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“ESSENTIALS OF THE FAITH”
Matthew 16:13-19

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, ‘Who do you say that the Son of Man is?’  And they said, ‘Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’  He said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’  Simon Peter replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.’  And Jesus answered them, ‘Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah!  For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.  And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.  I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.’
I’ve mentioned before the humorous but insightful letters or notes that children write to God.  You can find these thoughts and comments in a wonderful little book titled Children’s Letters to God.  Let me share some of their thoughts and questions to God with you.
· Instead of letting people die and having to make new ones, why don’t You keep the ones You already have?

· Maybe Cain and Able would not have killed each other if they had their own rooms.  That’s what my Mom did for me and my brother.

· I bet it is very hard to love everyone in the whole world.  There are only 4 people in our family and I’m having a hard time loving all of them.

· In school they told us all that You do.  Who does it when You are on vacation?

· Did you really mean ‘do unto others as they do unto you?’  Because if You did, then I’m going to get my brother good.

· Thank you for the baby brother, but I think you got confused because what I prayed for was a puppy

We all love the thoughts and questions of young children.

There comes a time, however, when we want our children to develop a more mature faith, a more solid understanding of the beliefs of the Christian faith.  Such a time in our United Methodist tradition is Confirmation.  Confirmation is that experience wherein sixth graders are invited to participate in a series of classes about the truths of the Christian faith and about following Jesus and then decide if they are ready to commit to Christ and to join the church.  We’ve just completed our Confirmation Class 2007 and will receive today these seven young people into the life of our church.
This sermon is for them and for you.  FOUR THINGS WE CAN AND SHOULD BELIEVE.

I. WE BELIEVE THAT GOD IS PERSONAL
On the night before Pat’s surgery this past Friday, Clay and I stayed at a small motel in Paducah 
called the Denton Motel and Suites.  You probably know of it; on Highway 45 going into Lone Oak.  Upon going there to rent a room, I discovered that the proprietor was an Asian Indian.  He asked me why we were staying in Paducah, noting that we had a Murray address.  I told him that my wife was having surgery the next morning.  Immediately, he said, “I pray for your wife.  When I have my morning prayers tomorrow at 4:00 a.m., I pray for you and for her.”  Then he held up his Hindu holy book and said, “God is the energy in the universe and is the source of all healing.”  I was moved, as you would be, by his gesture of concern and offer of prayers.  I thanked him for his prayers and agreed that God is the ultimate source of all healing.  


It reminded me that there are good people in all the great religions of the world and that millions and millions of people outside the Christian faith believe in God as we do, though they call him by a different name.  I respect, as I think you do, the great religions of the world and believe that we need to focus on our common belief in the same God.


Now having said that, however, there is something we believe about God that no other religion in the world believes.  We believe that God is personal.  We believe that God takes personal interest in each of us and that He is involved in our daily lives day in and day out.  We believe that God is concerned with our individual lives and not just the affairs of the universe or of the movements of history.  


Why do we believe this?  Did we just decide to believe something different from other religions?  We believe it because that’s what Jesus believed and that’s what Jesus taught.  Jesus called God, “Abba,” which is Aramaic for “Father”, “Loving Father.”  Jesus taught us to understand our God as a personal God who cares about each of us and who works in our lives for good day in and day out.  He is not just some distant Deity choosing to be detached from His creation; He is our loving and caring Father.

II.       WE BELIEVE THAT JESUS IS THE SON OF GOD
While waiting during Pat’s surgery, I went to the gift shop at Western Baptist hospital and bought a copy of Newsweek (You can tell I finished this sermon at the hospital, can’t you?).  In this particular issue there was an article about the search for “the real Jesus.”    Let me read a quote from that article:
“It has become acceptable, even fashionable lately to speak of Jesus in casual terms…

The massive success of ‘The DaVinci Code’ reflected the hunger of millions to see Jesus as a 

regular person.”
Now we Christians do believe in the humanity of Jesus.  We believe that he was a man who walked the dusty streets of Palestine, taught as an enlightened rabbi, and sought to do God’s will.  Yet, while we as Christians affirm the clear humanity of Jesus, we must not forget that we also see him as the divine Son of God.  

We in the Christian faith make the unequivocal claim that Jesus of Nazareth was more than a good man, more than an enlightened religious figure, more than a noteworthy prophet; we make the claim that he is the Son of God.


And you know what that means, don’t you?  

· What he said we need to hear

· How he lived we need to follow

· How he served we need to serve

It makes all the difference in our lives and in our allegiance that this Jesus whom we call Lord is the divine Son of God.  
III. WE AFFIRM THE PRIMACY OF THE BIBLE
I’ve talked before about “the battle over the Bible.”  Basically, it’s the ongoing tension between 

those who interpret the Bible literally and those who interpret the Bible more symbolically; between literalists and symbolists.  It’s said that we Christians waste a lot of energy arguing over whether the Bible is literally true or more symbolically true.  I consider it wasted spiritual energy.


You see, the question isn’t whether we take the Bible as literally true or not; the question is whether we take the Bible seriously or not.  Do we take the Bible as the primary source of our values, our practices, our lifestyles, our convictions…that’s the real question; that’s the question that matters?  Is the Bible the Word of God for you however you interpret it?  


One can believe the Bible is the Word of God whether he or she is a literalist or a symbolist!  That’s what matters!  And if we do take the Bible as the Word of God for our lives, then

1. We affirm that the Bible contains God’s principal truths

2. We affirm that the Bible contains our marching orders for holy living

3. We affirm that the Bible contains the plan for eternal life.

IV. WE BELIEVE THAT WE ARE CALLED TO MAKE THIS WORLD A BETTER PLACE
Let me say this as kindly as I can; you cannot be a faithful follower of Jesus Christ and not seek to

make this world a better place.  We each must, as faithful followers of Christ, do our part to meet the needs of God’s people across the globe.  And any of us at any age – whether child, youth, or adult – can do our part.


I read recently a remarkable story about a boy named Ryan Hreljac.  He lives in Ontario, Canada.  His story is a compelling example of the difference one person can make to make this world a better place.  Let me share part of his story.
“Six year old Ryan Hreljac listened intently as his teacher talked about how

without access to clean water, people become ill and sometimes even die.

‘Every penny helps,’ the teacher said, explaining that a penny buys a pencil, ‘and $70 buys

a well.’  Ryan ran home and begged his parents for $70.  They told him to earn it through

extra chores, and so while his brothers played, Ryan cleaned for two hours.  He got $2.

Four months later, he finally had $70, and his parents set up a meeting to donate the money.

Ryan nervously handed over the cookie jar holding $70.  ‘There’s an extra $5 here,’ he said.

‘You might want to buy some hot lunches for the people making the well.’  And

Ryan hasn’t stopped there: now 14, he has helped raise over $1 million for wells.
If Ryan Hreljac at six years of age can step up and do his part and over eight years help raise one million dollars to build wells in Africa, then certainly you and I can do our part.  No matter who we are, no matter our age, we each can do something in Christ’s name to make this world a better place.
If these confirmands this morning do not understand that to believe in Christ means that we must 

follow him to the hurting of the world, to make this world a better place for God’s suffering children, then I have failed them as their Pastor.  It is one thing to claim that Jesus is our Lord and the Son of God; it is another thing all together to hear his call to go into the world and make a difference, change this world for the better.

CLOSING

Well, there are several essentials in the Christian faith; some things we must believe as followers of Jesus Christ.  For me there are four key essentials and these are the basic truth these confirmands and we must embrace as faithful Christians.
I. We Believe That God is Personal

II. We believe That Jesus is the Son of God

III. We Affirm the Primacy of the Bible

IV. We Believe That We Are Called to Make This World a Better Place

