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Children’s Talk: We Are Free to Not Believe the Lord 
- Here’s something worth thinking about: the Lord is not going to force you to believe in Him 

and He’s also not going to force you to do the right thing. 
- He loves you so much that He wants you to be free to believe what you want to believe. 
- So He’s not going to do anything that would force you to believe in Him or that would 

force you to do what He says. 
- Even when the Lord knows for sure that you would be happier if you just did what 

He wants you to do, still the Lord is not going to force you to do what He says. 
- We’ve all had times when we kind of know what the right thing to do is, but we still go ahead 

and do what we’re not supposed to. 
- The Lord gives us that freedom. 
- That means that when we do choose to do what He says, it really means something. 

- We’re going to read a story in which Moses and his brother Aaron do what the Lord told them 
to do, but then things don’t go quite how they imagined they would go. 

- They have to choose whether to believe in what the Lord said or not. 

- Moses didn’t want the job of leading the Children of Israel out of slavery in Egypt. 
- He didn’t think that he could do it and he wanted the Lord to pick someone else to do it. 
- But the Lord convinced him to do it. 

- He told him that his brother Aaron would help him. 
- And the Lord gave Moses some miracles that he could do to convince the 

Children of Israel and Pharaoh and the Egyptians that he really had been sent by 
God to lead the Children of Israel out of Egypt. 

- Exodus 7:8-10 (Kempton Project Translation, modified) 
- 8 Then Jehovah said to Moses and Aaron, saying, 9 “When Pharaoh speaks to you, 

saying, ‘Show a miracle for yourselves,’ and you shall say to Aaron, ‘Take your rod and 
cast it before Pharaoh, and it shall become a sea serpent.’ ” 10 And Moses and Aaron 
went in to Pharaoh, and they did as Jehovah had commanded. And Aaron cast his rod 
before Pharaoh and before his servants, and it became a sea serpent. 

- That’s a pretty amazing thing to be able to do. 
- To throw down your rod and have it turn into some kind of serpent or snake. 
- If I saw that, I would be pretty amazed. 
- But Pharaoh wasn’t so impressed. 

- Exodus 7:11-13 (Kempton Project Translation, modified) 
- 11 And Pharaoh also called the wise men and the sorcerers; and they, the magicians of 

Egypt, also did so with their enchantments. 12 And every man cast down his rod, and 
they became sea serpents. And Aaron’s rod swallowed up their rods. 13 And Pharaoh’s 
heart grew hard, and he did not heed them, as Jehovah had said. 
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- Did you hear what happened? 
- The magicians of Egypt were also able to throw down their rods and have them turn into 

serpents. 
- That wasn’t how Moses and Aaron would have expected things to go. 
- If other people could do it, was it really proof that God had sent Moses and 

Aaron? 
- This is how things often are. 

- If we look for it, there will be some evidence that the Lord is real and that what He tells 
us to do is right. 

- And, if we look for it, there will also be some things that make it seem like maybe the 
Lord is not real and what He says is not the right thing to do. 

- So Moses and Aaron would have to choose which evidence to pay attention to. 
- They were in freedom to pick whether they were going to believe the Lord or not. 

- Pharaoh and his servants chose not to believe in what the Lord said. 
- Pharaoh hardened his heart and didn’t listen. 

- But Moses and Aaron chose to believe in the Lord and do what He said. 
- And Aaron’s rod did swallow up the rods of the magicians so there was some 

proof that the Lord was more powerful. 

- There will be times for you when it’s not easy to prove that doing what the Lord says is right. 
- And you will have to choose. 

- And sometimes you will make good decisions and sometimes you will make bad 
decisions. 

- But you can try to remember that you have the ability to make real decisions because the 
Lord loves you. 

- Amen. 
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Our Relationship With What the Lord Teaches 
Part 2: Individual Experience 
A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 

adapted from an article by the Rev. Brian Smith 
11 July 2021 

Intro 
- Last week we talked about the importance of our relationship with what the Lord teaches. 
- And trying to get that balance of trusting in what the Lord teaches but also using our brains 

and not just blindly saying that we believe when we don’t really understand what we’re saying 
that we believe in but also not expecting to understand everything perfectly with our finite little 
brains. 

- What I want to try to do this week is relate these general principles to how you, as an 
individual might experience them. 

- Because it’s very different to think about something and even talk about it, versus 
actually experiencing it. 

- For example, take pain. 
- If we’re just talking and thinking about pain then I can say something like, “Pain is 

an unpleasant but very necessary sensation.” 
- We can think about that and discuss it and say, “Ah, yes that is true, isn’t it?” 
- That’s so very different from doubling-over with pain. 

- The same is true with individually experiencing spiritual realities. 
- We can talk intellectually about doubt and the value and function of it but that’s 

very different from personally experiencing doubt. 

- And so, to get a bit more of a feeling of what it’s like to be an individual having an individual 
relationship with what the Lord teaches, the main thing that I’m going to do today is read an 
article by one person talking about their individual experience with faith and doubt. 

- The author of this article is a New Church minister and he wrote this, not that long after 
becoming a minister. 

- Because I want you to experience the flow of the article, before I start reading it to you, 
I’m going to read one of the passages from the teachings of the New Church that he 
cites in the article and I’m also going to read a story from the Gospel of Mark that he 
makes reference to at the end. 

- The passage from the teachings of the New Church is explaining how the internal meaning of 
a verse from Genesis has to do with doubt that the Lord experienced when He was on earth. 

- Secrets of Heaven §1820 
- [The verse just quoted] means temptation directed against the Lord’s love which wished 

to be made quite certain of the outcome. This becomes clear from the feeling of doubt 
which the words express. Anyone who is undergoing temptation experiences doubt as 
regards the end in view. That end is the love against which evil spirits… fight and in so 
doing place the end in doubt. And the greater a person’s love is, the more they place it in 
doubt. Unless the end in view which a person loves is placed in doubt, and even in 
despair, there would be no temptation. A feeling of certainty about the outcome 
precedes, and is part of, victory. 
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- And here’s the story from the Gospel of Mark. 
- Mark 9:14-27 (NKJV modified) 

- 14 And when He came to the disciples, He saw a great multitude around them, and 
scribes disputing with them. 15 Immediately, when they saw Him, all the people were 
greatly amazed, and running to Him, greeted Him. 16 And He asked the scribes, “What 
are you discussing with them?” 
17 Then one of the crowd answered and said, “Teacher, I brought You my son, who has a 
mute spirit. 18 And wherever it seizes him, it throws him down; he foams at the mouth, 
gnashes his teeth, and becomes rigid. So I spoke to Your disciples, that they should cast 
it out, but they could not.” 
19 He answered him and said, “O faithless generation, how long shall I be with you? How 
long shall I bear with you? Bring him to Me.” 20 Then they brought him to Him. And when 
he saw Him, immediately the spirit convulsed him, and he fell on the ground and 
wallowed, foaming at the mouth. 
21 So He asked his father, “How long has this been happening to him?” 

And he said, “From childhood. 22 And often he has thrown him both into the fire and into 
the water to destroy him. But if You can do anything, have compassion on us and help 
us.” 
23 Jesus said to him, “If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes.” 
24 Immediately the father of the child cried out and said with tears, “Lord, I believe; help 
my unbelief!” 
25 When Jesus saw that the people came running together, He rebuked the unclean 
spirit, saying to it, “Deaf and dumb spirit, I command you, come out of him and enter him 
no more!” 26 Then the spirit cried out, convulsed him greatly, and came out of him. And 
he became as one dead, so that many said, “He is dead.” 27 But Jesus took him by the 
hand and lifted him up, and he arose. 

“The Uneasy Alliance of Faith and Doubt”  
By the Rev. Brian Smith 
http://www.newchurchperspective.com/essays/2011/4/22/the-uneasy-alliance-of-faith-and-
doubt.html) 

I feel overwhelmed by all the different ways I could respond to the subject of doubt. It engages 
me theologically, psychologically, culturally and personally. It is one of the greatest tools in the 
hand of the Creator, and also one of the most painful and afflicting experiences in the human 
heart. 

I think of the topic very broadly. We don’t just doubt the existence of the Creator, but we doubt 
His power, His purpose and His presence. We doubt ourselves, and whether we can be saved. 
We doubt each other. We doubt whether evil exists. We doubt whether love exists. We doubt 
whether we are spiritual beings. We doubt our abilities, we doubt our motives. We doubt our 
choices—our marriages, our careers, our parenting, our politics. We doubt our safety, our 
future, our happiness. 

Perhaps I will begin personally. 
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My work of preaching brings me satisfaction. It also brings me a type of discomfort not found 
anywhere else. I’ve tried to put my finger on what this is. It’s not just the stresses associated 
with working with people, or anxiety about being evaluated. It’s not just the discomfort which 
comes with presuming to stand up and preach in a culture which doesn’t like “preachiness.” 
I think it is a discomfort in standing so close when the Lord is speaking. 

At times the only thing that allows me to go out on chancel is knowing that I’m going to read 
from the Word. Whatever else happens, at least I know people will hear the Word of the Lord 
read. If my sermon fails to illuminate anything, still, the worship service will not be a complete 
loss. 

This isn’t just self-deprecation, or a questioning of my abilities (though that is there too). I’m 
trying to speak of my awe (and terror) at the Lord’s words. 

Preaching brings me into acute awareness of the Lord speaking with His people. He speaks to 
the soul. He asks about what we most deeply love. He challenges our most hidden thoughts. 
He seeks to wake up the part of us which is above the taste of chicken wings and the buzz from 
lattes. 

The Creator of the Universe is asking for our full attention and complete obedience so that He 
can draw us out of the hellish state we are born into. This is too much to bear. 

Can’t we get a little more distance? …. Doubt can offer us this distance. 

My point is not to emphasize the unique place of preaching, but just to notice my personal 
desire to be allowed to move further away—something which is difficult when publicly reading 
the Word every week. But it’s not just preachers who hear the Lord’s Word, this is an 
experience many people have. God is extremely confrontational when we listen to what He has 
to say. 

But He is also incredibly silent when we walk away. Doubt is the opportunity which ensures our 
freedom. Our raw, overwhelming freedom from God. 

Doubt refines. It is at the center of the spiritual growth crucible called temptations (Secrets of 
Heaven §§1820, 2338, True Christianity §596). We cannot move closer to God without the 
tearing experiences of doubt at every step (Secrets of Heaven §59). There are no slaves in 
heaven. 

A beautiful statement in Secrets of Heaven §7298 explains that all introduction of truth into a 
person’s mind is accompanied with the introduction of doubts. Truths rammed into the mind 
without the shoe-horn of doubt have no flexibility. Ideas stuck in our minds without a process of 
doubt have no extension or proportion. “Inherited” rather than personally digested ideas are the 
ones we tend to be least reasonable about and most reactive about when we try to apply them 
in life. 

Wrestle with an idea for years, testing, doubting; alternatively dropping and defending. That is 
an idea which you understand and can truly use. You know how to apply it in different 
situations. You have a sense of balance. You have a sense of reserve. 
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The rigid, fearful, and reactive “trust” we place in defending an unexamined idea fed to us from 
childhood is nothing compared with the deep and quiet confidence we find in principles which 
we have fought against, and for, over a lifetime. 

But the fact that God puts doubt to great use does not mean that it deserves the attention and 
acclaim it receives. 

It is foolish of our society to extol the function of doubt and cynicism. Doubt only exists in 
opposition. It feeds off propositions of truth. It does nothing but endlessly argue and tear at 
anything and everything held up as possibly offering value. 

“I propose to marry you, to remain faithful to you, to spend a life time working with you.” 

“I propose to work in this profession, to toil to serve these purposes to add value to the world.” 

“I propose to give birth to this child and to care for this child for a lifetime, in whatever way she 
needs, to the end of my strength.” 

“I propose to open the door to God. To search to know Him, to understand His will and walk His 
path as best as I can understand it.” 

Thanks to Doubt, we are guaranteed that no serious or meaningful endeavor will go forward 
without stiff opposition, criticism, ridicule, despair, and fear. And even though this doubting is 
useful, I would hesitate to call it a virtue, let alone the greatest virtue. Faithfulness, commitment 
and perseverance are better ways to measure the character of a person than his ability to find 
arguments against. 

I’m not trying to send the message that “you aren’t believing hard enough, just shut your eyes 
tighter, and believe more.” The doubts we experience can be very compelling and challenging. 

But I am cautioning against the idea that the effort to push through doubt is necessarily blind, 
naïve, or unthinking. 

I don’t believe that there is an “answer” which allows us to avoid the process of doubt. But there 
are practices which I think are valuable to apply in religious doubt. 

1. We can cultivate our love of truth (Secrets of Heaven §6047). This involves looking, reading, 
listening and searching for good ideas which are effective at making life better for ourselves 
and others. Sometimes when doubts arise, we will have a good answer in rebuttal. Other 
times our own thinking will be changed or at least enriched by the competing idea. Either 
way, it is our commitment to truth which will help our thinking improve. 

2. We can make the Word of the Lord our starting premise. “The Word” means different things 
to different people. In a broad sense, it is that which we trust to be the source of truth from 
God. For many people, this source is the Old and New Testaments. I would be extremely 
suspicious of anyone who claimed that he understood the whole of this book perfectly 
without confusion or doubt. This is not what is asked of us. We will certainly be unclear and 

7



experience doubt about many of the teachings in the Word. At these times, we can 
acknowledge the confusion about the teachings while retaining a commitment to the Word. 
The alternative is to bring the validity of the Word itself into question. In the first case, we 
may sit with confusion about many teachings for our whole lives, but we will continue to 
learn from the Word. In the second case, we are making a very significant choice to 
undermine our opportunity to hear from God. 

3. We can recognize that thought is secondary to will. Our loves will drive and distort our own 
thinking in order justify and support themselves. I think this is a key idea of the New Church. 
We are able to consider ideas which are in opposition to some of our own loves, but this is 
not easy and will not last long without a commitment to those ideas above the commitment 
we feel to the things we love. This is a key to religious faith and doubt because the two 
essential things of religion involve both the will and the thought. On the thought side, we are 
to acknowledge the Divine as the center of life and on the will side we are to live and love 
according to His precepts (Heaven and Hell §319, Divine Providence §§328, 253, True 
Christianity §692). Without both, we don’t move forward. I mention this combo of thought 
and will because we tend to think of doubt as merely an intellectual questioning. Whereas in 
reality, if we are to successfully move through doubts, we have to realize that our intellectual 
beliefs are interconnected with our loves, motivations and manner of living. 

We do not find strong, comfortable, enduring faith in God outside of a lifelong commitment to 
live in accordance with His will. Without coming into the pattern and likeness of God, we don’t 
experience the presence of God. 

I believe that these three practices or insights, combined with patience and humility, will lead to 
a growing trust in the Lord’s presence, purpose and significance in our lives. But, lest I end on 
an unrealistically confident note, I’d like to turn to Mark 9…. 

The many brands, versions and types of doubt (religious and otherwise) are an almost constant 
source of challenge in my life. And so I love the brief story in Mark of the man wrestling with 
doubt and belief. He has a growing awareness of the limits of his faith, but also a desperate 
desire to trust the Lord to help his son. For me this story expresses human hope and effort 
reaching for God and also the helplessness and weakness of that same human condition. It 
makes perfect sense that the man is described as crying out with tears in his voice, “Lord, I 
believe; help my unbelief!” 

Amen. 
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