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“People of Grace”

Mat 18:23-35
INT:  It’s been a few years since my brother-in-law allowed God’s love to pour into his life. As God poured His love into John, became passionate for the Lord -- studying the Bible, serving around his church, spending more time with other believers, and reaching out to the imprisoned and under-resourced.  The problem for his wife and daughters was not the new man John was becoming, but the package he was presenting. They described John to me as pushy and judgmental. In his new found love of God and genuine concern and love for people, John was resolute about saving souls. He went about it the only way he knew … pushing a fear-based Christianity.  His primary contact with Christianity had been mainline Protestantism that wasn’t very passionate about anything and hadn’t convinced him of his sin, not of God’s love that saves… and fundamental Christianity, which although it was pushy and judgmental, at least spoke candidly to the issue of sin, called for repentance, and offered real hope in Jesus Christ. Marsha and I visited with he and the family for a weekend and decided that we wanted to go to church with John.  He hadn’t had much luck in getting his family there.  We worshipped with John and the congregation, met his pastor, encouraged John, and spent some time loving on him before we encouraged John to not be so fear-based in sharing his faith with family and loved ones. I encouraged him to look carefully at the scriptures. Jesus rarely judged the average person, treating them with great grace and love … while speaking with judgment against the religious folk who thought they had all the answers.  I encouraged John to LOVE his family to Christ and be a MODEL of God’s grace.  What we saw happen in John afterward can only be the working of the Holy Spirit … because he began to change. The love and grace of God that redeemed his soul and filled his heart, begin to exemplify itself in his behaviors and in his words … and has continued ever since.  In fact, today John is in Afghanistan, serving as a plumber at an American base. He speaks lovingly … not only about our soldiers, but also of the Muslim Afghans who work with him … and the people of Afghanistan.  John is in prayer for them and he looks for every opportunity to share the Gospel … but knows that his job is to model God’s grace to them and wait until the Lord opens the door.  Because of this, I see in him a heart like Jesus .. open and filled with love for all people .. willing to overcome differences and barriers with grace.    
TS:  As Christians, if we are to live in God’s love and manifest His love for others .. then we must be, above all else, people of GRACE.  In the book, What’s So Amazing About Grace?, Philip Yancy writes, “During a British conference on comparative religions, experts from around the world debated what, if any, belief was unique to the Christian faith. The debate went on for some time until C. S. Lewis wandered into the room.  “What's the rumpous is about?” he asked, and heard in reply that his colleagues were discussing Christianity's unique contribution among world religions. Lewis responded, “Oh, that's easy. It's grace.”  After some discussion, the conferees had to agree. The notion of God's love coming to us free of charge, no strings attached, seems to go against every instinct of humanity. The Buddhist eight fold path, the Hindu doctrine of Karma, the Jewish covenant, and the Muslim code of law - each of these offers a way to earn approval. Only Christianity dares to make God's love unconditional.”   Grace is what separates Christianity from every other religion in the world. Every other religion is about works, earning a relationship with God except Christianity. It is because of God’s grace for us that we are challenged to love people with grace.  
BIG IDEA: God wants us to be PEOPLE OF GRACE – this means both RECEIVING His grace and EXTENDING His grace to others.   
DEFINITIONS:  Before going any further, it’s important to define GRACE. From a biblical perspective GRACE is receiving unmerited FAVOR – getting what you don’t deserve.  Words like GRATIS, GRATUITY, GRATEFUL, and GRACIOUS all share the same root word. They help us to understand what grace is all about. From a spiritual perspective GRACE is most often associated with FORGIVENESS and MERCY.  IL:  To explain the difference, imagine that on a cold, icy winter’s day as you come upon an intersection, the light turns red.  You slam on the breaks, but the tires fail to grip.  You lose control of the car and slide into the intersection.  Amazingly, the other cars are able to avoid you.  But your car continues to slide through the intersection, only coming to a complete stop after hitting a street lamp. The officer tickets you with driving too fast for conditions and damaging city property.  When it’s finally time to go to court, you stand before the judge.  Justice requires that you be found guilty, fined, and that you pay to fix the street amp. The judge has been a real stickler with others who went before you.  You know that he will not excuse you because of the weather.  You decide the best thing to do is admit you were wrong and ask the judge for mercy.  The judge is impressed. Every other person who stood before him tried to wiggle out of their responsibility .. but not you.  The judges likes your style and decides to suspend the scales of justice and grant you mercy. He dismisses the tickets - forgiving the wrong you did by driving to fast for conditions.  You are not going to be punished.  Both FORGIVENESS and MERCY are in play as the tickets are dismissed.  First, you are FORGIVEN when your offense is pardoned. Second, you receive MERCY when you do NOT the punishment you deserve. But there is still the matter of paying for the damaged street lamp.  The judge was so impressed with you and likes your style so much that he  decides to add a little GRACE to the forgiveness and mercy he has already showed you.  He reaches into his pocket, pulls out the checkbook, and writes a personal check. That’s right, he pays for street lamp himself. GRACE is receiving unmerited favor -- getting what you don’t deserve.  
RECEIVING GRACE:  Can you imagine something like that really occurring in a court of Law? Probably not.  But it happens every day in the courtroom of the supreme, sovereign Judge.  Although, we have broken God’s Law and deserve to be judged and punished … yet, God, in His love for us, willingly forgives us .. extending mercy and grace through Jesus Christ.  Paul, in trying to explain this to the Roman Church, wrote, 22 This  righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his GRACE through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. Rom 3:22-24  But while God is eager to grant us forgiveness, mercy, and grace  … it will ONLY be realized by those who receive it.  IL:  In the hypothetical illustration I gave just a moment ago, what if the judge wanted to throw the tickets out but the defendant refused. The judge would have no other recourse than to let the tickets stand and levy the appropriate punishment for them.  When we reject God’s forgiveness, mercy and grace, God is bound also to levy the appropriate punishment as well.  That’s why the Apostle John said, 16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever DOES NOT BELIEVE stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son. John 3:16-18  
It’s important for us to realize that GRACE begins with God .. letting it in .. RECEIVING it. We receive God’s forgiveness, mercy, and grace BY CHOICE.  When we break it down, what does that choice look like?  It looks like choosing to repent of our sins -- changing our direction so that we are moving toward God and away from ourselves and our sins.  Here is no forgiveness without REPENTANCE! It looks like believing in Jesus – trusting Jesus is God Incarnate who died for our sins. His resurrection being the proof of his DEITY.  There is no forgiveness without TRUST!  It looks like asking for his forgiveness – giving up your self-reliance and seeking reliance upon Jesus in living a new life .. an exchanged life. There is no forgiveness without DEPENDENCE on him. INVITATION:  Folks, you will never become a person of grace unless you first receive the grace of God. For those who have not made that choice, I invite you to do so. You can come and talk with myself or one of the elders about it, anytime.  We’ll be happy to help you. You can even begin today. See us after church.  
EXTENDING GRACE: It’s not enough to simply receive God’s grace.  God wants you to extend grace to others. It’s an integral part of what it means to love our neighbor … which is the second half of the greatest commandment. When Jesus was asked by Peter of he should forgive someone up to 7 times, Peter thought Jesus would be impressed with his generosity since the rabbis taught that you only needed to forgive up to 3 times. Remember the root word for generosity is GRACE. Peter puts limits on his GRACE.  Let’s read together what Jesus said in Mat 18:23-35.  As we do, I want you to remember that while Jesus is talking specifically about forgiveness .. attendant to it are also mercy and grace. Therefore, in this parable we can also learn about GRACE. 23 "Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26 "The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.' 27 The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 28 "But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. 29 "His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.' 30 "But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 32 "Then the master called the servant in. 'You wicked servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?' 34 In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35 "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." Mat 18:23-35 
EXPLAN: Although he didn’t have to, the master forgave the debt of his servant.  Yet, when that very servant had the opportunity to emulate his master … to live in the forgiveness, mercy, and grace of  the master by extending the same to another, he choose instead to keep living life on the same old terms.  He refused to forgive and had the man thrown in debtor’s prison, where he would remain until he died or until his family and friends could pay what he owed.  When this came to the master’s attention, he was mortified.  Why would this servant, who had received his forgiveness, mercy, and grace not continue to live in it by extending it to others?  How would that have harmed him?  The master had the servant brought before him.  He told the servant that it was clear by his actions that he didn’t really want to let the forgiveness, mercy and grace of the master have any real impact on him.  He was still the same old self-centered, proud, greedy person. So, the master decided to take it all back and give the servant what he deserved.  He would end up in debtors’ jail.  Then Jesus gives us the critical piece of instruction, "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." God wants us to forgive as he forgives. He wants us to treat others with mercy and grace, as He treats us with mercy and grace.  If we are going to live in an ongoing state of forgiveness, mercy, and grace then we must emulate Him by forgiving others and by extending mercy and grace to them as well.  AP: Forgive. Be merciful.  Be intentional about being a GRACIST. 
GRACIST: What does it mean to be a GRACIST?  A GRACIST shows undeserved favor to others … treating them with the same favor, love, compassion, kindness, and concern that he/she has experienced from God and that God has for those other people.  It is acting GRACIOUSLY toward all people .. and not allowing fear, dislike, or disdain for any reason to influence how you treat them. EX: It’s easy for older folk to overlook our youth.  The GRACIST doesn’t dismiss or diminish young people just because they are inexperienced or don’t have clout or power.  The GRACIST listens to them carefully and offers encouragement to them whenever possible. EX: It’s easy for affluent, white, suburbanites to think less of affluent, urban African-Americans or Latinos.  The GRACIST doesn’t judge himself as superior or these folk as lesser.  The GRACIST doesn’t stereotype people.  The GRACIST works to develop a relational bridge with individuals, so that he can overcome his own conscious and unconscious prejudices and fears by getting to know them and accepting as Jesus does. EX: It’s easy for males to overlook or even be dismissive to female counterparts.  We’ve all heard about the GLASS CEILING.  The GRACIST sees women as persons who are to be valued no less than men and treats them as such.  EX: It’s easy for Christians to act judgmentally toward non-Christians.  The GRACIST sees non-Christians as people whom God loves deeply and to whom he is called to love also. The GRACIST does this by not forcing his ideals and values upon them … but seeks first to understand where that person is coming from -- asking questions and developing a relationship that can become the bridge for greater understanding between them and for sharing the hope of Jesus Christ. 
GRACISM:  This fall, our church-wide study is all about being PEOPLE of GRACE. We are reading the book, Gracism. It begins with understanding the impact of God’s grace at work in us through Jesus Christ … and finds it’s natural conclusion in loving our neighbors by reaching across and over barriers of race, creed, sex, and ideology. It is a timely opportunity for us for several reasons.  As we continue to work toward progress in reaching out to people beyond our church .. into the community and beyond .. GRACISM will help us to do so with a greater awareness of people.  As we work on developing our concern for others exercising such principles as biblical compassion and justice .. even looking in the future to partner with others in reaching out to the under-resourced and over-looked in Lake County and Northwest Cook County --- so those who do not yet enjoy the benefits and advantages of God’s blessings can do so as well .. GRACISM will help us do so with greater effectiveness. GRACISM will help us to break down the barriers of racism, sexism, age-ism, and judgmentalism that exists in today’s world.  Don’t be fooled. We may have an African American running for President and a woman for Vice-President, but that does not mean that racism or sexism don’t exist. 
ACTION ITEM:  I invite you to the challenge of becoming a true GRACIST and joining us for this important study for the next 6 weeks. We still have some books available at the table in the back of the church.  The study is based upon 1 Cor 12:14-27.   I invite you to join a small group study for the next 6 weeks.  You can sign up at the table in back.  Small group discussion will help you to process and assimilate the information – helping you to mature spiritually.  And I invite you to join us in a couple of activities this fall and we hope to have at least one more that will be available after the study as well.  During the study, we’ll be loving on people as we help them park their cars for Apple Fest the first weekend of October … and we will be participating in a Food Drive with other churches from around Lake County during the second weekend in Oct.  I’m not sure yet, but we are hoping to join with people from Centro Christiano … the Hispanic Church which meets in our facilities 2 days a week, to work along side of them in the Food Drive.   

CCL:  My friends, God has shown us the fullness of GREAT GRACE in the man who was full of grace and truth – JESUS.  He has shown us GREAT FAVOR by reaching across the sin barrier that divided us from Himself. He asks us to be GRACISTS – showing others grace and favor by reaching across any and all barriers that might divide us from them.  AMEN!   
