June 27, 2010
The Fruit of the Spirit: Faithfulness

Ephesians 6:10-17
This summer we’re doing a sermon series on the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. We’ve been exploring the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ – the list of virtues Paul lists as being evidence of life lived in the Spirit of God; things like patience, kindness, gentleness, and self-control. Next week we begin to look at prayer, one of the main ways we open ourselves to the power of the Spirit in our lives. But first we finish this part of the series by looking at the fruit of the Spirit called ‘faithfulness.’
Faithfulness: what do we mean by it? The most common answer would probably be loyalty; sticking with someone or something through thick and thin. Dogs are the epitome of faithfulness, like Lassie going to any length to rescue his Boy. Which has led to all kinds of cheesy devotional books about how we should be more like dogs, loyal and faithful to God the way dogs are loyal and faithful to us.  Or worse, God is compared to a dog ~ after all, dog is God spelled backwards, right? I don’t know, somehow I just can’t go there.
In the Bible, faithfulness is always in the context of ‘Covenant.’ God is the one who initiates the covenant, and God is faithful to his covenant even when we are unfaithful to God. You see it over and over and over again in scripture. God made a covenant with Abraham to be the father of a great nation; but Abraham and his descendents didn’t trust God. God made a covenant with Moses to rescue God’s people from slavery, and the people built a golden calf to worship. God made a covenant with David, whom God made King, and David repaid God’s trust by abusing his power. The whole story of scripture is one of God’s faithfulness to us and our inability to stay faithful to God. 
Until, in the fullness of time, God became human to in order to bring his wayward children home. 
Jesus is the model of faithfulness in human form. No matter what temptations he faced, he remained faithful to God. Nothing could dissuade him from obedience. Not the temptation to power; not the betrayal of friends; not the rejection of the people he came to serve; not even suffering and death on a cross. From the beginning to the bitter end, Jesus was faithful; in the words of Ephesians, he stood firm. And in his faithfulness, he reconciled us to God. The covenant was finally fulfilled. 
But what does that mean for us and our faith?
The Book of Hebrews puts it this way: Jesus is the ‘pioneer and perfector of our faith.’ Jesus accomplishes what we cannot: perfect fidelity, perfect faithfulness. 
Then through his Spirit, we are given that same strength. Faithfulness no longer depends simply upon our own will power or volition, which will inevitably grow weak. Instead we are offered the very strength and faith of Christ, the equipment we need to live faithfully. Ephesians calls it the ‘whole armor of God: the belt of truth and the breastplate of righteousness, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit of God. Take the tools and the equipment you are offered by the very hand of God. These will help you to be faithful when you stand the tests and trials. 
Dr. Ben Weir was a Presbyterian minister and missionary in Lebanon when he was kidnapped by terrorists and held hostage for over a year. It was a terrible ordeal, but he was able to withstand his torment with the tools of faith he had been given: the word of God memorized in Sunday School years before; the hymns he had sung in worship Sunday after Sunday; and the trust he had nurtured for years in the promises of God. He was held with a Roman Catholic priest and journalist, and together they would keep track of the days of the week so they would know when it was Sunday. They saved up morsels of bread during the week so that on Sundays, each in their own cell, they would share Holy Communion together, knowing they were also one with the communion of faith around the world who were suffering and praying for them. He took on the whole armor of God, and stood firm. 
Few of us will have to endure that kind of trial, thank God. Our faithfulness will be tested in other ways, much more insidious and subtle. Things like boredom set in, and we wonder why we bother with faith; what difference does it really make? Aren’t there better things we could be doing with our time? We’re tired, and life demands so much of us. Why worship a God who demands more? Why spend time with a community of faith when we could do this on our own – commune with nature, read inspiring books, or if we want to be ‘religious,’ watch worship on TV. And the Bible – what’s up with that? All those strange and foreign words and phrases, those arcane and archaic ideas. There are blogs and self-help books that have life-applications a lot more obvious. Never mind prayer. Who has time for that? 
Many, many people live their lives this way, even nominally Christian. Faith becomes an afterthought, a footnote to the rest of life, something to squeeze in from time to time at best.

The writer Kathleen Norris tells of a man she knew - she calls him Arlo, though that was not his real name. Arlo received a Bible from his grandfather as a wedding gift. It was an expensive gift, bound in white leather with gold lettering. “I left it in its box and it ended up in our bedroom closet. But for months afterward, every time we saw grandpa he would ask me how I liked that Bible. The wife had written a thank-you note, and we’d thanked him in person, but somehow he couldn’t let it lie, he’d always ask about it.” Finally, Arlo was curious enough that he took the Bible down from the shelf. “I found that granddad had placed a twenty-dollar bill at the beginning of the Book of Genesis, and at the beginning of every book of the [darn] thing, over thirteen hundred dollars in all. And he knew I’d never find it.”

Somehow ‘faithfulness’ is either an obligation and a burden, or something left to saints. 
But what if it were something more? What if it was the one, true way to be fully human and alive? What if ‘faithfulness’ was the key to a life well-lived? 

It is. God is our creator, the Spirit is the well-spring of life, and ‘faithfulness’ is the way we are renewed. It is what helps us be ourselves, most fully and completely. It reminds us of who we are, and whose we are, our identity, our purpose, and our goal. It is our source of strength when we are weary and wisdom when perplexed. It is our compass to find our way home. 

A pastor friend of mine tells of a couple in her church whose marriage was falling apart. It wasn’t any of the Big Three – there was no adultery, no addiction and no abuse. The wife was unfulfilled at work and at home and they both were tired and bored and wondering if this were all there was. They went to therapy, which helped, but eighteen months later when things were better, what the wife said was that while the therapy was important, it was coming to church that did it. Week after week of coming to church and confessing their sin and receiving forgiveness and passing the peace. It was God’s faithfulness to them that helped them to be faithful to each other. 

Like self-control and patience, faithfulness isn’t a prerequisite but a result of a life lived in the presence of God. It’s just showing up, Sunday after Sunday, day after day, worshiping, praying and reading scripture. It’s the result of a relationship with God and with the people of God. 
There is nothing specific you get for it, no grade, no prize, no gold star, not even on your crown. All you get for it is strength, the very strength of Christ, the pioneer and perfector of our faith. All you get is to be more and more like Jesus. And to be more and more your one true self. 
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