It has transformed people. I can’t tell you how many stories I have heard, and many of you have similar stories, of   how God came into their life and changed it for the good. God has transformed nations through this faith in this Jesus Christ. So many have made this leap of faith and have discovered that on the other side of the leap ....they have discovered solid ground.

I also think of the passage in Hebrews 11:6 that says, “So, you see it is impossible to please God without faith, anyone who wants to come to him must” ...and you must do two things; there are two prerequisites to knowing God and they are... “you must believe that there is a God and that He will reward those who sincerely seek Him.” What is the promise if we do those things, just those two basic things? If we believe that there is a God or open our minds to that possibility and if we believe that He will reward those who seek Him, the promise is .. You will find Him! Jeremiah 29:13 says,  “If you seek me you will find me!” He doesn’t say you may find me or you could find me. It is very emphatic; it is a promise that you will find me. Do you seek God with your heart, with your soul and with your mind? If you are bent on the idea that the only thing that is real is the material or tangible, if you believe that is the only way you are willing to pursue God, then you really are up a creek without a paddle, because there is no other way to know God. You can’t get to God unless you do at least those two simple things. You must open your mind to the possibility that there is a God that you cannot see. And you must believe that if you pursue Him that you will know Him. 

We are going to deal with the questions some more, but before we do let us bow for a word of prayer. 

Heavenly Father we give this time to you, open our hearts and minds to what you have to say. Maybe there is someone here who is seeking you and they are here for a reason and a purpose. This is a real question for them and they have a hard time getting past the visible world. I pray for them that you will open their hearts and minds to just how real you are and how noble you are. For those who will be challenged with this question Lord may this time be a time to equip them with a good answer, a good response. We pray all these things in Jesus’ name. Amen.    

What if I believe that the only thing I can believe in is what I see? Again, if that is your approach to God there is no way to know Him. You will never find God. The reason is, you have limited your search. You define truth as something that can only be seen or which is material. I would bet you that you can’t prove that. You can’t prove: the only thing that is real is material. Try it. Try proving that to be true. 

I would also point out that you are making a category error, or a category fallacy, when you make this statement. Here is what a category fallacy is. A category fallacy is when I try to assign qualities or attributes of one category of things to another category which wouldn’t apply. For instance, what does red smell like? What does peppermint look like? That is a category error. Imagine if you try to fault color for not having a smell or fault smell for not having a color. What if I say to “red,” “Red, I only believe in things I can smell and since you don’t have a smell, I don’t believe that you exist. See, that is what you do when you say to God,  “God I can’t believe in you unless I can see you or if I can see a miracle from you.” God has made it very clear that He is spirit. In John 4:20 God says “I am spirit.” The law of visibility doesn’t apply to spiritual beings. You can’t fault a spirit for not being material. A spirit is by nature intangible, unseen. The qualities of physicality do not apply to God. This does not mean that God does not exist. Though God cannot be seen, God is still knowable, and God is real! You can’t apply to God what you apply to the rest of the world because God has already said the laws of physical nature don’t apply to me.  I am a spirit. I am invisible. It is a category error when you expect a spirit to be seen. Again, I must emphasize that God is, however, very real and very knowable. 

Another thing I would say to the person who believes only what they can see is: “How badly do you want to know God in your life? Are you willing, for a moment, to discard your presupposition about life, that life is reducible to the material world? Are you willing to open your mind or broaden your definition or widen your search?”

 Einstein himself was asked, “Is there a God.” In response he asked his pupils what percent of knowledge do we have about the world. The feeling was, about 4 percent. Then he said this to his pupils: And what do you think the probability is that God is in the other 96 percent of the things that we just don’t know about? 

I think of St Augustine who was a philosopher in his young years. At first he was a Manichean. Later in life he became a Platonist. Augustine saw all his friends come to know Christ and he witnessed the real change that took place in their lives and the joy on their faces. Finally, it was when he heard his philosophy professor come to faith, and the joy he experienced, that Augustine decided the heck with my philosophy. I want what they have and he placed his faith in Christ. What did he discover when he made this “leap of faith?” He discovered this “unseen God” was very real and it transformed his life. This Platonist found solid ground and he became one of the all time greatest Christian scholars. 

The Apostle Peter describes people like Augustine. He speaks to the Romans who became Christians. He says this, “You love Him even though you have never met Him. Though you do not see Him yet you trust Him and even now you are happy with a glorious and inexpressible joy.” Now how is that possible? He says the Romans never physically, tangibly met Him or saw Him and yet they knew Him. It would say to me that God is both knowable and real though you cannot get to Him through the five senses. He is knowable in a very different way and that way would be through a spiritual path. If I say that “I am spirit” and not material in nature then the only approach to me would be through a non-material method... a spiritual route.

That is how the Roman Christians came to know God. They opened their hearts and lives and minds to the claims that Christ had made, and He made Himself known to them. Luke 17:21 says this, “The kingdom of God is within you.”  “The kingdom of God” is a way of saying “the reign of God.” Where you will find God is in your heart, within your mind, and within your soul. If you invite Christ into your life He will come to you and be in you. God will reign within you as your leader. Have you opened your life to Him? Revelation 3:20 says, “I stand at the door and knock. If you hear me calling, open the door and I will come in and we will share a meal together.”

Peter, in his first message ..  Now here’s a man who preached the gospel all over the known world… in his first message after he spoke about Christ’s life, death, and resurrection and what it meant, he ended his message with this, “Each of you must turn from your sins and turn to God, be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ” (which means, commit your life to Him for the forgiveness of sins. What will happen?) ... “and then you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” The Holy Spirit is God’s real presence in your life. When Christ comes into your heart by way of the Holy Spirit, when that occurs, He becomes very knowable, very real in your life. Which is why we celebrate Easter, Easter isn’t simply the celebration of the physical resurrection of Jesus. It also celebrates the fact that this physical Jesus has resurrected Himself in our hearts and lives, that He reigns within us. Galatians 2:20 says, “I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live but Christ lives in me.” Does Christ live in you? Have you opened your heart and mind to Him? Have you discovered the reality that there really is a spiritual world? There is a real spiritual world out there. You can know God but you have to approach Him through spiritual means. Have you done that? Have you put your faith in Him? 

“Well, Pastor, I would like to, but unlike Augustine, I just can’t make that leap of faith.”

So often I hear that faith is defined as a leap of faith, but I don’t think it is a leap. I think it’s more of a step. In fact I hope in the next few minutes to close the gap for you so, instead, this leap becomes really just a reasonable step in your life. What do you say to a person who says they can only believe what they can see? Well, I’d point out the obvious. They already do believe in something they cannot see. The belief itself is a self-contradictory statement. The statement: “I believe only what I can see,” is what? It’s a belief; isn’t it? What is a belief? A belief is something you cannot see. Can you touch it? Can you taste it? No it is a statement of faith; it is not an animate object. A belief is a non-physical element. It is invisible. The statement, “I only believe what I see,” is a faith statement. So that’s one problem I see with the claim.

Another one, (this is good) if  they have a boyfriend or a girlfriend, ask them this question: ...as they look longingly into their boyfriend or girlfriend’s eyes, as they purchase the Valentine gifts, or when they give an anniversary gift ask them to say to their beloved... I don’t believe in love. Challenge them to do it. Ask them if they believe in love. If they say that they do, then ask them why... “I thought you didn’t believe in things you can’t see! Is love real? Does it exist? Can you touch love, taste love? What does love look like? It’s invisible, isn’t it? You can’t see it yet it is very real. You can feel, though, can’t you? If you feel love, then you can believe in God. The Bible says that God is love. 

You might say, “Pastor, I can show love.” The bible says the same thing. It says, “that while we were yet sinners Christ demonstrated His love for us.” That is the whole purpose of His coming down to earth. That is the whole purpose of the cross. It was a demonstration of God’s love for you. So if you can believe in love you can believe in the love of God that was demonstrated by Christ on the cross. 

Do you believe in oxygen and hydrogen and nitrogen? Everyday we get up and we breathe these things in. We rely on them for our very existence. We believe they will be there for us. In fact we believe so well we take them for granted, don’t we? Yet, all these gases are invisible. You can’t see them and yet you trust they are there to sustain your life. If you can believe in unseen gases for your existence then you can believe in God!

Do you believe in gravity? Do you believe when you get up in the morning that instead of floating off into space that this invisible force will hold you down to earth? Why do you believe that? You can’t see it? How about magnetism? Now how many of you go to theme parks? Do you ride the adventure rides, you know, the crazy ones? I do. I love them. My wife thinks I’m crazy! Dorney Park has this ride where they transport you straight up in the air on these seats and they let you drop. Now what happens if the electricity fails? What if you are dropping when the power fails? The answer is ...nothing. The ride does not trust in the unaltered flow of electricity. The ride is not based upon electricity, which can fail. It is based upon magnetism. The shaft is made up of different types of metals and the last one is copper which is most repellent. So as you go down what slows you is magnetism. Tell me... What does magnetism looks like? Do you believe in its existence? You better if you like thrill rides. Your life depends on it!! 

And while we are talking about electricity...What about it? What does electricity look like? “Well, Pastor under the right conditions, you know, like a storm, you see the lightning bolt and the light flash.” They even have kits for your kids to teach them how to make a circuit.  Under the right conditions you can make sparks of electricity. You can see its effects. 

Well, the Bible says the same thing about God. Under the right conditions you can see God as well. You can know Him and experience Him. Some of those conditions are faith...surrender. You can experience God in prayer. You can see Him in worship, and in the breaking of the bread. It is interesting that God chooses a physical object to remind us of the spiritual reality of Himself. Put your faith in Jesus Christ and you will see Him. 

It is interesting that Jesus describes Himself as the “Light of the world.” Jesus Christ is the light of the knowledge of God and if you trust Him and pray and read scripture and become part of a local church, you will see Him spark!

Do you believe in molecules? Scientists tell you that ultimately when you break people down, all you are is this glob of molecules, in motion, in constant motion. I am in more constant motion than some of you all but all of us are just a collection of molecules connected together. If I break molecules down and keep breaking them down this visible person will become invisible. How many of you like Star Trek? This truth is the basis for the teleporter in Star Trek. The teleporter dismantles the molecules of a visible person, like Captain Kirk, and transports them somewhere else. The visible becomes invisible. Then on the face of the planet, or wherever they go, the molecules are reconnected; the invisible becomes visible again. So ultimately, all of life, the physical world is dependent upon the invisible world, the invisible word of molecules and atoms and protons and electrons. Ultimately we are reduced down into invisibility and I think God did this intentionally. Why? To put a sign in the physical world of realness of the spiritual. It is also a reminder that all of life is dependent upon the spiritual. You see this in Colossians 1:16 and 17. “For by him (meaning Christ) all things were created things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities all things were created by him and for him and he is before all things and in him all things hold together.” 

Today no one knows how an atom holds together. It’s like a bee. How does a bee fly? How does an atom hold together? Know one knows. The Bible says that God does it! It is just impossible in the human realm. 

“But Pastor, if you get a powerful enough microscope, an electron microscope, you can see molecules. That’s true, though, you can’t see atoms or electrons. Well the same thing is true about God - if you put the right lens on. You can see him if you put the right lens on your eyes. And the right lens is...faith. Faith is powerful enough to make an invisible God, visible to you. Have you put on the lens of faith? 

How about morals and values? How about purpose for life? Do you believe you are here for a purpose? Are morals and values real? Is justice real? Yet what do they look like? Can you see them? All of life, all of society depends on the existence of standards and morals and values. 

How about history, do you believe in history? How do you know that Genghis Khan ran across the world? How do you know Washington crossed the Delaware? How do you know Abraham Lincoln was the sixteenth President? How do you know that we actually walked on the moon, cause...don’t you know that was a Hollywood stunt? Yeah...they filmed it in a secret production center. It was all staged! We never went to the moon. They fooled you. It was just a film that was created to look like we went to the moon. How do we know that is not true? Because Neil Armstrong went to the moon, he touched it, he got some rocks, he brought them back and he showed them to people. 

If you can believe that Neil Armstrong walked on the moon you can believe that Jesus Christ is real. He walked on earth. How do we know that? History tells us. There were people who lived during Jesus lifetime, who ate and drank with Him. They witnessed his life, death and resurrection and then wrote down what they saw. One example is a man named John. He says, “From the very first day we were there taking it all in. We heard it with our own ears. We saw it with our own eyes. We verified it with our hands. The Word of Life appeared right before our eyes and we saw it. And we are telling you in the most somber prose. What we witnessed incredibly was this: the infinite God himself took shape before us. We saw Him. We heard Him and now we are telling you so you can experience it along with us, this experience of communion with the Father and His Son Jesus Christ.” 

A man named Peter writes: “Our motive for writing this is simply,” (We want to create our own religion? No!) “We want you to enjoy this and your joy will double our joy. For we were not making up clever stories when we told you about the power of our Lord Jesus Christ and His coming again. We have seen His majestic splendor with our own eyes and he received honor and glory from God the Father when God’s glorious majestic voice came down from heaven, ‘This is my beloved Son. I am fully pleased with Him.’ We ourselves heard the voice when we were with him on the holy mountain and they also had the prophetic messages, something complete reliable, something that Jesus confirmed. It confirmed what Jesus did and what we saw and you will do well to pay attention to it as to a light shining in a dark place. Until the day dawns and the morning star arises in your heart.” 

If you believe in history, which you did not see, but you trust it because someone did see it and wrote down what they saw, then you can put your faith in Jesus Christ as well.  

So you see the gap isn’t that wide. I think it is just a step. There are some things that you already believe that you cannot see. It is not a stretch to believe in a God, who has changed billions of lives and is still active and real today! Like the physical world, he is testable. In fact in two places in Scripture God says put me to test. Mel quoted one of them today. In Matthew and in Malachi 3...where God challenges people to test Him in their giving. The other place he asks us to test him is in Jeremiah 29:13 “If you seek me you will find me but you have to seek me with all your heart.” Seek God with all you heart and you will find Him. 

Let’s pray, Heavenly Father, maybe there is someone here who hasn’t done that yet. Lord, I invite them to take you up on the challenge, the challenge is if we open the door to our hearts you will come in, and this God who is invisible will become very real and knowable in our hearts and in our lives. So Lord I pray for that person right now that they may say “Lord it doesn’t make sense to my philosophy or presuppositions about life, but I am willing to take a step and I ask you to come into my heart and into my life and make yourself known to me.” I pray for that loved one too that has this belief in their life, Lord, as we encounter, as we are challenged with that message. Give us a heart of compassion and love to gently share the good news. Open their minds up to the possibility of closing the gap in their life so it becomes a simple step, very reasonable, because you are real and you are alive and we know you and we praise you for that. We pray all these things in Jesus’ name and give thanks. Amen.       
