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13 But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripture—“I believed, and so I spoke”—we also believe, and so we speak,14 because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will bring us with you into his presence. 15 Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God.

Living by Faith

16 So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day. 17 For this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure,18 because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.

5 For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.

The house could hardly even be called a shack. It was leaning precariously. It had no porch, the wood having long ago rotted away. Just a couple of cement blocks were being used as steps – up and into rooms which seemed nothing more than a collection of old boards still clinging to the few rusty nails that somehow managed to keep them upright.

Dim light revealed dirty clutter which was piled into the dark corners of the tiny house. Drapes over the windows were broken, other rags had been stuffed into the holes to keep out the night’s cold. Nothing separated the hopelessly grimy kitchen area and the brown-stained toilet except a patch or two of the only pieces of decades-old linoleum still attached to the floor. Between the boards being passed off as a roof, leaves from an over-hanging tree had dropped through and were scattered here and there. 

And outside, old tires, broken chairs, car carcasses, tall weeds, and trash covered the lot. 


So begins Millard Fuller’s book A Simple Decent Place to Live. Millard was the founder of Habitat for Humanity International and one of my childhood heroes. The world he describes here is the Sumter County, Georgia in which I spent my childhood in the mid-to late 1980s, a county with one of the highest percentages of substandard housing in the nation. I have no way of knowing exactly which shack Millard was describing, but I believe it may have been the one that stood directly across the street from where the new Habitat International offices were built in 1987. I remember that shack vividly, and Millard’s description is apt. You couldn’t call it dilapidated or falling down because that would imply that at some point in its history it had been sound. The roof was a few boards and some tar paper. The windows were open holes with tattered sheets. This collection of plywood and nails, in which an actual family lived, could never have been called a house. 


But, we’re supposed to believe that that doesn’t matter, right? That’s just an “earthly tent,” destined for destruction. The family who lives there – they’ll be alright! They have a mansion waiting for them in glory! Right? Blessed are the poor! The poor will always be among us! The last shall be first! Right? 

I’m going to be really honest here. I have trouble with this passage. I know, I know. It’s a beloved passage that offers comfort and hope in the face of affliction. Songs have been written about streets of gold and the crowns we will wear and how everything will be hunky dory – when we’re dead. 


And I get it. I really do. Life is fleeting and life is hard. When we are frustrated, broke, injured, sick, angry, we need to know that there is more to life than this. We like to think that everything will be beautiful and easy and good when we are brought into God’s presence. But the thing is, I have seen this text used far too often to assure people that what happens in this world does not matter, because a better life awaits in the “sweet by and by.” I just don’t think that’s what Paul was getting at when he wrote this letter to the church in Corinth. Paul’s message is not that simple. 

The passage we read this morning begins with Paul directly quoting from the Psalms - “I believed therefore have I spoken.” That sounds simple enough, but it’s not the end of the psalmist’s line. Paul ends his quote here, but were we to go back and check out the rest of what the psalmist had to say, we would find the words, “I was greatly afflicted.”

When it comes to affliction, Paul knows what he is talking about. His life and ministry were far from easy. From his not-so-subtle conversion experience on the road to Damascus to his death, most likely at the hands of Roman authorities, Paul was the picture of the suffering servant. Just in this one epistle, he recounts several near-death experiences, numerous imprisonments, countless floggings, a stoning, three – count them, THREE –shipwrecks, and the nebulous “trouble” he experienced in Asia. 

Paul is not looking for sympathy or even appreciation from the church in Corinth for all of the suffering he has endured for their sake. He recounts his afflictions because he is trying to teach the Corinthians something about servant leadership within the church and the reality that doing the work of God is not without hardship. But we do it anyway. We believe and so we speak. Paul is calling the church in Corinth to speak what they believe, even in the face of affliction and to do so with the confidence that God, who raised Jesus, will also raise them and bring them into God’s presence. 


So, what is Paul actually saying here? Is he saying that there is no hope for this world? That all we can do is hang on while we are here, suffering and holding out hope for death? Is the hope we have in Christ only realized after our earthly life is over? If that is the case, why bother doing anything about the problems in this world? 

In order to get at what Paul is talking about, we need to have a little context. This letter, like all of Paul’s letters was written to a specific church in response to a specific problem. This letter was written in response to the church’s support of false preachers in their midst. Paul sarcastically refers to them as “super apostles” (11:5). These self-proclaimed apostles claimed to have achieved a superior level of Christianity and they denigrated Paul to the church in Corinth, calling him a fool and pointing out his weaknesses. They claimed that the Holy Spirit made them powerful, compelling, and strong. They promised that the Corinthians could also be made powerful and strong by following and supporting them. They were first century prosperity preachers! Paul argues that they have missed the point of Christian leadership. Paul may be a poor speaker; he may not have the magnetism of some, but God uses him for just those reasons. Just before the passage we read this morning, Paul calls on the Corinthians to remember that it is God who does wondrous deeds. If anything from God happens through a person, it is like “treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.” (4:7)

The false apostles had convinced the church in Corinth that they had the true power from the Holy Spirit – a power that looks remarkably like the kind of power the Greco-Roman society expects. They are charismatic, they can do wondrous deeds, and they have convinced the Corinthians that following their version of faith will free them of affliction, and if they just believe (and, of course, give lots of money to the super apostles) they will be on easy street. 

Paul’s message is not quite so attractive. He assures them that they (and he) are ordinary, fragile vessels through which the Holy Spirit can work. The outer appearance of strength and power is misleading. God uses those who appear to be weak so that there is no question that the mighty deeds come from God rather than from humanity. Paul calls the Corinthians to a ministry that will bring affliction and hard work, rather than freeing them from it. He calls them to a ministry in which leadership looks like servanthood. He calls them to strength that looks to the world like weakness, wisdom that looks to the world like foolishness, life that looks to the world like death. 


Wisdom that looks like foolishness…That once again brings me back to Millard Fuller. In 1965, Millard was a young millionaire. He and his wife Linda had the whole American dream package – the fancy houses, the nice cars, the maid and the nanny, and the big, fat bank account to go with it. They were successful! They were powerful! To the world, it looked as though they had everything. This had been the sole focus of Millard’s young life. As he put it, “My plan was to get richer and richer, until finally I’d be buried in the rich section of the Montgomery Cemetery.”
 That trajectory came to a screeching halt when Millard’s wife, Linda told him that she was leaving him. He didn’t understand. He had given her everything that the world said was valuable. What finally saved their marriage was the decision that they made to start over, literally. They gave away everything they had, moved to a Christian communal farm in south Georgia, and created a new dream together – the dream of eliminating substandard housing from the face of the earth. Talk about foolishness! But that foolish goal, and no less, is the ultimate aim of Habitat for Humanity.

This is a huge goal, and forty years after the official beginning of Habitat for Humanity, it often seems we are no closer to achieving it. Drive through any city in the world, and you will see plenty of substandard housing and many, many people without a simple decent place to live. In its forty year history, the way has not been easy for this organization. The goal of eliminating poverty seems like an impossible dream! But, they believed, and so they spoke. What’s more, they believed and so they acted.

The story of that tar paper shack that I began does not end with the trash on the lawn. It continues:

But on the lot beside it, down a short, winding path, a small simple house was being built. 

The porch and the siding were already up and inside, young people and old, white people and black were grimy, tired, and grinning as they helped the new homeowner – the tenant of the shack next door – put the finishing touches on her new house. The new homeowner, a big barrel of a woman, eased down the narrow hallway to take another peek at her new bathroom with its actual porcelain tub before going back outside.

And as for the trash? ‘No trash is going to come anywhere near my house!’ the new homeowner declared, swiping at an offending piece of muddy ancient newspaper as she stopped to admire for the hundredth time the blue siding of her dream-about-to-come-true.


In 2015, is substandard housing eliminated from the face of the earth? No. But that shack is gone, replaced by a simple, decent place to live. A house made by human hands, but no less a building from God. And, in the year 2000, Habitat dedicated its final house in Sumter County, Georgia as substandard housing was eliminated from one small county.  

These small victories – one family, one house, one town, one county – these are the victories of the people of God. We are continually renewed as we witness the power of the Holy Spirit working in these small ways. So we do not lose hope. Even as we see the larger, worldly picture of affliction too big to fight, we do not lose hope. Even when we feel like nothing we can do will make enough of a difference, we persevere. 

Too often, we hear Paul’s dualistic discourse regarding the seen and unseen, the earthly and the heavenly, the flesh and the spirit as an admonition to focus on the next life – our eternal life in our mansions in heaven. This rhetoric has been used to excuse apathy toward all kinds of injustices. Homelessness doesn’t matter. Poverty doesn’t matter. Racism doesn’t matter. Pollution doesn’t matter. God is preparing a mansion in heaven, and all will be well. But this is not Paul’s message to Corinth and this is not God’s message to us.

We cannot neglect the bodily needs of ourselves or our neighbors in this world, believing that they will be taken care of in the next. We cannot forgo working for justice and reconciliation in favor of the heavenly mansion God is preparing for us. We cannot simply accept poverty, economic injustice and systemic oppression because the first shall be last and the last shall be first. The work is hard and the way is riddled with obstacles, but because we believe, we must speak. Because we believe, we must act. And the hope that we have in Christ is not the hope of some distant day in which we will be brought into God’s presence, but the sure knowledge that God is present with us now. In spite of affliction and exhaustion, through the Spirit, our ability to keep working for justice will not fail because God is present with us here and now. 


Our faith is not merely a vehicle through which we are transported to heaven in the sweet by and by. Because of our faith, because we believe, we must speak. Because we speak, we must put our words into action. Because the Spirit is within us, we can persevere in the face of adversity and exhaustion.  
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