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The Christian Life and Why it Makes Sense

Hebrews 11 v. 1-3: 8-12. 

2. WHY GOD EXISTS

We continue our Lent series this week on the theme ‘The Christian Life and why it makes sense.’ The title today is ‘why God exists’. I must say that, when I was confronted with it, I felt rather daunted. After all, any fool can ask a question but it can take 10,000 wise men to fail to find an answer. I’ll do my best in the limited time available. 

Alice in ‘Alice in Wonderland’ said, ‘I see nobody on the road.’  The answer, paraphrased, was, of course, that, just because Alice saw no-one on the road, that did not mean that no-one was there. So, do Christians see nobody either and shape their lives round an absent being rather than one who is visibly present?

From a certain point of view, we do. It is put with consummate economy in the opening verse of Hebrews chapter 11:-
‘Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.’

A few verses later, in v.8, we are given a celebrated example of faith in action in the figure of Abraham:-

‘By faith, Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.’

How did Abraham know that it was God who was calling him away from the prosperous city of Ur of the Chaldees, a city where the people worshipped the sun and the moon, a place full of the equivalent of bright lights and night clubs? Did he hear a voice, like Samuel, whom I spoke about a fortnight ago? We are told in Genesis 12 that the Lord spoke to him but we hear of no visible proof. I mentioned a fortnight ago the letter which the poet, John Keats, wrote to his brother in which he said that, when understanding literature, readers should have a capacity for ‘negative capability’. Certainly, Abraham was able to live with uncertainty. We hear of him, having left the comforts of the city of Ur at the age of 75, living ‘as a stranger in a foreign land.’ 
Abraham’s faith, and ours, had (and has) to be focused on the future. This was a lesson which God insisted on teaching Abraham throughout his life. We hear in Hebrews 11 v. 10 that he was ‘looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.’ This eternal aspect of belief is critical because, without it, our lives as Christians are meaningless. This will touch on next Sunday’s topic, which is concerned with ‘why bad things happen’. If our only hope is in this life, it is difficult to find ultimate meaning. Renaissance scepticism was popularised in a ditty describing the reality of man’s place in a godless world:-
‘What is man but a handful of clay?

Tenant of life for a year and a day.’ 

If a Christian is maimed in a car crash, or struck down by a terrible illness, or loses all his money, terrible though these things most definitely are in this world, they must inevitably be put in perspective if there is a true belief in an eternity with God. I am sure that people in the persecuted church across the world will have a greater sense of that truth than most of us, cosseted in the wealth and comfort and, still, freedom, of the C21. 
Abraham must have wondered, however, how God would fulfil His promise in Genesis 12 v. 2 to ‘make him into a great nation’ or, in v. 7, when wandering through Canaan, how God was going to honour so precise a promise as ‘to your offspring I will give this land.’ But, as it says in Hebrews 11 v. 11, ‘by faith Abraham, even though he was past age- and Sarah herself was barren-  was enabled to become a father because he considered Him faithful who had made the promise.’ ‘And so, from this one man, and he as good as dead, came descendants, as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the seashore.’ Abraham had faith; he could believe in what was unseen and wait for God to fulfil His promises. 
I have yet to meet an experienced Christian who has not, at some stage in life, been called upon to wait for God. We should not be looking for daily miracles. We must continue to believe, even when nothing appears to be  happening. Abraham’s faith was justified. But, with faith, goes obedience. And that is when we are put to the test. Having given Abraham a son, Isaac, late in life, God seemed to be requiring Abraham to return the boy in sacrifice. How then would Abraham’s offspring be reckoned for generations? And so we have the incident in Genesis 22 when God intervenes to prevent the death of Isaac, having tested Abraham’s faith to the limit and proved his obedience. 
How does the old chorus go?

‘Trust and obey

 For there’s no other way

 To be happy in Jesus

 But to trust and obey.’ 

God sometimes tests our faith and requires our obedience to His timing.  But faith in God can be difficult. It often runs contrary to our desire to control our lives or to indulge them. Or it seems awry when matched against adverse circumstance. 

Let us consider the two most common positions which do not exercise a faith in God. 

Firstly, there is that of the atheist, the person who denies the existence of God. 

A Christian could respond to an atheist by saying that it is harder to prove something negative than positive. The atheist needs to search through every statement of belief that exists, and through all knowledge, before he can be sure that there is no God. This is clearly humanly impossible- even for Richard Dawkins. A believer, on the other hand, only needs to find one positive reality to secure belief. To begin with,  Kierkegaard’s ‘leap of faith’ is indeed required but, when this step has been taken, experience, tested by life’s trials, validates its reality. There is an arrogance to atheism. The atheist cannot know everything about everything to be certain that there is no God. The Christian on the other hand, albeit from limited knowledge, can trust and experience God as a reality. 
Moreover, it is in my view impossible to have a secure moral code without a spiritual mandate. I have no difficulty at all in believing in man’s propensity to sin. One need go no further than opening a newspaper. And we all know in our own nature what sin is. It was God who provided the law for Moses on Mt Sinai. It was Jesus who extended it in the Sermon on the Mount. And in Islam too, as we have been forcefully reminded in recent days, there is a belief in the Sharia law as revealed to Mohammed by Allah. Of course, we, as Christians, don’t accept the uncharitable excesses of Sharia (and not even the A’bishop of Canterbury does!), but, nevertheless, all the great monotheistic religions agree upon the principle that ethics must be built upon a divine bedrock.
What would be the alternative? Well- we see it all around us today. It is post-modernist existentialism. It is the deliberate and calculated rejection of the shared morality which had been deemed necessary for social cohesion. It is the relativistic philosophy of the individual asserting his own identity in a world which is devoid of absolute (or even shared) values. It is the world of Sartre and Camus. In ‘L’Homme Revolte’, Camus insists that there should be no limits imposed upon our aspirations and desires. To run a man over in your car has no more or less significance than stopping to offer him a lift. We have been preconditioned to judge one mode of action as morally superior to another. Without God, man is left on his own and, as man is predisposed to sinful selfishness, the consequences are all too plain to see. 
The second alternative I want to consider briefly is Agnosticism. Agnostics do not know whether God exists or not. This reflects the view of a very large number of people today; almost certainly we all have agnostic friends. I think that they might helpfully be reminded of ‘Pascal’s wager’. Pascal, the great C17 French mathematician and philosopher (a convert to Christianity when in his 30s), offers his ‘wager’ in his highly influential ‘Pensees’, his written thoughts. He suggests that, if you go through your life as a believing Christian, and at the end of it, you discover that none of it is true, you have in fact had little to lose. In fact, you have probably enjoyed a better and more fulfilling life than you would have done otherwise. On the other hand, if you have gone through your life rejecting the existence of God, only to discover your catastrophic mistake when it is too late, you will be in a dire situation. The choice, when expressed in such terms, seems obvious. 
In any case, an agnostic must be wrong because, although he may not know whether God exists or not, the answer has to be one or the other. ‘I don’t know’ cannot be an answer; it must be wrong because the fact it that either God does or does not exist. 

So, finally, let us consider some of the positive reasons for belief. 

Firstly, there is the matter of ‘intelligent design’. I am not a scientist but some-one once wrote that the chances of the created world falling out as it has done quite randomly are less than some-one throwing all the letters of the alphabet in the air millions of times and their all coming down in the order of the OED. It is easy to ridicule some of the more vocal and less intelligent exponents of ‘intelligent design’. What about the Creation? For me personally, it is not necessary to believe that God operated according to a 24 hour clock but I entirely accept that He created the world. ‘Let there be light!’ he said and so there was a solar explosion. Neither do I see the theory of evolution as necessarily contradictory to God’s creating the world. Perhaps we are just shown, in a very limited way, how He might have achieved this. Charles Darwin himself insisted that his theory could only be applied within a very small range of analysis. Scientists are neither more nor less likely to be Christians than the rest of us. Discovering how something might work in no way invalidates the creative power and authority of God. 
Most importantly, however, is the person of Jesus Christ. He is a historical reality, whose life, teaching and crucifixion are recorded not just by the Gospel writers but by hostile Jewish and Roman chroniclers, Josephus and Tacitus. There is no getting round the fact that Jesus claimed divinity. He does so consistently throughout all four Gospels. All the excuses attempting to explain away the Resurrection strike me as far less convincing than the event itself.  It is, of course, essential to read one of the Gospel narratives before making a judgment about Jesus and, indeed, to ‘search the scriptures’ more thoroughly. How can the O.T. prophecies, so precisely fulfilled in the life and death of Jesus, be explained away? 
All the points which I have hung this thesis on require more development than time permits. But, in the end, having thought about it extensively since I was a teenager, and, again and again since pledging faith at the age of 18, I still come to the inescapable conclusion read to us at the end of the Gospel reading in John 1 v.18:-

‘No-one has ever seen God but the only begotten Son, who is at the Father’s side, has made Him known.’ 
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