
Some of you may be wondering if I put the right scripture readings in the bulletin this morning.  You could even be rationalizing, “He made a mistake, but if he sticks with it, no one will be brave enough to question him.  But for this text, we should have heard the story four chapters later, when Abraham was tested as to whether or not he would sacrifice his son.  That is what James himself cites.”  
Who am I to suggest that James is linking the wrong passages together.  I am not.  But I do realize that Abraham was a person just like you and me.  Abraham was a man that trusted God, but would not have been willing to sacrifice his son in the very beginning.  He was trusting enough to leave the land of Ur, the land of his Father and follow God.  But at this point, his faith was no where near complete or perfect.


We look at Abram's interaction with Sarai as they travel and he does not trust God enough to keep he and his wife safe.  So twice, kings of nations get in trouble because Abram is not trusting enough to disclose the full truth.  We could look at those decisions and say Abram faired well for holding back the truth.  But he was a recipient of the fear of the Lord held by kings.  After having the favor of the King of Egypt, Abraham moved on a much wealthier man, realizing this God he was following had the ability to do what he said to prevent life from thriving, as Pharoah's family had suffered from disease.


Abram then followed God into battle to rescue Lot and came out blessed.  He realized the source of his blessings and gives us an example of the tithe of 10 percent to Mechelzidek.  


After seeing disease and battle are in the hands of God, Abrahm is part of a covenant and has the growing faith in God to perform an operation on himself and all the men under his leadership.  Now, I am just speculating here, but if God had not made himself trust worthy beforehand, Abram would not have been obliged to circumcise himself nor would any of his servants agreed to do so.  But God has shown himself true with each calling.  Each calling has a bit more at stake that requires that much firmer of a foundation to stand on, to push off and take the leap of faith to know you will land firmly on the other side.


So it is here, chronologically, that we reach the three visitors who come promising a son.  Abraham's faith in God is such that the three men show up and he makes sure they are well taken care of.  We do not see Abraham telling them where there is good pie down the road, a nice place to stay, and wishing them on their way.  We see him providing the best food and drink for the three visitors.  Granted, the food is the same as in James, but instead of warmth, Abraham provides the cool shade of the trees and the refreshing washing of feet.  The underlying idea remains.  Action instead of just words demonstrate Abraham's faith.


Now, as we look to the passage we read out of James today, There is a word in the middle that despite preaching on it before, even I forgot the full meaning and so most translators did not bother to include.  Verse 22 finishes, “And his faith was made complete by what he did.”  The other popular way of phrasing this is, “And his faith was made perfect by what he did.”  This word, “perfect” gives us all kinds of fits when we try to take it as totally without fault.  Abraham lived at least another 65 years after the Isaac and altar incident.  He is our person who is credited for being faithful to God.  But I would guess that it was not always instantaneous, doubts remained, thoughts of self-preservation were walked through.


The other word used to say complete or perfection is maturity.  Becoming what you were intended to be.  James himself, is looking for someone who in the course of their life has done works for God out of their growing faith in God.  Faith is trusting God to be who he says he is.  Abraham, as his understanding of who God is grows, the boldness of his actions grow.  But the reverse is also true, if Abraham would not have taken actions, his faith would have remained stagnant and stale.  His faith without works would have been what James calls, useless, barren, worthless, dead, or sterile.


Saying I believe in God requires acting like God is alive.  Saying I belive that God is my father, requires acting like his children.  Calling God, Lord and Master requires living as Christ did, living a servant life to all those around you.


Abraham's life is a full expression that trust.  As his understanding of God grew, the actions, the responses to God's provision, care, and love grew.  We all are aware that just because one day we committed our lives to Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior, not everything was immediately released fully into his possession.  Each day is a struggle to believe that God will do what he says he will.  Can I live fully in God's care today?  Let me check the schedule and make sure there is nothing I want to risk.


My last few vacations have started out that way.  Can I trust God in this?  My plane is late, delayed, not going.  Can I still trust God to get me there.  My life is not mapped out.  Can I trust God to put me where I need to be.  All the plans I had, have been messed up with this one incident, so now what do I do?


The good news is, when this happens on a vacation, it is not the first time.  The consequences may be greater, but I am maturing in my response.  The whole trip is now not ever ruined.  It is just a little more exciting and ensures I have tales to tell when I return home.  Whether it is missing an international flight and having to rebook it or thinking an appointment is on the wrong day and having to change all my plans with friends.  In each case, I am learning more and more to trust where God leads me on vacation, which reminds me to do the same when I return home.  I am becoming a more mature traveler and disciple of Christ at the same time.


My faith, trust, or the word from last week, pistis is growing.  This pistis, to not become sterile, carries with it five aspects to fulfill my relationship to God.  To BELIEVE, OBEY, TRUST, HOPE and have Faith. 


Believing is something that we would assume all here do.  The question is, how far do we believe.  Do we believe the words we like, just the words of Christ, God's whole Word, even God's call on our individual lives?  How far do you trust God's word?  Where is there room to mature that belief?


The second aspect is what James is struggling to instill with the first that comes naturally, obey.  If you know God is one, do you obey just the one God or do you listen to others as well?  Your response to your belief portrays what you really believe.  Hopefully, your reading of God's word is progressing from where it started the first time you read it.  I pray that it is not just a bunch of weird names and places and stories that just tell us moral lessons.  Hopefully, they are words that are starting to place a claim on your life.


Trust moves us through the tenses.  Belief required accepting the past works of God, obeying calls for a response in the present, and trust calls for the trust in the covenant promises to come true.  We see this in Abraham's maturity from laughing at God's promise of a son to it coming full circle in trusting that God would provide the appropriate sacrifice on the altar.  At this point in the covenant fulfillment, the promises of Abraham have all been fulfilled in the coming of Christ.  We are left to trust that Christ's promises of his return and the full establishment of a new heaven and new earth will come about.  Do we trust God in this work?  Do our lives reflect the calling to be part of this in breaking Kingdom of God?


Hope seems like trust at first.  The difference lies in what can not be seen.  Will this new heaven on earth, this place where God dwells, have the pieces I have lost in this life.  Will the people be there  that I want to see.  This uncertainty of the afterlife comes from a lack of trust in God.  When our doubts are removed, we are allowed to remember the God who is our Father, the God who came amongst us to save us, the God who died so that we may have eternal life with him.  It is this aspect of pistis, this trusting in the unseen and unspoken that give us hope for the future.  Science will give us the models for the termination and extinction of life on this planet.  Open a newspaper, it is there daily.  That is the result of trusting only what can be seen.  If we trust God, we are allowed to hope for a different result and live as if the different result were a possibility.


Finally, faithfulness is believing, obeying, trusting, and hoping in the God we have pistis in when we are tested.  When Abraham was tested, he was found right with God because he acted in faith.  He believed God, he obeyed his calling, he trusted God would fulfill his promise somehow, even if the most likely source of a great nation was currently bound on the altar, and hoped that God would act miraculously as he had done so many times before.  


In the end, Abraham was called God's friend.  His relationship, his trust, his pistis with God was fully mature, complete, perfect.  It was not instantaneous, it had to be built up.  But the only way that could happen, was with actions that responded to the belief.  May we grow in all aspects of our faith in God and a little in our pastor coming closer to having the bulletin 100% perfect someday.  I am maturing, so hopefully are you. Amen.

