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FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH, 6-1-08 PM
“THE SIN OF UNBELIEF”

MATTHEW 13:53-58

(#55 in Series, “Verse by Verse through Matthew”)

The Bible makes it clear that our relationship with God is based on faith (believing God). Hebrews 11:6 (NKJV) “But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.” Since faith or believing God is essential to pleasing Him, then the most displeasing thing to God is unbelief. The power of believing God is seen throughout the Scriptures. Abraham believed God and had a son in his old age; David believed God and slew Goliath; Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego believed God and were protected from the flames in the fiery furnace; Daniel believed God and was protected when thrown to the lions; a Roman Centurion believed God and his servant was healed; Jairus believed God and his daughter was raised from the dead. The Scriptures are filled with people who believed God and pleased God and saw Him show Himself powerfully. On the other hand, the Scriptures are also filled with accounts of people who refused to believe God and saw consequences of their unbelief. Adam and Eve refused to believe God and sin and its resulting curse entered the world. The population of Noah’s day refused to believe God and for their unbelief, all humanity except for Noah, his wife, and his three sons and their wives was destroyed in a world wide flood. The Israelites under Moses refused to believe God at the edge of the Promised Land and had to wander in the wilderness for 40 years. Nebuchadnezzar refused to believe God and was turned into a raving lunatic. The rich young ruler refused to believe God and went away sad. In our text, the people of Jesus’ home town (Nazareth) refused to believe and Jesus did few mighty works there because of their unbelief. Adrian Rogers said, “Unbelief is the greatest stumbling block. Unbelief is the chief wickedness. Unbelief is the mother sin, the father sin, the parent sin. The sin of all sins is unbelief” [“What Every Christian Ought to know”, page 155]. David Wilkerson said, “All the things that make our walk with Jesus sweet die because of the sin of unbelief” [Times Square Church Sermon, 12-6-93]. I want to begin with this text and then pull in lots of other texts as we look at the sin of unbelief. 

Jesus had been ministering in and around Capernaum for about a year. Many had come to Him with a surface “belief” but just like the parable of the sower illustrated, many soon fell away. After finishing the parables, verse 53 says that He departed from there and as near as we can tell never ministered in Capernaum again. Verse 54 says that Jesus came to His own country which is Nazareth. The Gospel of Luke tells us that this is not the first time that Jesus had returned to Nazareth. Luke 4:16 (NKJV) “So He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up. And as His custom was, He went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and stood up to read.” The people of His hometown became so furious with what He said about who He was, look what they did to Him: Luke 4:28-30 (NKJV) “28 So all those in the synagogue, when they heard these things, were filled with wrath, 29 and rose up and thrust Him out of the city; and they led Him to the brow of the hill on which their city was built, that they might throw Him down over the cliff. 30 Then passing through the midst of them, He went His way.” Hanging on to the irrelevant fact that Jesus grew up in Nazareth, and that they knew His family, they rejected the huge amount of evidence that He was indeed the Messiah and refused to believe. Keep in mind that they did not refuse to believe because of a lack of evidence, but in spite of all the evidence. They denied the light because they preferred their darkness. Verse 57 says that they were offended at Him. That word translated “offended” is the Greek word that we get “scandalize” from. It has the basic idea of causing to stumble, to trip up, or to be repelled by. Jesus’ acquaintances and former neighbors were offended by His claims to be the Messiah. They were offended by His lack of credentials from the religious establishment, His familiar background, and His lack of status in the Jewish religious establishment. These were all irrelevant, but they were scandalized by them. Jesus quoted to them the well known proverb in Matthew 13:57b (NKJV) “…A prophet is not without honor except in his own country and in his own house." 
With that background, let’s bring in some other Scriptures and see the comprehension, the consequences, and the cure for the sin of unbelief. 

I.       The Comprehension of Unbelief 

What do we mean by unbelief? Are the words unbelief and doubt synonyms? Is unbelief to be pitied or rebuked? Let’s first of all distinguish between doubt and unbelief. While these words are certainly related, they are far from being synonymous. The Greek word most commonly translated doubt means to be divided in mind, to dispute within ones own mind. This word often translated “doubt” is translated “waver” in Romans 4:20 (NKJV) “He did not waver at the promise of God through unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, giving glory to God”. This doubting is described in James 1:6-8 (NKJV) “6 But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. 7 For let not that man suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; 8 he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.” That is doubting. It is a type of unbelief, but something that even John the Baptist struggled with. The most common word translated unbelief is the word for believe with a negative (just as it is in the English). To believe is to accept and act on the fact that God is telling the truth. Unbelief acts as if God is a liar. 1 John 5:10 (NKJV) “He who believes in the Son of God has the witness in himself; he who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed the testimony that God has given of His Son.” Unbelief is not the words we speak as much as it is the action we take. Someone said, “What you really believe, you act on and the rest is just pious talk”. Os Guinness in his book, “In Two Minds” summarizes it well. He said, “To believe is to be ‘in one mind’ about accepting something as true; to disbelieve is to be ‘in one mind’ about rejecting it. To doubt is to waver between the two, to believe and disbelieve at once and so to be ‘in two minds’” (page 24-25). Unbelief, as you can see, is much more dangerous and serious than doubt. Unbelief (of the type Jesus is referring to in verse 58) is a matter of will. It is a choice. It is saying “no” to God in spite of the evidence. The same word is sometimes translated “disobedience” in the New Testament. Unbelief sees a written word or promise from God and chooses to act like it is not true. James Boice summarized it well when he said, “Unbelief is not a misfortune to be pitied; it is a sin to be deplored.” 
Let me show you one of the chief ways that unbelief manifests itself. Unbelief is when we turn away from God and His Son in order to seek satisfaction and pleasure in other things. Covetousness is turning away from God to find pleasure and satisfaction in material things. Lust is turning away from God to find satisfaction in illicit sexual encounters. Bitterness is turning away from God to find satisfaction in revenge. But the true essence of unbelief is pride. Pride is seeking our satisfaction and pleasure in our own efforts and accomplishments. Pride is living independently of God and this pride is the chief manifestation of unbelief. Pride disbelieves God and puts faith in ourselves. Humility comes before God with empty hands and says, “Father, I have no hope but You and Your promises. I believe You; I trust You.” Pride disbelieves our need for God and trusts in our own efforts. This turning from God to other things is described in Hebrews 3:12 (AMP) “[Therefore beware] brethren, take care, lest there be in any one of you a wicked, unbelieving heart [which refuses to cleave to, trust in, and rely on Him], leading you to turn away and desert or stand aloof from the living God.” 
Let’s summarize: Unbelief is the sin of turning away from God and His word and in essence calling Him a liar and then turning to a substitute to find our satisfaction, pleasure, and enablement to obey God. 

II.      The Consequences of Unbelief

I began to compile a list of the Scriptural consequences of unbelief and it was long! I want to just focus on a few. 

A.   We Miss Seeing Jesus’ Mighty Works (V58)

In Marks account we are given more detail in Mark 6:5-6a (NKJV) “5 Now He could do no mighty work there, except that He laid His hands on a few sick people and healed them. 6 And He marveled because of their unbelief…” When we turn from Him in pride and trust in our own wisdom and strength and abilities, we get what puny man can do. We miss seeing the powerful work of Christ. Most churches function in corporate unbelief. There is no walking through open doors that God sets before them with a sense of desperate dependence on Him. Most churches just run programs. A few people work really hard and the rest just sit in a pew and get their “duty” of showing up over with. There is no life, no Spirit generated excitement, no supernatural works in lives transformed that can only be explained by “look what God did”. In our individual lives, we never see His mighty works in providing finances because we believed Him and gave beyond what we could afford. There is no joy of seeing Him use us to lead someone to Christ and watch as their life is completely turned right side up. Unbelief shuts us up in the barren desert of flesh empowered living. Mark 6:6 says that even Jesus marveled at the refusal to believe Him and thus miss His mighty works. Don’t misunderstand and attribute some kind of “semi-sovereignty” to man. Jesus is not limited in His abilities by what we do, but He has chosen not to work where there is willful unbelief. If He chose to work mightily in the face of willful unbelief, it would be like what He talked in Matthew 7:6 (NKJV) “Do not give what is holy to the dogs; nor cast your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you in pieces.” Unbelief doesn’t even recognize a mighty work of God when it sees it and never gives glory to God for it. I remember watching a documentary about the Waudoni [spelling?] people in the jungles of Ecuador. These people also called the Auca (savages) were the group that killed five missionaries in 1956 who went to share the gospel with them (including Jim Elliot). Later, some of the family members of the slain missionaries including Elizabeth Elliot went back to these people and shared the gospel and amazingly over a period of time most of the tribe became Christians and turned from their murder and hatred. In the documentary (which I found very disappointing), they interviewed an archeologist who said something like, “It is amazing how this violent tribe could change their behavior after many generations and hundreds of years and become peaceful by the introduction of some new information”. They got some new information? It was the mighty power of God! Unbelief doesn’t recognize the power of God even when they are right in the middle of it. 

B.   It Causes Hardening of the Heart

This is the most devastating consequence of unbelief. Hebrews 3:7-8 (NKJV) “7 Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says: ‘Today, if you will hear His voice, 8 Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, In the day of trial in the wilderness’”. Hebrews 3:12-13 (NKJV) “12 Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God; 13 but exhort one another daily, while it is called ‘Today,’ lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin.” Unbelief hardens the heart. The context here is that the writer of Hebrews is referring back to the Israelites after their deliverance from Egypt. After opening the Red Sea and giving them the law at Mount Sinai, God led the people to the edge of the promised land. He had already promised them victory. He had told them that the land was theirs, but instead of believing God, they focused on the circumstances and responded in unbelief. As a judgment, God hardened their hearts and they wandered in the wilderness for 40 years and all of the adults with the exception of Joshua and Caleb died in the wilderness. The word “harden” in Hebrews 3:8 is the Greek word “skleros”. We get the word “Sclerosis” from it. Sclerosis of the liver is a hardening of the liver. Here we are talking about “kardio-schlerosis” – the hardening of the heart. I think that the primary application of these verses in Hebrews is to those who have heard the gospel but have not believed. There is a secondary application to those who have been saved and because of pride, they are not believing God. As you do that that sweet communion with Christ begins to fade away and you find yourself becoming hard. This is so sad and I have seen it happen so many times and it breaks my heart. When you refuse to believe God, there is a hardening that takes place and all that is sweet about your relationship with Jesus becomes a distant memory. God’s assessment of the life of one who refuses to believe Him is Hebrews 3:10 (NKJV) “Therefore I was angry with that generation, and said, ‘'They always go astray in their heart, and they have not known My ways.'”
C.   We Miss God’s Rest 

Hebrews 3:18-19 (NKJV) “18 And to whom did He swear that they would not enter His rest, but to those who did not obey? 19 So we see that they could not enter in because of unbelief.” Hebrews 4:11 (AMP) “Let us therefore be zealous and exert ourselves and strive diligently to enter that rest [of God, to know and experience it for ourselves], that no one may fall or perish by the same kind of unbelief and disobedience [into which those in the wilderness fell].” That rest is a life of abiding in Christ and a quiet confidence that He is sovereign and we can rest in His handling every situation. In my prayer journal, I have written out the things that most stress me out. At the top of the list I have written, “Rest in His sovereign providence”. You can trust Him, but unbelief robs us of that rest and in pride we try to handle it on our own. That leads to a life filled with stress and not rest.
III.     The Cure for Unbelief

This point is not at all complicated! 
A.   Repent

Since unbelief is a sin, the overcoming of unbelief begins with a genuine repentance. I don’t think we realize the seriousness of this sin of unbelief. Let me remind you again of 1 John 5:10b (NKJV) “…he who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed the testimony that God has given of His Son.” Calling God a liar is not a second level sin! There ought to be a Godly sorrow and brokenness over failing to believe the God who created all that is. 
B.   Cast Your Care on Him 

1 Peter 5:7 (NKJV) “casting all your care upon Him, for He cares for you.” Whatever the area that you are not believing Him in, cast that care on Him. I visualize taking that burden, that care that I have tried to handle in my pride and take it to the throne of grace and lay it down. I choose to believe that He is the one who can deal with it and I cast it at His feet.

C.   Feed Your Faith

Faith feeds on the word of God. Without a steady diet of the word, our faith gasps and struggles more and more and unbelief begins to reign as we operate in pride and self-sufficiency.  Proverbs 22:18-19a (ESV) “18 for it will be pleasant if you keep them [the words of God] within you, if all of them are ready on your lips. 19 That your trust may be in the Lord…” Faith or belief feeds on the word of God because it is His word that we trust in. “Where trustworthy words are not present, faith has nothing to bite into” [John Piper]. 
CONCLUSION

Has God put His finger on some areas of unbelief tonight? If you go out of here without repenting and casting your care on Him and committing to take in a feast of His word every day, here is what you can expect. You will miss seeing God’s mighty works; You will find your heart growing not only cold, but hard. Finally, you will miss one of the most joyous things this side of heaven; you will miss God’s rest.
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