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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

One of the most destructive feelings on the planet is doubt.  Even the smallest bit of uncertainty can cause irreparable damage.   Just think about what happens in a marriage when doubt enters the picture.  The wife who is plagued with questions like “Is he really staying late to work?  Why does he always want to spend so much time on the computer alone rather than with us?  Does he really mean it when he says he loves me?”  Or the husband who keeps noticing collection letters coming in the mail or strange phone numbers showing up on caller ID.  Marriage assumes that both partners will fulfill the vows made on the day of the wedding – promises to love and cherish in good and bad times, during times of wealth and poverty, promises to forsake all others and cling to one another until nothing short of the grave forces separation.  If there is any doubt about the intention of either bridegroom or bride to follow through on the pledge made, then that marriage is headed for very troubled waters.
As destructive as doubt is to a marriage, it is even more deadly when it comes to our salvation.  All our hope and confidence rests on the Word that God has spoken, the promises that He’s made.  If God’s trustworthiness comes into question, if sinful reason and logic and temporary opinions are allowed to sit as judges over every Word that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord, if we allow our eyes to deceive us and tell us that because we’re unable to make payroll, that because the tumor came back malignant, that because work is slowing up God must be unfaithful then all our assurance goes out the window and we are left empty and despairing.   The truth is that we’re all Naamans at heart.  We are jaded against the simple word because we have been burned by deception before.  We have been programmed to seek evidence and demand more proof.  
In the end, doubt and the insistence on more makes a liar out of God.  It says “Your word is not enough.  You are just like everyone else.  They never say what they mean or mean what they say.  You promise me that you’re with me and will bless me, but my family is split apart, my spouse isn’t talking to me, my kids are doing everything they can to disrespect me, my car keeps breaking down, and the electric isn’t going to get paid this month.  What good are your promises?  And to be totally honest, I’m not sure you’re good or merciful, or compassionate, or caring.” 
Doubt is the exact opposite of faith.  Doubt is unbelief.  There is no healthy amount of doubt in faith.  Doubt says “Times have changed and therefore the Scriptures must change.  What was sinful back then – murdering your unborn children, playing house while not yet bound together by the Word of God in marriage, insisting that only those who share in our confession of faith should receive Holy Communion – all that has to change.”  Faith says “Your Word is a lamp to my otherwise stumbling feet and light to my otherwise dark and dangerous path.  From everlasting to everlasting, YOU are God and there is no one else besides you.  If you kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?  But with you there is forgiveness of sins.”  Doubt says “I learned all I need to know in Confirmation and Sunday School.”  Faith says “Your Word is more precious to me than all the gold and riches, Bears games, opening days of the season, or family time in the world.  I know that I am weak and that the less time I spend in Your Word, the easier it is for the devil and my sinful flesh to lead me astray.”  Doubt says “If we insist on outdated, archaic ideas no one will want to join our church.  If we don’t preach a generic Jesus, people will just leave.  People don’t want to be told that THEY are sinners.  They really just want a pick-me-up to get them through the week.  People don’t like it when you stand up for something because that means your going to offend someone.  We just can’t do that.  It will cost too much.”  Faith says “I am not ashamed of the Gospel for it is the power of God for salvation.  No one can come to the Father except through Christ and therefore we will do all that we can to preach Christ as clearly as possible so that sinners can see their Savior and not be led astray by false and flattering teaching.”  Doubt says “Have you given your life to Christ and accepted Him as your personal Lord and Savior?”  Faith says “I am baptized.  Jesus gave His life to me by giving His life for me.”  Doubt says “Tithing is an Old Testament Law and now as a Christian I am going to use my freedom to give nothing to the work of Christ’s Church.”  Faith says “Lord, forgive me for I have robbed you by trying to keep for myself what is rightfully yours.  I have called you unfaithful by acting as though holding back my offerings would actually make me better off and improve my financial situation.”  Doubt says “What good is church?  Going hasn’t really improved my life any?”  Faith says “Lord, I am not worthy that you should come under my roof, only speak the word.  I know that you are good and merciful, even if you won’t relieve my pain and suffering now.  Glorify YOUR name through me.”
Repent.  Faith is as unnatural as healing leprosy, changing water into wine, and rising from the dead.  Doubt comes as naturally as breathing.    Doubt and unbelief are the defining characteristics of your Old Adam who strives against the Holy Spirit in you every single hour of every single day.  If that wasn’t the case you would never sin.  The hour of temptation would be of no concern for you.  You would never fear.  You would never be anxious.  You would never be discontent.  We daily call into question what God has spoken and the ways in which He has chosen to bring us salvation.  We minimize the power of the preached Word and the Holy Sacraments to make way for gimmicks and slick sales pitches because we doubt that God will actually do what He says He is going to do the way He says He is going to do it.  Repentance and the forgiveness of sins is pushed aside for emotional appeals and psychological mind-games.  Excuses are offered for ours and others sins instead of forgiveness.  We remain mute in the face of those who sin against God’s Word because we’re more concerned about the reactions of men than the anger of God whose Word we deny and try to change to make it more convenient, less offensive, and more palatable. 
But thanks be to God that our lingering weakness and doubt does not change God’s Word and God’s faithfulness to His promises.   Where you doubted, Christ believed.  Where you questioned whether God would be faithful, Jesus committed His body and soul into the hands of His Father even as He endured the scourges, the thorns, the nails, and the spear.  He did it because you couldn’t.  And because He did it, so have you.  God has spoken.  He has loved you with an everlasting love.  He sent His beloved Son to die for your doubt and unbelief.  He has forgiven the very things that required Him to become a man and die.  The unbelief that darkened men’s eyes so that they couldn’t and wouldn’t see Jesus for who He was, was covered by the very same blood that they were so eager to shed.  God loved you enough to even give you the faith in Him that you couldn’t establish in yourself.  

You have come here, not because you are already strong, but because you know you are weak and frail.  You are assailed by doubts and fears, surrounded by so many things that your flesh wants you to believe are proof that God has forgotten you, that He is angry with you and that He hasn’t really forgiven you after all.  You are here because you desperately want to hear your heavenly husband say again “I love you.  Your are my beloved bride.  I have washed you clean.  I have paid for every last drop of your sin.  I, Jesus Christ, take you, dear sinner, to be my beloved bride, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, and not even death will part us, because I have overcome even death and you will be mine forever.  What is mine – forgiveness, life, salvation, the love of my Father – all of it is yours.”  Your Lord knows exactly how you struggle in this world.  He knows how often you are tempted to think that He has left you.  And as many times as you need to hear the voice of your Savior, as many times as doubt comes creeping into your mind, Jesus speaks and reassures you that your are His, no matter what anything or anyone else tries to convince you.  He speaks the words into your ears and then puts His own Body and Blood into your mouth.  He joins Himself to you in the most real and intimate of ways right here week after week to reassure you that what He has done on the cross and all the blessings that He won for you through His death and resurrection are yours.  Do not doubt.  Only believe.  The Lord your God is faithful to all His promises, including the ones He made to you.  
In the Name of +Jesus.  Amen.

