Instant Messages Teaching Series

Sunday Evening, December 13, 2009
Pastor Daniel Darling

Gages Lake Bible Church
Chapter Four

Blue Screen Faith
Praying to the God of the Impossible

But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed. 
James 1:6 (KJV) 
But without faith it is impossible to please him: for he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him. 
Hebrews 11:6 (KJV) 
God's I AM is perfectly adequate for man's "I am not
."Dr. Warren Wiersbe 

When much of your life depends on a silver plastic box built by Dell, then you can’t afford a morning like the one I had a few years go. 

After stumbling downstairs and chugging down a diet Mountain Dew (don’t tell me, I know diet soda will melt my brain and give me cancer at age 35), I flipped open my laptop to be greeted by the one thing every laptop user sweats. 

The Blue Screen of Death. Which means you have three really bad options. 
Reboot.
Call tech support. 
Hope the local geek-for-hire can resuscitate it without draining your bank account. 
There is never a good time to be visited by the Blue Screen. He’s an unwelcome intruder at any time of the day. But he really picked a bad time that morning. 

I was in the middle of three overlapping jobs. I was a full-time writer and editor for an evangelical media ministry. I was working on my first book. Oh, and just for fun, I was the volunteer pro-life liaison for a congressional race. 

A long morning became a long day spent on the phone with a less-than-helpful, difficult-to-understand text support guy. Round and round we went through the same set of scripted procedures, only to come back each time with The Blue Screen of Death.

When I called a local computer repair shop, the guy suggested I chuck the laptop and start over. But I didn’t want to chuck it. I wanted to revive it. 
So one more time, I punched in the now-memorized 800-number for tech support. Miraculously, I was connected to a “level-2” support professional, a born-again believer who walked me through new steps to try to save my computer. 
Finally, the screen abandoned the blue and flickered to life. We isolated the offending virus and all was right in my world again. 
Life’s Blue Screen


Not sure if you’ve ever been visited by The Blue Screen of death. Maybe you’re not as attached to a computer as I am. Perhaps you think I’m being slightly melodramatic. 

But let me ask you this. Have you ever been visited by a Blue Screen moment in your life? I’ll bet you have, because I have. A time in your life when the screen of your life shouts “Impossible!” 
I think of the believing lady who goes home every night to an abusive spouse and a disabled son. For fifteen years she’s endured his assaults, mostly verbal, sometimes physical, always cutting. She faithfully reads the Word every day and attends church as her husband allows. She does her best to serve her unbelieving husband, knowing that he may never join her in faith. Desperately clinging for love. She stares at the impossible every single day. 
I think of a young Christian executive. He took a job at a Christian ministry recently wracked by scandal. Around him is the wreckage of the previous administration: a razor-thin budget, a shell-shocked staff, and eroding trust in the community. He took the job after much prayer and a pay cut, leaving a safe position at his employer. But he feels a little like Gideon, leading a ragtag army against a formidable opponent. This young man’s opponent was the three-fold menace of discouragement, deficits, and doubt. 

For the middle-aged mother and grandmother, it’s the stunning news her doctor delivers after a routine physical. After a lifetime of comforting, praying over, and physically assisting cancer patients, she was now in the crosshairs of this destructive disease. Its one thing to offer support. Its quite another to hear the C word attached to her name. She experiences the wide range of emotions, from the dog-tired fatigue after chemo treatments, to the overwhelming sense of hopelessness as the medical statements pile up. 
Each face their own personalized Blue Screen of impossibility. 
When God’s Equipping Meets Our Inadequacy 
A few years ago, I was hit with an overwhelming sense of inadequacy. Crosswinds of change swirled through my life: a growing family, a new ministry, a writing career.  

Life seemed way too big for my abilities. The inevitable whispers began. I can’t do this. I’m going to mess this up. Why Me, Lord? Just as unbelief was settling in my heart, I began to journal with Dr. Henry Blackaby’s remarkable classic, Experiencing God Day by Day. 
The May 4th entry brought a dose of spiritual reality. Dr. Blackaby writes, “God uses our activities and circumstances to bring us to Himself. When He gives us a God-sized assignment, its sheer impossibility brings us back to Him for His enabling.”
Sheer impossibility. That described my life completely. And yet it dawned on me that perhaps God intentionally brought me to this place. He purposely designed a life way bigger than my human capacity to perform it. 
Why? So I’d face my own inadequacy and lean in on the power of God. Then I began to retrace the stories from Scripture that I’d learned since childhood. I realized that God had a frustrating pattern of bringing His best people to the edge of hopelessness. 
· God set Moses between an approaching Egyptian army and the mighty Red Sea. 

· God placed the precious little shepherd boy, David, before the ruthless giant Goliath, armed only with a big faith and five small stones. 

· God equipped Gideon with three hundred untrained men and told him to conquer the mighty Midianite army. 

Our natural impulse is to look at the Red Seas, the Goliaths, and the Gideon’s as bizarre twists of fate in an unfair world. Even those of us who profess faith in God tend to doubt God can do the impossible—maybe in someone else’s life, but not in our own. We shrink back in unbelief. 

But our larger-than-life callings are not cosmic missteps on the part of the Heavenly Father. Life’s plateful of impossibilities all tools in the hand of a God to reveal our weakness, a God who delights in our total dependence upon His power. This is the stuff faith is made of and this is the very thing that pleases the heart of God (Hebrews 11:1; 6). 
The Faith Code 
If there is one code that unlocks the door of Heaven, that invites the power of God into the impossible and hopeless regions of our lives, it is the simple prayer of faith. James, pastor of the first church, martyr for the faith, writes this: 
But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. James 1:6 (ESV) 
In his book, How to Keep Your Inner Mess From Trashing Your Outer World, author and pastor, Bill Giovenetti writes:

A holy life is a mighty struggle . . . But it is not the struggle you think it is. It is not a struggle to imitate Christ directly or do good works or produce holiness, or subdue passions . . . The real struggle is the struggle to believe. Fight the fight of faith. As often as you win that battle, all other victories fall into place. 
Faith puts you in the driver’s seat and it makes your Inner Mess shut up and go for the ride. Faith puts you in full possession of your faculties. It activates the power of Christ, responds to his Lordship, and puts you I fellowship with the Spirit
.”  
Amen to God
Faith is an overused word. It can refer to a set of religious beliefs. We often hear people talk of “The Jewish faith” or “The Muslim Faith” or “The Christian Faith.” 

Faith can also mean confidence. When I sit in my dentist’s chair, I have faith he won’t drill through my gums and into my brain. When I drive on Chicago’s icy winter roads, I have faced the combination of my skillful driving (Angela begs to differ), the car’s anti-lock breaking system, and the requisite salt on the pavement will carry me safely to my destination. When I turn on WGN radio in the summer, I have faith (misplaced) that my baseball team will finally win a World Series. 

I’ve also seen faith used as a helpful tool for vote-hungry politicians, eager to score points with the religious. Both parties get really pious come November. But is this really faith or is it another piece of their fine-tuned platform?
How does the Bible define faith? Perhaps the clearest definition is found in a unique chapter in the book of Hebrews. In Hebrews eleven, we read this “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” (Hebrews 11:1 (KJV)).  
In other words, faith believes in what is not clearly seen. To illustrate his definition, the author of Hebrews then takes a look at several characters in the Bible. He moves faith from the dusty confines of the Seminary and into modern day life. And of all the people profile, the author of Hebrews speaks more about one man than the rest. The Hebrew patriarch, Abraham. 
And its not as if this particular Bible book plucked Abraham’s story from obscurity. His life seems to be the Bible’s preeminent example of faith personified. Consider how much ink ole Abraham garners in the Bible: 
· Stephen, the first martyr of the early church, acknowledged Abraham’s faith. (Acts 7:1-8) 
· The Apostle Paul acknowledged his faith. (Galatians 3:16; Romans 4:3) Jesus acknowledged his faith. (John 8:56) 
· James, the first pastor of the church at Jerusalem, acknowledged Abraham’s faith. (James 2:23) 
If Noah was known for the Ark and Jonah for the whale and David for Goliath, then Abraham is known for faith. The very first occurrence of the word, believe, is used in Genesis 15:6 to describe Abraham. The word believe in this context comes from the Hebrew root from which we get the word, “Amen,” It means that Abraham put his full weight on the promises of God
. 
Later, Paul would describe Abraham this way: “He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith, giving glory to God; And being fully persuaded that, what he had promised, he was able also to perform.” Romans 4:20-21 (KJV)

Abraham staggered not. Wow, such incredible, impossible faith. So does that mean this patriarch had a special faith gene? Or were there lessons along the way that helped him cultivate such a deep trust in God? 
Keystrokes of Blue Screen Faith
Abraham never wrestled with a Dell or sat on hold with tech support in Bangladesh, but he clearly understood the keystrokes of Blue Screen faith. In the rest of this chapter, I’d like to identify these three powerful principles:
1) Blue Screen Faith is Uncomfortable. 
Abraham’s first encounter with God came at the age of 75. He was comfortably settled in his hometown of Ur a thriving industrial center in lower Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq). Nestled along the Euphrates River, Ur was an economic engine in region, an cosmopolitan center of trade and commerce, the New York City of its day. 
Abraham was living the American Dream. Until the fateful day the Lord called. God was calling out a new people to form a new nation and He wanted Abraham to be its father. The fame of Abraham, the Lord said, would spread through the land and echo through history. 
But there was a catch. Abraham had to move from his life of ease and follow God into the great unknown. He wasn’t even given the details, only “go to a land that I will show you.” (Genesis 12:1). 

For members of my generation, moving from your hometown doesn’t seem like such a courageous act of faith. We move around every five years and like it. But to Abraham, this was a bit more than just leaving the nest to go to college. God called Abraham to leave behind his wealth, his family, his security. 
Scholars John Walton and Victor H. Matthews describe exactly what was at stake for Abraham: “When Abram gave up his place in his father's household, he forfeited his security. He was putting his survival, his identity, his future and his security in the hands of the Lord”
.
So how was Abraham supposed to build this great nation if he had no wealth, if he was leaving his family behind, and if he and his wife were unable to produce children? That isn’t just impossible. Its illogical. 

But Abraham went. And this was just the beginning. Over the course of his life, God seemed to do all He could to put this dream of a might nation out of reach. He separated Abraham from the only family who could carry on his name (Lot.). He took his land. He took his future security. And when Isaac, the miracle son was born, God nearly took him. 
On one hand God continued to affirm His promise to carry Abraham’s family through the generations. On the other hand, every opportunity for that legacy was ripped away. 

Abraham was forced to live in total dependence on God. Its not as if He had a choice. God forced the impossible upon him so that God could draw out Abraham’s faith. 
God isn’t whispering the same promises to us that He did to Abraham, but our tasks are no less difficult. He drags us from the ease of American life and tugs at our heartstrings until we’re ready to live larger than the status quo. 

The life of a Christ follower is anything but easy. Jesus himself said that a true disciples denies himself and assumes the cross of suffering. Not exactly a message 21st century moderns want to hear. 

And yet this is where God does His greatest work. When we are uncomfortable and dependent. When the impossibility of our calling collides with the reality of our human frailties. 

The writer of Hebrews describes Abraham’s bold step this way: 
It was by faith that Abraham obeyed when God called him to leave home and go to another land that God would give him as his inheritance. He went without knowing where he was going. And even when he reached the land God promised him, he lived there by faith—for he was like a foreigner, living in tents. And so did Isaac and Jacob, who inherited the same promise. Hebrews 11:8-9 (NLT) 
I’m afraid our generation is full of way too many comfortable Christians. We’ve been lulled into accepting materialistic goals as our highest purpose. When presented, like Abraham, with an opportunity to radically step out on faith, we shrink in fear. We like our spirituality doled out in manageable chunks, so we can mentally check off the box of faith and go back to serving our desires. 
But the comfortable life is the unfulfilled life. It’s the untested, unsalted, unchallenged life. A life headed for certain regret and minimal Kingdom impact. 
Blue Screen Faith is a Maturing Faith

I’m not the TV physic John Edwards, but I do know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that Abraham was some kind of mythical, larger-than-life, Biblical guy with a faith on steroids. But when God found Abraham in the city of Ur, he was no different than you. He was no different than me. And it took many years and the guiding hand of God to move the needle of his faith from empty to full. 
When God found Abraham, he wasn’t even a believer. And then once he believed, his faith was so weak that he only went halfway to Haran. He went halfway not all the way. He did go and he did have faith in God, but it was weak. But that’s okay, because God takes us with our weak and fragile faith. 

Jesus said in Matthew 17:20 that all it takes is a mustard-seed sized faith. In other words, come to God with the faith you have. And you know what? God will build that faith into something strong. 

As you look at the panorama of Abraham’s life, you’ll just how God developed his faith. 

Abraham believed God would make him a Father of many nations, but Abraham thought he had to help God out. 

He brought his Father and then God said, “No, I’m going to give you a son.”

He brought Lot, because maybe Lot could extend the generations of Abraham’s family. And God said, “no, I’m going to give you a son.”

He brought Elieazar because a steward could sometimes assume the business of a man’s family. And God, “No, I’m not going to use Eliezar. I’m going to give you a son.” 

He brought Ishmael—and God said, “No, I’m going to give you a son the right way through Sarah.” 

You see, I think Abraham believed God was going to make him the Father of many nations, he just didn’t know how. He couldn’t wrap his mind around God doing a miracle. 
Over the course of Abraham’s life, you see his faith blossom and grow. When the famine struck Canaan, he immediately went down to Egypt with his wife. It was a terrible mistake and Abraham’s unbelief in God caused embarrassment and shame and nearly got him killed. 

But when he came back from Egypt, he was willing to give all the land to Lot. Essentially, he sacrificed everything he had, every piece of wealth and did the right thing by giving it away. 

And Abram said unto Lot, Let there be no strife, I pray thee, between me and thee, and between my herdsmen and thy herdsmen; for we be brethren. 
Is not the whole land before thee? separate thyself, I pray thee, from me: if thou wilt take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or if thou depart to the right hand, then I will go to the left. 
Genesis 13:8-9 (KJV) 
Essentially Abraham told Lot, “You take what is seen and known and proven and I’ll take what is unseen.” This is a sign of maturing faith. Hebrews says that the definition of faith is seeing what is unseen. 

I think when Abraham saw God rescue him from Egypt, he was willing to put more faith in the providence of God. 
Then later we see Abraham in Chapter Fourteen finding men and taking on the enemies in Canaan. I invite you to study this chapter, because it is a great act of faith and courage. Abraham had a rag-tag group of guys against one of the fiercest armies in all of the land. 

The old Abraham may have run in fear. But this Abraham knew that God was with him. And if God was going to give him the land, God was going to give him the land. God brought this opposition to Abraham to build his dependence on God. 
Then at the end of Chapter fourteen Abraham refuses the rich spoils of victory, saying, And Abram said to the king of Sodom, I have lift up mine hand unto the LORD, the most high God, the possessor of heaven and earth, 
That I will not take from a thread even to a shoe latchet, and that I will not take any thing that is thine, lest thou shouldest say, I have made Abram rich: 
Genesis 14:22-23 (KJV) 
He was willing to give everything to Lot. He refused the spoils of victory. He tithed a portion of his income to Melchizidek. 

God was growing his faith. 

Then if we continue through the story, we see in Chapter fifteen, after God’s renewal of his promise of a son, it says for the first time, “Abraham believed God.” 

Then in Chapter 17, we read that God changed his name from Abram to Abraham. Abram means “exalted one.” Abraham means, “Father of Multitudes.” I believe the Lord recognized this step in Abraham’s faith. 

He internalized God’s promise. It became a part of who he was. And keep in mind it would be many, many years yet before God would fulfill this promise. But Abraham’s faith was growing. 

Then in Chapter 19, Abraham petitions God to save Sodom and Gomorrah. Think about this. God found Abraham in Ur, worshipping false Gods. He was comfortable and living the good life. 


Now he’s beseeching God on behalf of wicked people. He now has the heart of God. He didn’t see those people as the enemy, he saw them as victims of sin. He had a heart for God’s people. 

You will know God is growing your faith when you’re heart beats for what God’s heart beats. –the souls of the lost. 

Finally, at the last we see Abraham with Isaac at Mt. Moriah. God had asked him to sacrifice his son. You know the story. But what is remarkable are the words God spoke to Isaac. “And Abraham said, My son, God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering: so they went both of them together. 
Genesis 22:8 (KJV) 
Abraham had seen God prosper him in Canaan. He’d seen God rescue him twice out of the hands of wicked kings. He’d seen God help him win his battles in the land. He’d seen God rescue Lot. And of course, he’d witnessed the incredible miracle of he and his wife having a child in their old age. They’d seen God work a powerful miracle. 

If God was true to his promises then God would spare Isaac. If God was true to his character, God wouldn’t never allow a child sacrifice. But Abraham had to be willing to trust God so completely—that even if God took away Isaac, he could still fulfill his unconditional covenant. 

Do you see how God builds our faith step by step? The Abraham on Mt. Moriah isn’t the same Abraham fearful to leave Ur, the same Abraham who had a child with his handmaid. 

I often look at great preachers and great men of the faith. And I faint to think that I could even get close to those guys. And you might see your life before you and think, “oh man, I can’t do this. I’ve got little faith.” But you know what? God takes you where you are and wants to grow your faith. 
Blue Screen Faith is an Imperfect Faith 
Lets you think Abraham had a spotless record of perfect faith, let me tell you differently. This is why I believe the Bible to be the inspired Word of God. It records the lives of its heroes, not with the whitewash over their sins, but with a transparency that encourages us even today. 

Abraham was a man just like you and me. He was a sinner, prone to unbelief. 

At the end of Genesis 12, we see Abraham take his wife to Egypt because of the famine in Egypt. Now many rebuke Abraham for going to Egypt, but I think this was common sense. Their was a famine in Canaan and they had to eat. You could say they should have trusted God and perhaps that is so, but God also expects us to use our brains. 

Abraham’s real sin in Egypt was lying about his wife. He feared for his life, he thought the Pharaoh would take Sarah. This goes to the heart of Abraham’s unbelief. 

God had promised to make him a father of many nations, but Abraham didn’t’ really trust that God could keep him alive, did he? 

You see, his faith was not fully developed. God was working out his faith. God brought this famine to provoke Abraham into a decision. Would you trust God? 

But this failure by Abraham wasn’t a total loss. You see, out of his failure he emerged a much different man. He became wealthy. He was humbled into dependence on God. In the very next chapter, we see Abraham gamble his entire future on God’s faithfulness, giving his nephew Lot the choicest fields. 

I think Abraham emerged saying, “You know what? God took care of me in Egypt, he can do the impossible and take care of me in Canaan.” 
And yet in Genesis 20, Abraham makes the same mistake. How discouraging this must have been for him. You’d think he’d have conquered this sin in his life. But Abraham wasn’t some super-saint. He had a besetting sin just like you and I do. 
And yet God rescued Abraham again by his grace. Why? Because God had unconditionally promised Abraham to be the father of many nations. 

Everything Abraham brought of Egypt caused him trouble: 

Riches: caused division between he and Lot

Hagar, became the source of his sin. 

And lastly, Abraham took matters into his own hands and had a son with Hagar. Now the real sin is not necessarily the adultery, which is wrong but the unbelief. You see in those days what Abraham did was customary. Plus, I think Abraham looked at his own mortality and thought, “I’d better get started on a son.” 

But God said to him, “I don’t have to work through conventional, logical means. I can do a miracle that is bigger than you think.” 

Abraham’s unbelief is still reverberating around the world as the descendants of Ishmael and the descendants of Isaac continue to fight and war. 

If faith unlocks the power of God, unbelief opens the door to sin. 
But God in his grace still used Abraham. And what is the commentary on Abraham’s life in the New Testament? No mention of his unbelief—Paul even gave Abraham credit for unstaggering faith. 

You see God uses sinful people like Abraham, like you and me. And if we keep going after we fail God, God will reach down in grace and continue to use us. 

Our Daily Battle

You see, every day we get up and we face the blue screen of unbelief. We face the impossible. The idea of Abraham being a father of many nations was impossible. And so it is impossible that God could take sinners like you and me and make something of our lives. 

For me to be a good father, husband, and pastor is impossible.

For you to accomplish what’s in your life, it is impossible. 

And God does it this way purposely so we depend on him. And so every single day we face a battle. 

Its not a battle against sin. Its not a battle against the flesh. It’s a battle against unbelief. Every day we must believe God can do the impossible through us

If faith unlocks the power of God, unbelief opens the door to sin. 

– Ray Pritchard- “When your God is big, your view of yourself will be small enough that you won’t stoop to foolish deception as a way of life. It is only when your God is too small that you are forced to compromise your standards.”

 As Christians, our biggest battle isn’t with sin, it isn’t with the devil, it isn’t with our flesh. Our biggest battle is with unbelief. We have a small God, we don’t think he can take us and work through us and accomplish the impossible. 
I think our faith is too small. We fear that if we follow God, somehow we’ll mess up and he’ll crush us and take us off His program. 

In my own life I see two tendencies, both wrong. I either try to struggle and fight and claw and prove to God that we’re spiritual. 

Or we fall back in fear. We stagger back. We flinch. We really don’t’ think God can do it. 

And so every day, when life gives us the blue screen. When the flesh says that you can’t do it, you can’t accomplish anything, you have to fight that with faith. This is why Ephesians 6 says that the first weapon we pick up is the shield of faith. Without faith its impossible to please God.  
You have to believe that you can do what God has set before you. This is not power of positive thinking—this isn’t’ some kind of new-age nonsense. 
You really can’t do anything you want to. As much as I want, I’ll never be an NFL quarterback or hit a 90-mile an hour curveball. 
But you really can do what God has called you to do. 

God wants to develop your faith. He wants to grow your faith. All you have to do is believe and obey. Obedience is an act of faith. It is saying, ‘I don’t know how God will work this out or work through me, but I believe he will.” 
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