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So what’s worse? Not believing in God or not believing God? Let me repeat the question. Which is worse? Not believing 

in God or not believing God? 

  If you keep up with religious news, you’ve heard about Rev. Gretta Vosper (picture). Rev. Vosper is the pastor of the 

West Hill United Church in Toronto. If you attend a church service there, you’ll be shocked to find that there’s not one 

mention of God during a typical 70-minute service.  Bibles are nowhere to be seen. And the large steel cross – one of the 

few remaining religious symbols in this church – is hidden behind a cascade of rainbow streamers. But all that is perhaps 

to be expected in a church led by a pastor who is an avowed atheist. “I do not believe in a theistic, supernatural being 

called God,” says Gretta Vosper, the United Church of Canada minister who’s led West Hill since 1997. “I don’t believe 

in what I think 99.99% of the world thinks you mean when you use that word.” For her, God is a metaphor for goodness 

and a life lived with compassion and justice. 

  So what’s worse? Not believing in God or not believing God? 

  Gallup reports that 94% of Americans claim to believe in God or a universal spirit. However, as we compare Scripture 

with our culture, it quickly becomes obvious that nowhere near 94% actually know God. I mean really know Him – 

intimately. Belief isn’t the same as personal knowledge. For many, the very idea that you could know God on a relational 

level seems unlikely, unrealistic and simply unattainable.  

  Some only know God by reputation, like when we hear about a certain guy or girl from a close friend. We may know a 

bit about God—perhaps we’ve been to church a few times, we’ve heard some Bible stories, or have a favorite Bible 

verse on a refrigerator magnet. But it’s only secondhand.  

  Some people only know God in their memories. They feel like they’ve experienced His goodness, grace, answered 

prayer, even His love in the past. When I was in Atlanta a few years ago, I saw some old friends from school. In high 

school we were inseparable. We took classes together, ran around together, and went to church together. But we lost 

touch. I knew them some years back but I can’t say that I know them now. Lots of people have that kind of relationship 

with God. They went to church as a kid. He was special to them, but they’ve lost touch with Him.  

  Maybe you’re thinking: I believe in God. I’m not some atheist. Isn’t that enough? A lot of people don’t believe in God, 

but I do. Isn’t that what He wants from me? But believing in God isn’t all that God wants from us.   

  We’re in a sermon series, a Christmas series – Fear Not! We’re looking at all four of the “fear not” phrases connected 

with the Nativity. This morning we want to touch on one that’s often overlooked. It was spoken to a very religious man, 

Zechariah. It’s found in Luke 1:8-13 (p. 855): “Now while Zechariah was serving as priest before God when his division 

was on duty, according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn 

incense. And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. And there appeared to him 

an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense. And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, 

and fear fell upon him. But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and 

your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John.”   

  So what’s worse? Not believing in God or not believing God?  

 

1. Zechariah believed in God, He just didn’t believe God. Verse 18, “And Zechariah said to the angel, ‘How shall I 

know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in years’.” Apparently, Zechariah isn’t just a priest, he’s a 

scientist. He’s a facts and figures guy. I can almost see him putting his arm around Gabriel’s shoulder, “Gabe, obviously, 

you haven’t had Biology101. I don’t know how things work in Angel-land but down here once a woman’s had the 

change, it’s too late.” 

  “And the angel answered him, ‘I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to 

bring you this good news. And behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take place, 

because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time.’” Gabriel minces no words, “Shut your 

mouth!”  

  These are the very last words that came out of Zechariah’s mouth until his son, John is born. Unbelief sealed his lips; 

faith reopens them. While Zechariah knows biology, he doesn’t know theology. It’s a faithless question.  

  Sign, you need a sign? Have you seen a lot of angels? Are they kind of like McDonald’s? One on every corner. 

Zechariah has forgotten his Bible. Doesn’t he remember the stories of Isaac, Samson or Samuel? I don’t know about you. 

More than I want to admit, I’m Zechariah. I want facts and figures. I want to see to believe.  

    So what’s worse? Not believing in God or not believing God? There really is no difference. Zechariah shows us that 

you can know all about God and not know God. This is a religious man, a spiritual leader but he doesn’t believe God. 



While Zechariah is a believer and regenerate, he demonstrates that it’s not enough to know about God or even be 

spiritual. From a human perspective, let’s look at some things Zechariah has going for him. 

  He’s been happily married for a long time. I’d encourage you to read the rest of Luke 1 later today. You’ll meet 

Zechariah’s godly wife, Elizabeth. They’d been married a long time and faithfully served God together. We know that 

they’d even prayed together.  

  Yesterday, we had the privilege of celebrating with Ray and Carol Ziebell their 50th anniversary. Zechariah and 

Elizabeth may have celebrated their 50th wedding anniversary. A committed marriage doesn’t make you a Christian. 

When the rubber met the road, Zechariah doesn’t believe God.  

  He’s very religious. He’s a priest. He’d obeyed the Law. He’d done all the right things. He’s a good person. Recently, I 

read about a 67-year-old man who’s given an amazing 100 pints of blood. He often gave blood every 56 days, which is 

as soon as the blood banks allow. His comment was, “When that final whistle blows and St. Peter asks, ‘What did you 

do?’ I’ll just say, ‘Well, I gave 100 pints of blood.’ That ought to get me in.” Giving blood…being a good person won’t 

get you in.  

  He’s a good guy. Zechariah was a good guy but he’s not good enough. He’s very religious but he didn’t believe God. 

This time of year you’ll meet a lot of religious people. A lot of famous people, celebrities, and musicians will be singing 

Christmas carols. You can say all the right words and not know God.  

  He’s serving God. The Mishnah states that before each of the two daily worship services at the Temple, lots were cast 

to determine the participants. The incense lot fell on Zechariah. It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity. A priest might go 

his whole life and never be chosen to burn the daily incense. Because there were so many priests, you could only do it 

once.  

  Zechariah is at the end of his career and his number comes up. Today it would have been his biggest Facebook post. 

Other priests are back thumping him. It doesn’t get any better. It’d be like being asked to pray the Invocation at the 

Presidential Inauguration. His adrenaline begins to flow. He’s hyper-vigilant. He can feel the tension of getting 

everything just right. He can’t wait to go back home to tell Elizabeth what happened. It’s his moment. He’s at the top, 

serving God but he doesn’t believe God.  

  We’ve been working through a video series here at Grace during our Sunday Morning Live on Church History. One of 

my heroes is Martin Luther. He gave us a wonderful Latin term that summarized his life after he met Jesus, Sola Fide. It 

simply means, “by faith alone.” Faith alone! Not by works. Faith alone! Not by obedience to the Church. Faith alone! 

Not by human righteousness.  Faith alone! Not by baptism. Faith alone! Not by good intentions. Faith alone! Not by the 

sacraments. Faith alone! Not by penance or giving lots of money. It’s faith alone! Plus nothing and minus nothing! 

  So what does it mean to have “faith alone” in this sense? If you know what it means to believe a doctor when he says, 

“You need surgery,” you know what it means to have faith. If you know what it means to step into an airplane entrusting 

your safety to the pilot, you know what it means to have faith. If you know what it means to ask a lawyer to plead your 

case in court, you know what it means to have faith. Faith is complete reliance upon another person to do that which you 

could never do for yourself. 

  So how much faith does it take to go to heaven? It depends. The answer is not much and all you’ve got. If you’re 

willing to trust Jesus Christ with as much faith as you happen to have, you can be saved. But if you’re holding anything 

back, thinking that maybe you need to do something to help save yourself, forget it! Saving faith is putting your trust in 

Jesus Christ and Him alone. In order to do that you have to totally stop trying to save yourself. 

  We know Zechariah finally believed God. Have you? Christmas is about God’s gift to you of salvation. Have you 

accepted Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior? It’s not enough to believe in God, you have to believe God. You 

have to believe Him when He says that you and I and everyone else are sinners. You have to believe that only His Son, 

Jesus’ death on the cross will pay the penalty. You have to believe that the cross is enough to pay for your sins so you 

can go to heaven.  

 

Conclusion: In the fall of 2010, billions of people around the globe were captivated by the story of the Chilean miners 

(picture). Trapped beneath two thousand feet of solid rock, the 33 men were desperate. The collapse of a main tunnel 

had sealed their exit and thrust them into survival mode. They ate two spoonfuls of tuna, a sip of milk, and a morsel of 

peaches—every other day. For two months down in that darkness they prayed for someone to save them. On the surface 

above, the Chilean rescue team worked around the clock, consulting NASA, meeting with experts. They designed a 13 

foot-tall capsule and drilled, first a communication hole, then an excavation tunnel. There was no guarantee of success. 

No one had ever been trapped underground this long and lived to tell about it. Now 33 someones have.  

  On October 13, 2010, the men began to emerge one at a time, slapping high fives and leading victory chants.  A great-

grandfather. A 44 year-old who was planning a wedding. A 19 year-old.  All had different stories, but all had made the 

same decision. They totally trusted someone else to save them. No one returned the rescue offer with a declaration of 



independence: “I can get out of here on my own. Just give me a new drill.” No—they had stared at the stone tomb long 

enough to reach the unanimous opinion: “We need help. We need someone to penetrate this world and pull us out.”  And 

when the rescue capsule came, they climbed in. It wasn’t enough to believe there was a rescue capsule. They had to 

believe in it…enough to put their whole life in it.  

  Let me tie this up with pointing out the theology of one of our beloved Christmas carols, God Rest Ye Merry, 

Gentlemen. Remember the second line, “Let nothing you dismay.” How do we not give in to “dismay”? What is it that 

makes us strong in the face of the struggles of life and our own repeated failures? “Remember Christ our Savior was 

born on Christmas Day.” The whole essence of the gospel is in the opening verse: 

 

God rest ye merry, gentlemen,  

Let nothing you dismay, 

Remember Christ our Savior  

Was born on Christmas Day; 

To save us all from Satan’s power  

When we were gone astray. 

O tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy; 

O tidings of comfort and joy. 

 

  I particularly love that line that explains why Christ came. “To save us all from Satan’s power when we were gone 

astray.” We’ve all gone astray, repeatedly and foolishly. We’ve suffered because of it. Jesus came to save us from 

Satan’s power that pulls us continually in the wrong direction. 

  Zechariah had gone astray. He didn’t believe God. He was a nice sinner but he was still a sinner. His unbelief cost him. 

Unbelief always does. But thanks be to God, Jesus came for all sinners, bad ones and nice ones. Because being good will 

never be good enough.  

  Do you feel discouraged that maybe you weren’t good enough this past week? Would you feel better if you’d been 

better? You probably would. But we’re not saved because we’re good. We’re saved by Christ who died for us while we 

were yet sinners and who justified us while we were ungodly and who continues to save us despite that we struggle to 

believe Him.  

  No wonder the angel called it “good news of great joy” when Christ was born. Because He came for us, too. He came 

for me and for you. It’s not enough to believe in God. You have to instead believe God. Have you? Have you trusted His 

Son as your personal Savior?  


