Session Four: If I’m reasonably good, then why do I need faith?

NOTE: To download the mp3 of this talk, the PowerPoint, and the Tough Question handouts, visit: http://www.commongroundchurch.co.za/FREERESOURCES/Stuff4churchleaders/GodSessions.aspx
What the Master of Ceremonies (MC) needs to do on this night.

The MC makes sure that people feel welcome and hosted well, that the night flows well, and that people are clear about what is happening next. But they also prepare the people for the presenter. And then, once the presenter is finished, they give any other logistical instructions for the night.

Here is an example of what to say before the presentation begins…

· Welcome back. We’re on week three of the four week God Sessions journey.

· A brief and not-too-cheesy joke can work well at this point.

Then, after the presentation is complete the MC also tells people about the free booklets that are being handed out….

· That brings us to the end of the night. It’s got me freshly thinking.

· This talk may have surfaced some questions in you. One is ‘What about other religions?’ and ‘How could a loving God send people to hell?’ Please take the two booklets on your chair if you’re curious about answers to these two questions.

Outline

A. Live or edited 2-3 minute testimony of a person who came to faith. 

B. First part of the talk with Power Point (20-25 minutes)

C. Performance song: Amazing grace.

D. Second part of the talk with Power Point (20 minutes)

E. Invite them to respond (5 minutes)

Questions to be discussed after talk 

Are you open to seeing yourself as a sinful person?

Can you comprehend that Jesus, in an act of sacrificial love, died for you? 

Does the Bible’s teaching about salvation (ie the gifts of forgiveness, the Spirit, and eternal life) make sense to you?

Does anything hold you back from trusting in Christ for salvation? 

Detailed Presentation

A. Live (or edited clip of) 2-3 minute testimony of a person who came to faith. 

The use of people’s testimonies is very powerful if it is done right. Here are the rules of a good testimony: 1) The right person must be chosen. Find someone whose story of how God made himself real to them connects with the specific talk for the night. Keep in mind that if a testimony is used every week that there needs to be a variety of personality, age, gender, background etc of people used. 2) Explain to them that a two to three minute testimony is needed that the average non-Christian person will connect with, so do not use religious language and do not get over-emotional in how you say it. The basic outline should be: a) Tell us about what stopped you from trusting in Christ previously; b) What happened that you started to trust in Christ and; c) What positive difference has Christ made in your life?  3) Get them to practice it on you and others. Give them feedback about any suggested changes. 4) If possible, video record and edit it adding background music. My preference is to get them to write down their testimony and to audio record them reading it – and then put up a few creative pictures that capture different parts of the story, with a little wordless music embedded. But live can be just as good.

B. Talk with Power Point 

About this talk.  The biggest danger with this talk is that you speak too long – since this talk is longer than the rest. The solution to this is to be very well-prepared and to speak with a lot of pace. Also feel free to leave stuff out. If you do make changes, make sure these changes are reflected in the corresponding PowerPoint presentation.
I told the story of a conversation with a person who told me, ‘When you pray and read the Bible and go to church, what you’re trying to do is become a better person. I also want to become a better person, but I find that instead of prayer and church, I have my own principles that I seek to live by.’ What he was basically saying is, ‘I am reasonably good – and I am trying to be better – so I don’t need faith.’

I am not sure what approach Oprah, whom I admire deeply, takes to faith. But something interested me. She has hired someone to help her with her spirituality. And then they interviewed this person who said, ‘I try to help Oprah become a better person.’ In other words, the essence of spirituality is not about God and faith and prayer, as much as it about being a better person.

I tell these stories to illustrate a question we often think, ‘If I’m a reasonably good person, then why do I need faith? Surely my goodness is enough. It does not matter what I believe or anything like that. All that matters is being good.’

I want us to answer it today by asking some questions…

‘Are you really reasonably good?’

I am sure that you have treated many people well, maybe forgiven people who’ve hurt you, maybe served as a volunteer in some cause, maybe turned away from stuff you knew was wrong – and no one but God saw you do good. And I want to commend you for all the good you’ve done. 

And certainly compared to rapists and murderers and child molestors you are relatively good!

But let me offer another perspective on your life: the way God sees you as he reveals in the Bible. As much as he loves us, he still offers an unflattering description of me and you and everyone who ever lived: sinful.

Are you sinful? Let’s look at two definitions of what it means to be sinful…

The first definition of what it means to be sinful: It means to do things that God doesn’t want us to do. Let’s briefly rate ourselves as sinners taking just ten bad things God doesn’t want us to do: 1) pride? 2) lying? 3) envy? 4) greed? 5) self-pity? 6) self-absorption? 7) bitterness? 8) prejudice? 9) indifference (in the face of suffering)? 10) rage? 

What’s your score? Mine is 10! 

I find it interesting that even the most educated, civilized people are guilty of these sins. It seems that sin truly is universal. Why’s the world in such a mess? Answer: Because of human sin. Which humans? Answer: all humans.

Now how does the God of the Bible feel about us sinning? The answer is that he hates it simply because he is a Holy God who himself is without sin. God is totally allergic to sin. It is totally foreign to him. He is without sin. But not only is God holy. He is just - he is the Judge of all the earth.

He is a just God – and he can’t pretend our sin is not real and a total offence to his authority, his majesty, his holiness, and his righteousness. The Bible says that there is a day called Judgment Day when God will justly punish everyone for all our life-long sinfulness. Think about that – could it be, that without realizing it, we’re on a collision course with a Holy God at Judgment Day?

And how bad can Judgment Day be? If we sin against the government, the consequences are finite, because the government is finite. But what if we sin against God – who is an Infinite Being – what if the consequences are Infinite? Scary.

The second definition of what it means to be sinful is to treat good things as though they’re ultimate things. Let me explain.

The Irish U2 rock star Bono remarked in an interview, ‘It's a mind-blowing concept that the God who created the Universe might be looking for company, a real relationship with people…’

That’s true – but not just any relationship. God created us ultimately to love him, to trust him, to find our identity and security and significance in him. God is meant to be the centre around which the rest of our lives revolve.

But what have we done? We have let other good things take his place. Instead of finding our identity and security in God, we find it in family, friends, career, money, religion, success, popularity, power, pleasure and whatever. The Bible calls that idolatry. We treat good things like they’re ultimate things.

It reminds me of the one way butterfly catchers catch male butterflies. They create bigger, brighter cardboard butterflies – and the males fly right past the living females and are drawn to the cardboard ones – where they are then caught. Could it be that we ‘fly’ right past God, the real butterfly who should capture our ultimate devotion, and we pursue lesser cardboard butterflies instead?

How does God feel about idolatry? Apparently, it breaks his heart and he hates it. The Bible often describes God having a heart-broken by us, as we, like adulterous marriage partners, pursue other lovers.

Let me briefly try answer a common question here. If God wanted relationship with us, if he wanted us to find our identity in him, why did he not just program us to give it to him instead of giving you free-will? My answer is that something is not a relationship unless it is freely chosen. Have you seen the movie Stepford wives? Men who’re intimidated by the freedom their wives have, program them to be perfect, submissive wives. Do you want God to do that to you – force you to love and submit to him? God wants relationship, not robotic submission. So he gave us the choice to reject him.

What’s the big deal about sin? What harm does it do?  Answer: It severs relationships. It severs the relationship between humanity and the rest of creation. It severs the relationship every human being has with themselves, and with each other. This week I chatted to a person who said, ‘I have had this dream to be part of a bunch of people who just get on with each other, totally happy and accepting of each other. But I’ve given up on it. There’s just too much ‘crap’ in our lives to make it work.’ By ‘crap’, he meant sin. But the relationship that is most severely damaged is our relationship with God. The Bible, in Isaiah 59:2, says that sin separates us from God, now and forever. It divorces us from God. The Bible says that sin leads to spiritual death (Romans 3:23). By death it doesn’t mean termination, because we are spiritual beings who live forever – it means separation from your Life-giver, God himself. Could that be, that we have divorced ourselves from our Creator - all of us? 
It is a universal experience: this sense of a big hole in our lives, this sense of being far from God. The Bible says that the cause for this is the wall between you and God, the sinfulness you’ve embraced.

But the God of the Bible warns that the divorce is not only now – but forever. We make choices now that continue into eternity. Hell is the word used to describe an eternity of separation from God. God doesn’t want anyone to go to hell – but he can’t force us to go to heaven. Heaven is a place for people that are willingly united with him, hell is a place for people divorced from him. And if you choose to live a life divorced from him, then that is what you get forever.
So sin is serious. Pascal once wrote, ‘We’re more sinful than we realized.’ That’s the point I’ve made so far – we’re not as good as we sometimes think we are. But let me introduce the rest of my talk with this rest of Pascal’s quote: ‘We’re more sinful than we realized, but we’re also more loved than we ever dreamed.’ 

At this point I want to introduce the meaning of the cross … 

The cross let’s us know how much God loves us. Romans 5:8 says, ‘while we were still rejecting God, he demonstrated how much he loved us by dying on the cross instead of us.’ 

The cross let’s us know that God can’t just overlook our sinfulness. Sin is so serious – it is an offence against a Holy and Just God – and it must be punished.

So God loves us. But God is also just and must punish our sin. What does he do?

Imagine entering a courtroom, guilty of murder (you have some serious issues). As you approach the bench, you realize that the judge is your father. Knowing that he loves you, you immediately begin to plead, ‘Dad, just let me go!’

To which he responds, ‘I love you, son, but I'm a judge. I can't simply let you go.’ He is torn. Eventually he bangs the gavel down and declares you guilty. Justice cannot be compromised, at least not by a good judge. 

But because he loves you, he steps down from the bench, takes off the robe, and offers to pay the penalty for you. And in fact, he takes your place in the electric chair. 

This is the picture painted by the New Testament. God stepped down into human history, in the person of Jesus Christ, and went to the electric chair (read: cross) instead of us, for us. God had two choices: to judge sin in us or to assume the punishment himself. In Christ, He chose the latter.
The Bible describes it like this. ‘You were his enemies, separated from him by your sinful heart and deeds, yet now Jesus has brought you back as his friends. He has done this through his death on the cross. As a result, he has brought you into the very presence of God, and you are forgiven, with nothing standing between you and God.’ (Colossians 2:21-22)

Let me summarize everything I’ve said so far with this quote by Tim Keller: ‘We’re so sinful that Jesus had to die for us. But we’re so loved that Jesus was glad to die for us.’ 

The word the Bible uses to describe this undeserved love and forgiveness is grace. It reminds me of a man called John Newton who 200 years ago was a vicious, heartless Slave Ship owner. But then in a near-death incident – his ship nearly sunk – he turned his life over to Christ. His life was totally transformed. He wrote a song called, ‘Amazing Grace’ to describe his experience…

C. Performance song: Amazing grace. 

Get someone to sing Amazing Grace to the people. 

D. Second part of the talk with Power Point.

If this is all true, that Jesus died to graciously save me and you, then what is this salvation he offers?

We’ve already said that Jesus came to restore us to a relationship with God, the Living Butterfly whom we were created to love, trust, find our identity and security and significance in.

But I want to look at a few more aspects of salvation briefly…

Salvation means I’m forgiven and I can experience the joy of it.

Because God is a Holy and Just God he counts all your sins against you. And the longer you live the more sin he counts against you.

But when you receive salvation, amazingly the Bible says that because of Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, he no longer counts your sins against you! 

There is a beautiful verse that says, ‘As far as the East is from the West, that’s how far God has removed your sin from you.’ We can calculate the distance between the North and South poles – but the distance between East and West is infinite. God forgives you infinitely.

I have done some very wicked things – I have made good things ultimate things again and again. I also know what it is like to carry the weight of shame and guilt that accumulates as you grow up. I know what it is to carry secrets, so many secrets. Things I am so ashamed of.

And the guilt has made me feel awful. And the guilt has made me become hard. At first I felt bad because of the things I did, but then, as a way of coping, I stopped caring. I started to feel no guilt at all. And the problem with that is that I was becoming harder and harder inside – less able to feel deeply, less able to be honest with people, less able to love others from my heart.

But then Jesus forgave my sins. Ah, what a relief. He forgave all my sins – all the ones I have ever done, and all the ones I will ever do. As far as the East is from the West – and amazingly, he no longer counts my sins against me. He looks at my life through the cross of Christ.

I echo the words of John Newton: ‘I am a great sinner but Christ is a great Saviour’. And it feels so good to say that. 

Salvation means I have the Spirit in me and I can begin to experience the Spirit more and more.

Jesus promised his disciples: ‘When I go away, it will be even better for you than if I stayed. Because I will give you the Holy Spirit. He will live inside of you. And he will enable you to experience me.’

Jesus used to say that we cannot live in his kingdom unless we have a kind of rebirth - he explained that he was talking of the need to be born of the Spirit. Jesus, though he rules from heaven, presences himself in believers through his Spirit. That’s why a Christian can say, ‘Jesus is alive – and he lives in me!’

And once the Spirit lives in you, it opens up new possibilities. In my case it took months to really start experiencing these new possibilities, but today I live in them all the time…

The Spirit of God makes the Bible and the spiritual realities it describes come alive to you.

· Before the Bible held no interest. It made no sense. It seemed like a dry, crusty ancient book. But now I have thousands of memories of times I have been reading the Bible, and words jumped off the page at me, and my heart began to burn, and I received answers to questions.

· A man called Erasmus in the 15th century said that the Holy Spirit can make Jesus so clear to you as you read of him in the Scriptures that he would be no more visible to you than if he was standing physically in front of you.

The Spirit of God enables you to enjoy and be led by God very personally.

· Being forgiven means there is no wall of divorce between me and God. So I can access him now. And having the Holy Spirit living in me means I have a new capacity to experience God.

· When I reflect on the biggest change I experience after being saved, it is clear: Before when I prayed to God he was very remote and it was very formal. But then, after being saved, I began to experience God in a very up-close and personal way, and it has been amazing. There is a verse in the Bible that says, ‘God is good – experience him for yourself, and you will agree.’ That has certainly been true for me. 

· But not only do I get to experience and enjoy him, I also know what it is to hear him speak into my heart through his Holy Spirit. There is nothing more amazing in my life than some of the memories I have of him presencing himself to me, closer to me than the skin I’m in, and whispering to me his thoughts, his promises.

· I can honestly say, I trust him from the depth of my being – because, despite the tough times I’ve been through, I have experienced what a good, tender, compassionate, close God he is.

The Spirit of God begins to change you.

· People sometimes wrongly think that they have to change before they come to Christ. The opposite is true: come to Christ as you are – let him forgive you and give you life – and then you will begin to change.

· Just think about it: once you’re reconciled with God you begin to restore your relationships with everything and everyone else. 

· And once the Spirit of Christ lives in you, his character begins show in your life. Slowly, but surely.

Salvation means I will be with God forever in heaven and this can take away my fear of dying.

The fact that we’re forgiven means we can now thrive in the presence of a Holy God in heaven. If we were not forgiven we could not survive in his Holy presence. 

The fact that I have the Holy Spirit living in me lets me know, not just hope, that I’m going to heaven when I die. The Bible says that the Holy Spirit is a deposit from God guaranteeing that there is a home in heaven for us! This can give a person great confidence.

DL Moody was a man who God used a century ago to lead nearly a million people to put their faith in Christ. He used to say, ‘One day you will read in the newspaper, ‘Moody is dead.’ But you don’t believe a word. I will be more alive than I am right now.’ 

While on his death bed, he suddenly whispered: ‘Earth recedes, and heaven opens up.’ His son, Will ran over to the bed. ‘Will, if this is death it is sweet! God calls me – don’t hold me back. There is no more pain, no more valleys – only bliss.’ And he breathed his last.

I have been to many, many funerals. And the funeral of a person who knew Jesus is so very, very different to the funeral of a person who did not know him. There is a verse in the Bible that says that when someone who knows Jesus dies, that person’s fellow-Christians will grieve, but they won’t despair. No they will know that they are safe in heaven with Christ! No more pain, no more valleys, only bliss! More alive than ever before!

Let me repeat the question we’re grappling with…

· If I’m reasonably good, why do I need faith?

· In answer, firstly, we’ve seen that we’re not reasonably good at all – at least not from God’s perspective. And secondly, we need far more than faith – we need grace! 

What about you?

Some of you don’t believe a word of this stuff – maybe you’re not sure there is a God, or that if there is that he has visited this world in Jesus, or that if Jesus is real that his death on the cross accomplished salvation for people. And I respect your right to think through this yourself.

But for me, the evidence seems to overwhelmingly show that God is real. And I believe he is. The evidence seems to show that Jesus is real. And I believe he is. And I believe that in Jesus, God has accomplished the potential salvation of everyone.

I was chatting to a Muslim man who I really got on well with. He told me that what he didn’t like about Christianity is how everyone in the world is automatically forgiven by Jesus. I explained – no, everyone in the world is potentially saved but not automatically saved. Jesus opened the door to God and salvation, but still you need to choose to go in.

The best thing that ever happened to me was the day I made that decision to go through that door. 

Here’s how I responded. I had always thought I was automatically a Christian because my mom told me I was and because I had prayed to Jesus since I was a child. However, what was missing was understanding. I never understood what Jesus was really all about, what he came to do. But that day on a surf camp in East London, Roy Harley, a brilliant surfer, explained that I was a sinner in need of a Saviour, and that Jesus alone could save me. And it made sense. And my heart beat a little faster as I realized I wasn’t fine – I needed Jesus. 

Although there was some kind of war inside of me at that point, I put my hand up saying ‘Yes’. Roy explained that all the Bible instructed me to do to do be saved was to repent and believe.

Repent simply means to radically rethink your whole life, to be willing to start your life over again, to put your weapons down, to hold up the white flag of surrender, and to joyfully bow your knee before Jesus as the rightful king of the Universe and your life.

Believe simply means to be persuaded that Jesus really is God, and really is Saviour, and really is here and wanting to save you, and restore your relationship with God, and then to ask him to do it. 

So I prayed some heart-felt prayer, something like: ‘Jesus be my King. Jesus be my Saviour. I repent. I believe.’ And that’s how my journey with Christ began – through a simple prayer.

E. Invite people to respond to Christ and salvation.

About this part.  Think carefully through how you will invite responses to the Gospel in this part. Make sure that you make it very clear what you believe God is calling people to do – namely to pray, ‘Jesus be my king, be my Saviour. I repent. I believe.’ Think through how you will help people to respond. Below is my preferred method in God Sessions – to not draw public attention to their prayer, but to encourage them to share it elsewhere. However, it would be appropriate to, after people secretly and silently pray that prayer for you to say, ‘For my own encouragement, while all eyes are still closes, and you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, would you mind lifting your hand if you prayed that prayer for the first time.’ Then be sure to affirm those who put up their hands. 

Maybe some of you right now can identify with that prayer. Things make sense – and you freshly realise that you’re not fine – and you need Jesus too. The Bible says that right now, you could receive salvation if you wanted to. If that’s you – I don’t want to draw public attention to you – but I want to give you that chance to respond.

Will everyone please close their eyes? If you would like to put your trust in Jesus and invite him to be your king and saviour, and you would like to repent and believe, why not do that right now by praying a simple heart-felt prayer that goes like this: ‘Jesus be my king. Jesus be my Saviour. I repent. I believe.’ 

If you can pray that prayer, then under your breath why don’t you pray that prayer. I’ll lead you in it (note to speaker: slowly and clearly guide them to pray it) - ‘Jesus be my king. Be my Saviour. I repent. I believe.’
For those of you who prayed that prayer, I want to say, ‘well done’. That is the most important prayer a person can pray. Can I encourage you to share that with the people at your table tonight?

Maybe some of you just don’t feel ready to pray that prayer. You just feel you need more time. Thank you for your honesty. Can I encourage you to hang in there, to keep journeying with us. I really hope we can help you find what you’re looking for. 

Let me land this time, by praying, 

‘God, thank you for all those people who tonight owned up to their sinfulness and their need for Jesus. Thank you that you promise that as they trusted in you that you heard their prayer, and forgave them their sin, and came into their life by your Spirit, and that you will never let them go. God, I pray that you will start revealing yourself to these people more and more. Draw them to your Bible. Draw them to pray. Draw them into community. Draw them to your new ways of life you have for them. 

And God, I pray for those who were not ready to trust you tonight for whatever reason. I pray that you too would draw them to yourself. Help them to overcome their obstacles. Because you love them so much, don’t stop tugging on their hearts. Amen.’

