THE FAITH

01 - EVERYWHERE, ALWAYS, BY ALL
Intro: Begin a series on the basic Christian beliefs
How did this get started:  I went to a liturgical funeral.  The church was not a popular or heavily attended church, however I heard them recite the Apostles Creed as part of the funeral.   This helped me to remember that this is the core of our beliefs.  We have become so accustomed to reciting it in a repetitive mode that we have forgotten the power and basis of this statement is to what we believe and why.

Take a time trip with me through time

1. AD 37 New Christians are hard to distinguish from a branch of Judaism.  The act like Jews but have a belief in the Messiah’s visit and coming return.  Most of the believers are scattered around Israel

2. AD 325 The council of Nicea.  Believers are no longer Jewish and are over the Mediterranean world.  Many of the leader practice celibacy.  Many are familiar with Jewish writings but they give equal weight to the New Testament.  Culturally these two communities are world’s apart

3. AD 575 Irish Monks now practice fasting and praying for long hours with their arms out-stretched.  The look a lot different than the first two groups but has the same evangelistic zeal. This group lives on practically nothing
4. 1840 AD English Missionary societies – This group demonstrates social activism and is very well fed.  They fund missions to the Far East and other distant lands because they feel burden to spread the Gospel.  They also help improve conditions of their day
5. 1980 AD Nigeria - This group is not socially active but have a desire to share the Gospel.  They talk a lot about the Holy Spirit, Preaching and Healing.

ASK: These five groups are culturally very different yet what ties them together?

· Communion, Scriptures, God’s Sovereignty, Power to overcome evil and death

· They are all part of the same legacy, one Lord, one faith, one baptism

· They all held to CORE BELIEFS

· They knew what they believed and they practices it

ASK: How would you define Orthodoxy?

“Right Belief”, Soundness of faith; a belief in the doctrines taught in the Scriptures, or in some established standard of faith;
ASK: Does the word Orthodoxy describe who we are as a person?

ASK: Does the word Orthodoxy describe who we are as a nation?

ASK: What do you think is contributing to the deterioration of Christian Orthodoxy?

Aggressive Atheism
· Richard Dawkins – Book: The God Delusion (2006)

·  Considers religious instruction child abuse, wants Government to stop it

· Daniel Dennet – Tufts Professor

· Religion is poisoning people and is a dangerous toxin

· Christopher Hitchens – Book – God is not Great

· Others depict us as the Extreme Right and the war we are waging on Free America

ASK: What do you think the argument of these people is with the American Christian?

· They say we are trying to impose our views on America

· They say we want to create a Theocracy

· ASK: What is a Theocracy? - A government ruled by or subject to religious authority.

· ASK: Is this true?

· ASK: If not true why?

· Theocracy is contrary to Christian teaching on free will and human freedom

· Christianity advances not by power but by love

· Christianity gave the very idea of separation of Church and state to the West

ASK: How do anti-theism and radical Islam pose challenges to the Christian Faith?
ASK: What is theology and why is it important?

· The study of the nature of God and religious truth; rational inquiry into religious questions.

· A system or school of opinions concerning God and religious questions: Protestant theolog
What is happening here is that Aggressive Atheism is attacking our Worldview and has begun to dominate it.  Just look at the news.  It is not beyond repair but we must be first understand what a worldview is if we are to change it.  Others are impressing their worldview on us and rather than fight we are laying down.
  
ASK: Define Worldview?

· A worldview is a theory of the world, used for living in the world.  A world view is a mental model of reality — a framework of ideas & attitudes about the world, ourselves, and life, a comprehensive system of beliefs — with answers for a wide range of questions:

· Questions are:
· What are humans, 
· Why we are here, and what is our purpose in life?  
· What are your values and priorities? 
· What can we know, and how?  and with how much certainty?
· Does reality include only matter/energy, or is there more?
· Can we know whether God exists?  
· Does God exist? If so, what characteristics does God have, and what relationship with the universe?  
· Have miracles occurred in the past, as claimed in the Bible, and do they occur now?  
· Are natural events produced and guided by God?  
· Was the universe self-creating, or did God create it?  
· Was it totally self-assembling by natural process, or did God sometimes create in miraculous-appearing ways?  
· Does God communicate with us (mentally and spiritually) in everyday life, and through written revelation, as in the Bible?  
· What is God's role in history?  Is there a purpose and meaning in history, for each of us individually and for all of us together, or is life just a long string of things happening?  What happens after death?

Our Worldview needs to define and answer each of these questions above.  That is what we will be doing over the next 15 weeks

Postmodernism and the death of Truth

We are seeing a dramatic shift in the prevailing belief of western cultures

The prevailing thought today is that truth is no absolute

· If this is correct, then Christianity has no role in a non-absolute world and is irrelevant

· ASK: Why did our culture adopt this?

· Don’t want to offend anyone

· Truth gets watered down: What is right for you may not be right for me

· When did this start?

· Eisenhower 1950’s – Our government makes no sense unless it s founded on deeply felt religious faith, and I don’t care what it is
· 2007 –An Episcopal Priest became a Muslim and still practices as an Episcopalian and then denied there was an inconsistency with this.

· Christians are now called Flat-Earthers because they belief we are not ideological and stupid and we cannot understand progress

Challenge for the Church

We do not need to come up with anything new, we need to renew what was.  We need to rediscover Christian orthodoxy and how it applies to us.  In other words, define our CORE BELIEFS.  Understand them and then know why we believe them.  

ASK: How can a Christian that is not understood be practices and presented to others?

We must get back to Core Beliefs

Examples: 

· One generation ago, Catholicism was huge in Spain, now it hardly exists

· The English Church only contains roughly 3 to 5 % of its population today

ASK: Who is to blame for this?  What is to Blame for this?

Heretical teaching

ASK: What is Heretical Teaching?

A controversial or unorthodox opinion or doctrine, as in politics, philosophy, or science

Opposite of Orthodox or “Right”

Examples:

50% of High School Seniors think Sodom and Gomorrah were married

60% of Americans can’t name 5 commandments

49% of American Pastors reject the Core beliefs of our faith

This brings me to why I am teaching this class.  

ASK: What is Christianity anyway? (Rhetorical)

ASK: What are the doctrines of our faith?

Read the Nicene Creed?
Core Beliefs

1. I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.

2. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.

3. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.

4. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried.

5. He descended into hell. On the third day he rose again.

6. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

7. He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

8. I believe in the Holy Spirit,

9. the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints,

10. the forgiveness of sins,

11. the resurrection of the body,

12. and the life everlasting.
EXTRA READING:

Mere Christianity – CS Lewis

Christian Beliefs: Twenty Basics every Christian should know – Wayne A Grudem

HOMEWORK

Read Jude 1-3

Who are called to “Contend for the faith”?

Read 1 Corinthians 15:3-9

Which of the core beliefs of Christianity does Paul mention in this passage?  Are these honored in our church? How?

Read Hebrews 2:1-4

What is our responsibility concerning the faith entrusted to us?  What is the danger if we fail?

Read 2 Thessalonians 2:13-15

What is the responsibility of those who have been called to glorify Christ?  Who does this entail?

As you understand them, what are the “core beliefs” of the Christian faith? How have you learned these?  How confident are you that these are, indeed, the core beliefs of the faith?

Do believers from other churches in your community share these core beliefs?   How do you know?   If churches really shared these beliefs, is it reasonable to expect that they might find ways of expressing them together?   Why or why not? In what kinds of

ways?

Do you agree that Christians today need to hold fast to their core beliefs?   Why or why not?   What obstacles keep us from fulfilling this responsibility?

To what extent, or in what ways, do you have a sense of being connected with the other Christians in your community?  

How would you describe your attitude toward “theology”? What are some of the sources of that attitude? Are you “doing  theology” when you are studying the Bible?

Ask three or four of the Christians in your network to summarize their understanding of the “core beliefs” of the faith. What did you learn from this exercise? You’ll be visiting with these friends on other occasions throughout this study, so you might want to let them know you’ll have other questions in the future.

In what ways do you sense that the challenges to Christianity mentioned in this chapter are pressing on you in your own network? How do they affect your practice of the faith?
