ADVANCE \d4
What Is Church?

It’s About Grace
Introduction:
As the old man walked the beach at dawn, he noticed a young man ahead of him picking up starfish and flinging them into the sea. Finally catching up with the youth, he asked him why he was doing this. The answer was that the starfish would die if left until the morning sun.
"But the beach goes on for miles and miles and there are millions of starfish," continued the other. "How can your efforts make a difference?" The young man looked at the starfish in his hand and then threw it to safety in the waves. "I made a difference to that one," he said. 


- Author Unknown

When we look around us and see the number of problems that exist in our world and in our society today it’s very easy to become overwhelmed. High suicide rates, depression, family breakdown, drug and alcohol addiction, violence, poverty, injustice, hypocrisy... on and on it goes. So where do we start?  

That question was asked over two hundred years ago by a man named William Wilberforce. He had come face to face with his own sinful lifestyle. Born to privilege, he had used his family’s reputation and his speaking ability to gain title and position but wasted it on wild parties and immorality. But something happened to him. An old teacher went with he and his family on vacation and challenged him to stop wasting his life and to make a difference in the world. He started him reading the Bible.

Soon those things that used to amuse him now disgusted him. He watched as his friends and acquaintances lived lives of hypocrisy and excess, paid for largely by an industry that relied primarily on the slave trade for its profits. He saw the hopelessness of the poor in London, where, some estimates say that up to 1 in 4 women at the time were engaged in prostitution. One-eighth of the deaths in London were blamed on excessive drinking. Animals were tortured for entertainment and frequent executions drew huge crowds. Wilberforce decided to give the rest of his life to change the way things were.

Part of his inspiration was a mentoring relationship he began with a man by the name of John Newton. John Newton is famous for being the author of the most famous hymn of all time - “Amazing Grace.” Newton knew what grace was. He had lived a life of complete debauchery and had fallen as low as anyone could. He, himself, had been both a slave trader and a slave, before he found the grace of God of which he wrote so movingly.

The lives of these men and what they accomplished paint such a vivid picture for us of what grace is all about - and what the church should be about. That’s what I want to talk to you about this morning.

Any discussion of grace must first begin with sin. 

That three letter word is not a popular one today. We live in an age that largely denies personal responsibility. When we do something wrong we like to blame our upbringing, our social class, our illness or even our mother. But the fact is - we’re sinners. When Charles Colson was speaking to a group of inmates at a prison, he asked what was the cause of the huge increase in the crime rate in the U.S. Why were so many people, like themselves, ending up in prison? A number of them said out loud - “Sin!”

So, what is sin? Is it found on a list of dos and don’ts at the back of churches? Is it an archaic idea preserved from the Victorian Age that somebody contrived to make people behave? Billy Graham wrote this in his auto-biography: “The Bible says that we have been separated and alienated from God because we have willfully turned our backs on Him and are determined to run our lives without Him. This is what the Bible means by sin - choosing our way instead of God’s way, and not giving Him His rightful place in our lives.” The Bible says in Romans 3:23 that “...all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
We like to play the comparison game and say, “well at least I’m not bad as so-and-so.” Alexander Solzhenitsyn, one of the best writers of the 20th century, used to think that way. But as he studied people he changed his mind. This is what he wrote in The Gulag Archipelago: “Gradually it was revealed to me that the line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between parties either - but right through every human heart - through all human hearts.” When we start to talk about grace, we have to begin with an understanding of our own sin. Listen to the old sinner, Paul, writing in Romans.
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- Romans 5:6-8

So to first understand grace we have to know that our salvation is not of our own doing. What did Paul say our situation was?
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While we were sinners
While we were enemies
While we were all of these things, Christ came and gave his life for us.
I believe it is this very concept that keeps many from becoming Christians or keeps people in religion instead of in relationship with God. First - the difference between religion and true Christianity. Religion can be defined as the efforts on the part of a person to earn favor in God’s eyes. We see it all the time. Ask people if they’re a good person and they’ll give you their list: I give money to the poor, I volunteer my time, I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, I don’t speed, I recycle, I love my Mommy. In other words - I’m earning God’s approval. 

But Christianity is not comprised of our reaching up and somehow building a bridge  back to God by our own actions, but of Jesus Christ paying the price for our sin by His sacrificial death. He, and He alone, could build a bridge back to God, because He, and He alone, lived a sinless life.

That’s why, I believe, so many reject true Christianity - they’re too good. They cannot bring themselves to acknowledge that they are sinners. Because of that, they remain separated from God, justifying themselves by how good they look compared to the rabble around them. Well, I am the rabble, and I need God.

Near the end of his life, John Newton is quoted as saying "My memory is nearly gone, but I remember two things, that I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a great Saviour." 
It is from these things - this knowledge of our sin, and then this understanding that there is a Saviour - that the motivation springs to live the kind of life that William Wilberforce lived. You see, Christianity at its best, is not about striving to do the right thing and to make yourself behave so that God won’t be mad at you. Who wants to live their lives that way?

Christianity, as Jesus intended it, is about the abundant life, a life that is overflowing with thankfulness, and which desires to see others find the same kind of fulfillment. Jesus said in John 7:38 that “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.”
Why is it that William Wilberforce and John Newton and their small band of followers were willing to take on the power of the British Empire? They knew what it was like to be freed from the slavery of sin. They knew that God made each of us with a purpose and a living soul, and everyone is precious in his sight. It’s the same Spirit that drives Comfort Tsaki to do what she does in Ghana today. 

Many of you are unaware that there are more people in slavery today than at any other time in human history. The U.N. estimates upwards of 27 million people - today - are living in slavery. Two thirds of all Islamic nations in the world today have slavery within their borders. We don’t hear often about this. Neither do we hear that it’s Christians around the world that are leading the way in seeing that these slaves are freed. Comfort Tsaki and her team have secured freedom for thousands of women who were kept as sex slaves in Ghana. They are now operating vocational training programs of 3-18 months so that these women can build a life. They also operate schools for freed children and try to educate the population so that this horrible practice will end.

Then there’s Gary Haugen, founder of the International Justice Mission and champion of the ongoing struggle to end human trafficking. Like Wilberforce, Haugen, a Christian, found himself face-to-face with an issue from which he could not retreat. In 1994 he was on temporary reassignment from the U.S. Department of Justice, working with the United Nations genocide investigation in Rwanda. The horrific scenes which he visited as he collected evidence would not allow him to return to normal life. The more he read his Bible, the more verses would speak to him. He decided he had to act. 
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He surveyed more than sixty-five organizations representing some 40,000 overseas missionaries and relief workers and Haugen found numerous examples of modern-day injustices for which there seemed to be no remedy. Issues like slavery, child prostitution, the murder of street children, persecution, etc..., abounded, yet those who were aware of the problem lacked the resources or the power to affect change. 
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So, in 1997 Haugen formed the International Justice Mission (IJM), a human-rights organization founded to seek justice on Christian principles. The organization includes lawyers, criminal investigators, and government relationships workers who defend and rescue victims of violence, sexual exploitation, slavery, and oppression around the world.

Conclusion:
These people have some things in common: they’re Christians, and they believe that God in them can change the world. So do I. I believe that there are people sitting right here today that God is raising up to make a difference, maybe here, maybe provincially, maybe nationally, maybe internationally - because we serve a God of amazing grace.

Where do you start when you’re trying to change the world? Wilberforce and Newton discovered that they had to start with themselves. George Eliot wrote that “It’s never too late to be what you could have been.” We have a team that is right now on their way to Los Angeles to volunteer their time in the inner city at a place called the Dream Center. Pray for them this week, would you? – Pray that God would use them to make a difference.  
People haven’t changed in 200 years - we all still need God. The question today is: are you going to acknowledge that you need God, or are you going to continue to boast about how good you are compared to the rest of us? Secondly, are you them going to look around for how you can make a difference? Is it time for a change? God’s grace is still amazing.

((((((5(

