The Focus Of Faith
The key to your continued success in life lies in how closely your perceptions match reality.   We are not talking the superficial image-conscious type of success, but true Biblical success.  They key to achieving it lies in how closely your perceptions match reality.   Stephen Covey talks much about this whole thing of perceptions.   He offered this advice.  “We all have perceptions of life, people, and reality.  They are formed in us through our life experiences.  Think of your perceptions as road maps.  If your perceptions do not match reality you will be attempting to find your way through life with the wrong map.   It is like trying to find your way through Chicago with a map of NYC.”   This is why I say that the key to your success in life lies in how closely your perceptions match reality.  Perception is not what you know, it is what you believe.  A conscious choice to believe that which you do not absolutely know is the essence of faith.

Now, this is not new thinking.  This ideology has been around for awhile.  Humanity has understood that a persons perception may not match reality, and thus create unending strife.  We have done our best to remedy the problem.  We started with trying to get the proper perspective of ourselves. 

The council of the ancient wise man was “Know thyself…”  We have thought that if we could only get the proper perspective of ourselves we would be able to deal with reality.  If we could understand the source of our feelings, and the motivation for our actions we could find some semblance of peace.  So began a relentless, ruthless quest into our inner man.  A process that started hundreds of years ago in philosophic schools has culminated in the modern day potpourri of psyco-babble that has inundated society.  Regression therapy, dream therapy, hypnosis, channeling, mind-altering chemicals, you name it and in the name of self-discovery we have done it.   People leave their mates of decades, abandon faith and family to go “Find themselves”.    You know something, all of this attempted self-discovery has not resulted in much good for humanity.  

The biggest problem is the futility of trying to go against the eternal wisdom of God.   We have thought in our arrogance that if we could figure out ourselves we could solve our problems.    The fatal flaw in our logic is in  not understanding that humanity is in a war with itself.  

Romans 7:23  But I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members.

The propensities in my flesh are in a war with my logical, rational mind.  What makes us think they are going to roll over and give up the secrets to conquering them.  It is a war.  

The Bible goes a step further in letting us know that ultimate success is not found in narcissistic self-absorption.  We think our best hope for peace is in self-knowledge.  

Jeremiah 17:9 The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?

This business of trying to find peace through self-knowledge will never work.  It is a rigged game.   The very thing you’re trying to figure out happens to be the most deceitful thing on the planet.   People make life decisions by “following my heart” and then wonder why their world falls apart.   It is wicked and deceitful, and there is a war going on, and it is not on your side.  It will try to trick you and destroy you.  How’s about trying to follow God!  

If you follow your heart it will be to your own hurt, if not destruction.

Proverbs 14:12 There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death.

The proper perception of self is elusive, and if ever attained probably will not help you.  

Israel lost the Promised Land because they based their decisions on their self-perception. (Not because of their self-perception, but because that was the basis upon which they made decisions)
Numbers 13:33  And there we saw the giants, the sons of Anak, which come of the giants: and we were in our own sight as grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight.
It so happens that in this instance they were right.  Because they based their decisions on their perception of self they lost everything.  Low self-esteem, poor self-image problems are not what creates chaos in a life.  It is when we base our decisions on our self-image that problems ensue.  

Once we figured out that perhaps knowing ourselves was not the answer to life’s dilemmas we turned the spotlight on each other.  We reasoned that perhaps if we better understood one another we could find peace and success.  Now,  I am all for understanding one another.  But please do not be naïve. 

 First of all,  the greater percentage of humanity never figures themselves out.  What makes me think if I cannot figure out what makes Kevin Burgess tick that I am going to be able to figure out what makes anybody else tick?  (John Gray/Beverly DeAngelis) 

To make it perhaps even more confusing, if I think my ultimate success and happiness is dependant upon mankind properly understanding  one another, then, not only must I have the proper perception of you, you must have the right perception of me.   Trying to accomplish that will wear us all out.   While I am trying to figure you out I will continually be trying to justify and explain myself.  I submit to you that this is 99.99 % impossible to accomplish.  I do not have the time nor the emotional and mental energy to fret over what everybody around me thinks about me.  As soon as I modify my behavior to please one person it will start offending someone else.  

Truth be told, if any of us really knew the other we might be more terrified than we would care to admit.   God forbid that anyone should have to spend five minutes inside my skull.  You would be scarred for life.  What little that I know about mankind let’s me know that I don’t want to know anymore.    10 words that terrify me; “Brother Burgess,  I need to tell you something in confidence”.    Knowledge of each other doesn’t really help.  It does not because we are flawed, imperfect beings.  We tend to judge each other, and condemn one another.  The more we know the more fuel we have to work with.    It is inherent in our nature.  This is why while pretending to be appalled we salivate when salacious details of people’s lives our spread before us.  

So let me summarize, perception of self is not how we cure our ills.  Knowledge of each other is nigh unto impossible, and seeing as how we are all flawed cannot really help us either.   What then is the knowledge that liberates, heals and makes us whole?

Remember I told you we are in a war with our self? There are opposing factions warring against us to bring us down.  Paul said that there was an enslaving law inside of him that was continually battling.  What knowledge brings that battle to an end and gives us peace within ourselves?  Modifying our behavior is not enough.  We think because we do not do certain things that we are saved.  AA has a philosophy that discounts this.   No matter how long you go without a drink you are always a recovering alcoholic.  Modifying your behavior is not enough to win the war.  Jesus cut right to the heart of this in Matthew 5.

· The law says not to kill, but hating is just as bad.

· The law says not to commit adultery, but I tell you the real sin is lust.

You see  brothers and sisters, it is not our actions, our behavior,  that enslaves, condemns, and will ultimately damn us.  It is our propensity to sin.  It is not enough to not kill, I must not want to hate.  It is not enough to not commit adultery, I must not lust, nor must I want to.   It is not our actions, it is our propensity to sin.  I understand Paul’s frustration in Romans 7:24

O wretched man that I am! who shall 

Deliver me from the body of this death?

I came to know myself and discovered that I am helpless to help myself, and I came to know you and discovered you are as perplexed as I am.  So let me repeat the question.  It is not knowledge of self that can save me, and certainly knowing my fellow man cannot help me. What then is the knowledge that liberates, heals and makes us whole?

 Are you ready for this?

John 8: 32 And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.

It is not knowledge of self, it is not knowledge of each other, it is knowledge of the truth.   What is truth?

Truth is not a philosophy, truth is not an ideal, truth is not a system of belief, truth is a person.

John 14:6  Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life:

Knowing God is the ultimate knowledge that will liberate you, heal you, and restore you.  This is why Paul would trade everything for knowledge of God.

Phillipians 3: 7  But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ. 8  Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ,

He understood it is ok to be wrong in my perception of myself, it is ok to be wrong in my perception of others, as long as I am right about God.

You may or may not be right in your assessment of yourself.  But don’t be wrong about God.

Others may or may not be right about you, but it really does not matter as long as you are right about Him.  

Israel’s assessment of themselves in Numbers13 would have been a non-factor if they had possessed proper perception of God. 

It matters not what you think of you, what others think of you, what I think of me, as long as we all have the right thinking about God.  

I am preaching to people who are down on themselves, I preach to people who feel great about themselves, either way is not nearly as important as how you feel about God, and what you KNOW God feels about you. 

The Focus Of Faith

Please understand that the focus of my faith can never be on or about myself, it must always be upon and about God.

· Not why I am capable, but what He is capable of.

· Not what I think I am worthy of, but what He said I am worthy of.

· Not what I can do for myself, but what He can do for me.

· Not what I have done, but what He has done for me.

· Not what I think but what He has declared to be true.

Hebrews 11: 6  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.

Everything that must be believed is about God.  

· I do not have to believe what I think about myself.   It may or may not be right.

· I do not have to believe what others say about me. 

· The only focus of my faith must be upon Him.

Your faith becomes dynamic when it is focused on God.  You will never accomplish anything for the kingdom as long as your focus is on self and those about you.   As long as your time is spent in endless speculation as to ability and worthiness of your self and your brothers and sisters you are worthless.  The second your focus shifts to God you become powerful.

Daniel 11:32 …the people that do know their God shall be strong, and do exploits.

Not;

· Perfect people

· People that know themselves

· People that know each other

· People of great ability

· People that are without flaw

It is people that know their God.  When I know Him, when I grasp His love for me, it settles all questions of self.  

“Oh how sweet to trust in Jesus, Just from sin  & self to cease”

Properly Focused Faith Releases Power
Miracle power is released into a life when the focus of faith is upon God and not self.

Luke 7

2  And a certain centurion's servant, who was dear unto him, was sick, and ready to die.

3  And when he heard of Jesus, he sent unto him the elders of the Jews, beseeching him that he would come and heal his servant.

4  And when they came to Jesus, they besought him instantly, saying, That he was worthy for whom he should do this:

5 For he loveth our nation, and he hath built us a synagogue.

· The people who came to Jesus said you should do this for him because He is a great guy. 

· These people were Jews.  Orthodox, religious people.  The religious mind-set always believes that blessings come based on actions.  This is why they were trying to sell Christ on the idea of healing this man’s servant.  They could not believe He would do it otherwise.  That is the religious mindset.  The proper focus of faith says God is going to bless me because He delights in giving good gifts to His children. 

· Based on actions we know he is worthy.

But remember, modification of my behavior cannot change my essential self.  Based on what he had done the people thought he was worthy

· The centurion however said look, I don’t think they are right in their assessment of me.

6 Then Jesus went with them. And when he was now not far from the house, the centurion sent friends to him, saying unto him, Lord, trouble not thyself: for I am not worthy that thou shouldest enter under my roof:

I know what they are saying, but truth be told I don’t feel worthy.  Remember, It is ok to be wrong about yourself, it is ok for others to be wrong about you, just don’t be wrong abut God.

The focus of my faith cannot be upon what others say about me.  It must be upon God

7 Wherefore neither thought I myself worthy to come unto thee: but say in a word, and my servant shall be healed.

Someone’s prayer and perception needs to change, it does not need to be, God I deserve this, or God I do not deserve this, it needs to simply be, I know that you can do this.  My faith is not in what I deserve, it is not in my performance, it is in your will and ability to act on my behalf.

Miracle power is released when God becomes the focus, not the problem.   The centurion said look, this is not even a big enough deal for you to come, just say the word.   The emphasis is that you are great and powerful, not that I have a problem.  

To much faith is put in our performance.  It has nothing to do with it.  How you feel about self does not matter.  Remember that old deceitful heart that will lie to you?  Let me put you at ease, it doesn’t matter what your heart says to you.

I John 3: 21  Beloved, if our heart condemn us not, then have we confidence toward God. 20  For if our heart condemn us, God is greater than our heart, and knoweth all things.

· As long as my heart is not condemning me I feel ok in my relationship to God.  But I cannot trust it.  I have to feel ok in my relationship to God based on His grace not on what my heart tells me.

· If my heart does condemn me God is greater than my heart.

The focus of my faith cannot be upon what my heart tells me, it must be upon God.

No Focus On My Ability

I have trouble always identifying with Christians who have answers for everything.   They are seemingly prepared for every eventuality that life brings and are never rattled by anything.   That’s not me.   I can more readily identify with Jehoshaphat in II Chronicles 20.   The Ammonites and the Moabites had gathered together to destroy Judah.  

· The Bible says in vs. 13 that they were in danger, with their wives, their little ones, and their children.   Let me spell it out for you.  This battle is not just about me.   It is about my kids, my family, my home.   This is what is at stake.

· Vs. 12 Jehoshaphat prays.  “We have no might….”
· Vs. 12 “Neither know we what to do…”
· This is our analysis of self, not strong enough, not smart enough.  You could make that a rubber stamp and stick it on my forehead.  If at this point I base my actions on my perception of self, I will surrender.

· But finish the prayer Jehoshaphat.  VS.12 “but our eyes are upon thee….”
· “our hope is not in anything I can do, it is all on you….”   “If this battle is going to be won it will be you”.
· You can be wrong about yourself, but don’t be wrong about God.

· Vs. 15  And he said, Hearken ye, all Judah, and ye inhabitants of Jerusalem, and thou king Jehoshaphat, Thus saith the LORD unto you, Be not afraid nor dismayed by reason of this great multitude; for the battle is not yours, but God's.

· I come to tell somebody, get your eyes off of self, and all of your shortcomings, all of your inability’s, and get your eyes on the source of your help.

· Nothing you are, or are not, enters into it.  It is all about God.

Two men prayed, one about himself.  He said “I thank God I am not like other men, like that publican praying over there,  I thank God I fast more, I thank God I pray more, I thank God give more.”  The other smote his breast, could not bear to turn his eyes to heaven and said “God have mercy on me a sinner”  One went home justified, and it was not the self-absorbed narcissist who could only talk about himself.  One based his relationship on what he had done, the other on what God could do for him.   The entire prayer that the Pharisee prayed never petitioned God one time.  Some of us have so much religion we do not even feel a need for God anymore.   (Bigger dreams?)

The focus of faith can never be on my abilities, inability’s, strengths, or weakness.  It must always be upon God.

No Focus On The Past

To many times our focus is on our past, which is just a continuation of this whole problem of self-absorption.  We have mined our pasts in hopes of creating a better future.  We have tried to trace all of our woes and quirks back to half-buried incidents in our lives.  We rationalize our behavior based on the fact that we were passed over for the lead part in the school play in the second grade.  We bring this asinine mentality into our relationship with God.   It colors and taints everything.  We measure His ability to restore and forgive based on our level of past performance.

· Genesis 32

· Jacob is about to confront his past.  The brother he cheated is awaiting him with the rising sun.  The sworn vow of Esau is that he will kill Jacob for cheating him of His birthright.

· That night Jacob sends his family ahead, across a ford in the river.  Then, staying behind, under a black midnight sky he fell to his knees to pray. 

· I wonder who I address in this assembly who is watching everyone else move forward, but find yourself unable to, because you are afraid it will mean confronting a past you really do not want to deal with?

· While everyone else moves on you stay behind to wrestle…

· 10  I am not worthy of the least of all the mercies, and of all the truth, which thou hast showed unto thy servant; for with my staff I passed over this Jordan; and now I am become two bands.  11  Deliver me, I pray thee, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau: for I fear him, lest he will come and smite me, and the mother with the children. 12  And thou saidst, I will surely do thee good, and make thy seed as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude. 

· How can Jacob have the temerity to state he is unworthy, yet in the next breath ask for God’s deliverance.  
· Because it is not based on Jacobs past performance, but on what God said.
Hebrews 10:23 (for he is faithful that promised;)

It is not about you and your mistakes,  it is about what God promised you.

· I will never leave you nor forsake you…
· As far as the east is from the west, so far have I removed your sins from you…
· I will pour out of my spirit upon all flesh…
· I will supply all of your needs, according to my riches in glory…

On and on the promises flow, all of them dependant on Him…not you.

Isaiah 53:6  All we like sheep have gone astray;

We have turned every one to his own way;

If our success and salvation are based on our performance we are doomed…

John 10:11 I am the good shepherd: the good

shepherd giveth his life for the sheep.

John 10:14  I am the good shepherd, and

know my sheep, and am known of mine.

The success of the flock is not contingent on the behavior of the sheep, but in the wisdom of the shepherd.  

The focus of my faith can never be on what I have done, it must always be on God.  

Focus On Who He Is

Luke 15 tells the tragic off-told tale of the prodigal son.  He was a young man who wasted his inheritance in debauchery and sin.  His sank to the lowest point possible.  The only employment he could find was feeding pigs.  And the strong implication of the scripture is that he was living with the pigs.  Contemplating eating from the very trough the pigs ate from.  At that lowest of points he examined his situation…  The Bible narrative is more than adequate to explain his reasoning.

17  And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father's have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!

18  I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee,

19 And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.

Notice, apparently there was a time when he felt worthy.  See how deceptive your heart is.   We are never worthy.  We are all sinners who have come short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)  I John 1:8 says that if we declare ourselves sinless we deceive ourselves…

I know the feeling of not being worthy…

· Not worthy of the kind things people say…

· Not worthy of God’s blessings on my life…

· Not worthy of the fellowship of good people…

20  And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.

21  And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son.

22 But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet:  

· Vs. 21 is the key to all I have said in this sermon.  Because the first word out off the boys mouth was “FATHER”.

· But, I thought he was no more worthy to be a son…HE’S NOT!!!  But nothing he can ever do to qualify himself or disqualify himself can ever change the fact that he is my Father. 

· You may or may not be worthy to be a son, He will always be your Father.

· I may not think I am worthy, you may not think I am worthy, but it really does not matter, because the Father said that I am his son.

It does not matter what you think about yourself, what others have said about you.  He is your Father.  I want you to come tonight, to know truth, and truth will make you free.   No qualifications…it will make you free.  But in order for it to have any effect, you faith must be focused on God.

(If needed…13 yr old pregnant girl from Waldo)

I have brought too many people to too many altars by revealing their own shortcomings to them.   I can do it.  I am professional. I do this for a living.  I know how to make people feel low and needy.  But you know what, most people do not need me to tell them how they feel, they know how they feel.  I want you to come to this altar.  But not focused on yourself.  If you come focused on self nothing will happen.  But if you come focused on God, 

· He will heal you (Centurions servant)

· He will receive you again (Prodigal)

· He will save you from yourself and your past (Jacob)

· He will save you from your trouble (Jehoshphat)

Come,

· Not focusing on your weakness, but on His strength

· Not because you’re a son, worthy or otherwise, but because He is your father.

· Not focusing on your mistakes, but on His grace.

· Not focusing on your wounds but on His healing power
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