Session Five: Where to from here?
NOTE: To download mp3 of this talk, the PowerPoint, and the Tough Question handouts, visit: 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 four of the four week God Sessions journey.

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

Outline

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

B. Talk with powerpoint.
Questions to discuss after talk 

Do you tend to live liberal or legal?

Anything stopping you from putting your trust in Christ, and living loved?

Where to from here: interested in visiting on Sundays, or visiting a mid-week small group? 

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, in your preparation feel free to leave out those points you deem unnecessary. If you do make changes, make sure these changes are reflected in the corresponding PowerPoint presentation. This message needs to reach a high-point where you describe how love transforms us – and that this kind of transforming love is found in Jesus alone!

Although when I did this talk, I did not give an opportunity for people to respond to the gospel message (like I did in the previous session), you may want to give people another chance to respond.  

Let’s start with a recap.  

In the first talk we asked, ‘Is there more to life than this?’ Our answer was – yes, there is much, much more. The second talk asked, ‘Is God real, and if he is, what’s he like?’ Our answer was that he is real, and that he is more wonderful than we’d ever imagined. The third talk asked, ‘Who is Jesus, and does it matter?’ We saw that Jesus is no ordinary man, and amazingly that he is still alive as Lord of the universe. Then we asked, ‘If I’m reasonable good, why do I need faith?’ and the answer may have shocked some: ‘We’re not as good as you think – that’s why we need salvation, which is freely available if we trust in Jesus as Saviour.’  

By this time you may be asking, ‘Where to from here? Many of these answers have been greatly inspiring but you haven’t yet told me to change my life in any significant way. What do I need to change if I embrace all that you have said?’

The answer may come as a surprise. Here it is: you need to abandon your current operating system of life, and upgrade to a whole new one.
We’re going to look at a story Jesus told that helps us understand that there are three main operating systems for life, three main ways to live life – and that he came to set us free from the first two ways, and he came to introduce us to a surprising third way. 

Let’s look at the three ways we live life, according to Jesus…

1) Live liberal. 

The first operating system many live by is the way of undemanding liberalism. In Jesus’ story we find a young man who chose this way, the way of undemanding liberalism… 

11 Jesus started to tell them a story: "There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them. 13 "Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 

Here are some signs that a person has this operating system …

· They believe that everyone is free to believe and behave as they wish – but that they should never think that what they believe or how they behave is any superior to how another person believes or behaves. After all, everything is relative – what’s wrong for me may not be wrong for you. 

· They enjoy the feeling that your life is their own. They, like the son in this story, insist on being the highest authority in their life, and they don’t take well to another asserting any kind of authority over them. 

· Assuming they believe in God, they usually believe that God is all-loving, and that he happily accepts everyone as they are without demanding that they change what they believe, or change how they behave. In other words ‘God loves, but he doesn’t judge’.

Liberals usually shy away from Christianity because of its claim that God, being creator, is also the rightful authority of our lives. Listen to these two quotes of liberals: 1) Scott Peck wrote of a woman named Charlene in counselling who said about Christianity: ‘There’s no room for me in that. That would be my death! I don’t want to live for God. I will not. I want to live for my own sake.’ 2) I remember speaking to a man who was asking me questions about the church. I asked him, ‘Are you a Christian?’ He ummed and ahhed, and then said, ‘I don’t believe that we should believe something just because our parents believe it. My parents are Christians, but why should I be one? I am getting married soon – and I have thought about approaching a pastor to marry us, but have decided not to – who are they to tell me what to do with my life? I’m a free-thinker.’

Usually liberals are drawn to forms of spirituality that do not emphasise morality, nor God’s authority. I think of Rhonda Byrne’s bestselling book ‘The Secret’ which basically tells us how to have whatever we want – and no where in the book even challenges us to evaluate if we should want what we want. And then there is Deepak Chopra’s book ‘How to know God’ which reminds us that since we ourselves are manifestations of God that the way to know God is to know ourselves. It’s a spirituality with ourselves – not God - at the centre.

Now, I have to admit that there is something attractive about liberalism – I get to be the God of my own life, and I get to do what I want when I want – ready to shake off any sense of guilt or shame, since wrong and right is all relative. It sounds like pure freedom - but is it? 

But Jesus, in his story, wanted us to know that undemanding liberalism isn’t all it promises to be … 

14 After the son had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16 He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.

There are five flaws I’d like to highlight about undemanding liberalism …

Flaw one: It promises much but delivers little. The liberal son experiences great exhilaration at first, but then great emptiness later. Liberalism rejects restraint. It assumes that the restraining ethics and morality present in the teachings of Jesus and the Bible are arbitrary and antiquated – all they will do is limit our freedom and our joy. But what if the exact opposite is true? What if God, in his kindness provided us with the necessary wisdom we needed to avoid that which would ultimately damage us? What if the morality and ethics in the Bible are much like the railway tracks that a train runs on – after all, when is a train more free – when it is on the rails, or off the rails? In Jesus’ story we see the young son doing what he wanted with whom he wanted when he wanted – and he gets seriously damaged in the process.
Flaw two: Liberalism is a leap of faith. People speak of it as a fully proven philosophy of life. But liberalism is based on a leap of faith that says, ‘God doesn’t care what we think about him, and he doesn’t care what we believe, and how we behave, and he will not hold us to account.’ But, may I ask, what caused you to make that leap of faith? What if, as the Bible teaches the opposite is true – that God does care what we think about him, that he does care how we live, and that he will hold us to account?

Flaw three: Few people really believe in relativism even if they say they do. Many liberals are relativists, saying, ‘I don’t believe in objective wrong and right – it’s all relative to one’s situation and culture’. Tim Keller, pastor of one of the biggest churches in New York tells how when he encounters someone who says something like this, he simply asks them, ‘Is there anyone in the world right now doing things you believe they should stop doing – even though they might not believe what they’re doing is wrong?’ And always people answer, ‘Yes’. Then he replies, ‘Doesn’t this mean that you really do believe there is some kind of unchanging moral reality that is there, and that is not defined by us, that must be abided by regardless of what a person thinks or feels?’ And he says they’re always stumped – and simply remain silent. 

Flaw four: Freedom is an illusion. Liberals prize their sense of freedom, their ability to live for whatever they want to live for. But, we all by nature live for something – whether we realize it or not. We all find our centre, and our identity in something. If we reject God as the centre, as the place where we find our identity – then we inevitably look elsewhere – whether it is in our career, our partner, our kids, pleasure, our cause, approval, or accomplishment. All of us – we all live for something. And the moment we live for something, that thing or person becomes the lord in our lives. So the thought that we’re totally free is an illusion - we’re all controlled by whatever we’re living for. Even if we’re living for our independence, then we’re controlled by our need for independence. For the son in Jesus’ story, he may have thought to himself he was free from being controlled by his father, but in fact he was now controlled by his pursuit of pleasure, and by his friends approval.

Flaw five: God is more loving than the liberal imagined. The liberal usually believes that God is loving. God is ready to embrace and bless us no matter how we behave or believe. But notice that this kind of love costs the God of the liberal nothing. Notice however that the God of the Bible is far more loving than the God of the liberal. The God of the Bible does notice our sinfulness, and in his choice to embrace and bless us is willing to die on the cross on our behalf to deal with our sinfulness. That is real love. The love of the liberal’s God costs him nothing. But the love of the Bible’s God costs him everything! We’re more loved than the liberal ever imagined.

What’s the catch? Answer: Jesus is calling you to abandon the operating system of liberalism, and self-autonomy, and relativism. It is a flawed system – abandon it entirely. 
But there is another operating system that Jesus invites us to abandon in his story. After telling us how the younger son returned home with his tail between his legs, only to be surprised by his father’s incredibly gracious response – he throws a party for the return of his son, he tells us about the second son …

25 "Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. 27 'Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.' 28 "The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29 But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!'

2) Live legal.

The older son epitomizes the second operating system many live by: the way of deserving legalism. 

The way to understand a deserving legalist is to compare him / her with an undemanding liberal. If the liberal avoids restraint, the legalist embraces it. If the liberal feels free to break the rules, the legalist insists that the rules must be lived by. If the liberal believes that God is undemanding, the legalist believes that God makes demands. If the liberal believes that God will bless us no matter what we believe do, the legalist believes that God’s love and blessing – whether it be favour in this life, some kind of salvation, or entrance into heaven – must be earned through moral effort. 

The older brother epitomizes the legalist. He slaves for the father, obeying every command, expecting the father’s favour and blessing and love as a reward for his labours. It is as if he has a simple transactional mentality toward his father – ‘I obey you, and then you love and accept and bless me’. 

Now you might think that there are less legalists than liberals in the world, but the truth is that there are more! We must remember that most of the world is part of religions – and the almost-universal religious assumption is that God makes demands – and that if we fail to respond to those demands then we forfeit salvation. The way to salvation is through moral effort. 

Let me give you examples of how religion re-inforces this tendency to relate to God in a transactional way: ‘I obey you – and you bless and love and accept me.’ As a little boy I believed that if I forgot to say my bed-time prayers or failed to go to church on Easter that God frowned upon me, and something bad would happen to my family. An orthodox Jew believes that if he obeys the 613 commands of the Torah that he will secure God’s approval. A Buddhist seeks to live by the rigorous disciplines and attitudes prescribed by the eightfold noble path. A Muslim lives by the five pillars in the hope that Allah will accept them into heaven. A Hindu visits the temple, and offers sacrifices to his god, so us to undo the bad karma that has accumulated through his sins, and to deserve a better turn of events financially, as well as a better reincarnation.
There are also non-religious legalists – lets call them moralists – who feel that an obedience to certain ethics and values will guarantee God’s acceptance of them when they die. A popular view is that as long as one’s good deeds outweigh ones bad deeds that God will allow them into heaven. The moralist makes sure that they live a good life so as too safeguard their acceptance by God, and to guarantee their entrance into heaven. 

But there are three flaws with the thinking behind trying to earn salvation through moral or religious effort: 

Flaw one: The very attempt to earn God’s acceptance will deepen the root of self-centredness in our lives. Let me explain. Let’s imagine a religion where we are to obey fifty rules on a weekly basis to earn God’s approval. Imagine if at the end of the week we get fifty out of fifty we will be filled with self-righteousness. We would be able to congratulate ourselves for our amazing performance reminding ourselves that we, of all people, deserve God’s approval. When we look at other people who scored only twenty or thirty we will inevitable feel a sense of superiority – looking down on them in some kind of judgment. Imagine the next week however something goes wrong and we score ten out of fifty. We’d be full of self-condemnation, beating up on ourselves, reminding ourselves that we can do better, than we must do better. And now when we look at other people who scored forty or fifty – perhaps the same people we looked down on the week before, we will probably hide our failure from them, and project a sense of moral success nonetheless. I suppose we could call that hypocrisy. In Jesus’ story  the older brother felt deserving of his father’s love – and he looked down on his prostitute-visiting brother who clearly didn’t deserve the father’s love. The point is this – the very attempt to earn God’s acceptance only deepens a self-preoccupation and self-centredness in our lives. Legalism may be able to generate an external transformation of behaviour, but at a heart-level, at a motivation-level, it is powerless to change us.

Flaw two: Legalism is a highly effective way to hide from God. That was Jesus’ point in this story – the younger son was clearly far from the father, but the older son appeared to be very close to the father, because he was so busy obeying the father’s orders. But it turns out that the older brother had no relationship with the father. When he does speak to the father it becomes clear that he was more concerned with impressing his father, or even controlling his father, than actually having a relationship with the father. Jesus was letting us know that it is not just those who reject God’s authority that are far from God, but those who seem to embrace his authority – but for the wrong reasons. 

Flaw three: God is more holy than the legalist imagined. The religious legalist may look like he has a high respect for God devoting his life to doing the right thing, but the very belief that God is impressed by his deeds, and feels compelled to accept him because of his deeds shows that he has a very low view of God. The God of the Bible is a holy God who sees beyond our external obedience to the heart motivations behind them. And his holiness is far too great to let him be compelled to reward us with salvation and heaven because of our deeds. The God of the Bible is far more holy than the god of the legalist. The Bible says that, in contrast to God’s holiness, we’re more sinful than the legalist ever realized! We cannot save ourselves from our own self-centredness and sinfulness.
What’s the catch? Answer: Jesus is calling you to abandon the operating system of legalism and moralism and religion as an attempt to try earn God’s acceptance and salvation. The whole operating system is based on faulty assumptions and is doomed to disappoint you. 

But if we abandon both living liberal and living legal, what other approach to life is there? 

3) Live loved. 

The operating system Jesus brought to this world is the way of undeserved love. This is the third operating system. Let’s go back to his story to hear about it. Listen to how Jesus tells what happened when the younger son returned home …

17 "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired servants have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired servants.' 20 So he got up and went to his father.

Notice that he felt he would have to earn his way back to the father. He was abandoning the operating system of the liberal, and was about to upload the operating system of the legalist. But it turned out that the father had a whole different gift…

       "But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.

   22 … the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.

The gift of the father is undeserved love. That is the operating system that God provides. And what a surprise it is to both the liberal and the legalist …

It turns out that the bad deeds of the liberal don’t disqualify them for this gift. And it turns out the good deeds of the legalist don’t qualify them for this gift. It is sheer gift. Totally undeserved! The Bible’s word for this undeserved love is ‘grace’ – which means ‘gift’. 

Let me tell you an experience I once had: This girl I knew was seriously searching for truth and for God. But she wasn’t sure if Jesus was the way for her. One day she was saying, ‘Jesus show me you’re real.’ She then had a vision while awake. She saw a cliff face – at the top of the cliff face was a heart – and she immediately knew that God was at the top. She was separated from him – and she desperately wanted to be with him. So she started to climb and climb and climb – but she just couldn’t climb the cliff-face. She kept slipping at a certain point. She was about to give up, when from the cliff-face she looked down and noticed a trampoline at the bottom. She then jumped off the cliff-face and bounced off the trampoline to God. Then the vision ended. She asked me what it meant. As I thought about it, some verses jumped into my mind and it suddenly made sense: ‘There is a separation between God and you – and you can’t earn or work your way to him through your moral or religious deeds – but he has made a way: Jesus who died on the cross for your sins is the trampoline – if you will stop trying to earn his acceptance and just fully trust in Jesus and the salvation that comes to you freely by the cross – God will bring you to himself.’
Said another way, Legalism and religion are our attempts to get to God, but Christ is God’s attempt to get to us because we can’t get to him! 
Let me bring God Sessions to a close by telling you where to from here: you are invited – no urged! – to abandon the operating systems of undemanding liberalism and deserving legalism – and to upgrade to the operating system of undeserved love. Let me tell you, according to the Bible, how to upgrade to undeserved love …
First, take the jump onto God’s grace. Like Bono of U2, let go of the cliff-face of trying to earn God’s love and salvation, and take the jump onto the trampoline of God’s grace. No one can do this for you. Only you can trust in Jesus, and his life, and his death, and his resurrection. Christ is the trampoline.

Second, embrace your new identity as a loved one. Romans 5:8 says, ‘While you were still a sinner, God demonstrated how much he loved you by dying for you.’ So he loves you, but this does not mean you have responded to his love, and received it. The receiving of God’s undeserved love is what the Bible calls salvation. And salvation makes us a new person, a child of God. 1 John 3:1 says, ‘How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!’ Once you see yourself like God sees you, forgiven and loved it is remarkable how your whole approach to live changes. 

Third, love God back. 1 John 4:10,19 says, ‘This is love: not that we first loved God, but that he first loved us by sending his Son to die for our sins … We love because he first loved us.’ Once we receive God’s love an amazing thing happens – our hard hearts begin to melt in the sunlight of his love, and we find ourselves loving him back. Much like the prince whose kiss bring the princess to life and to love, so the experience of the kiss of grace awakens us to God, and to a love for God. 

One of the best ways to love someone is to get to know all you can about them – what they’re like, what they think, what brings them joy, what makes them sad. Going out with Julie, I cherished her love letters – they let me in on her world. I would pore over them, making sure I missed nothing. Similarly, we get to know God better in the Bible, which in some ways, serves a giant love letter. It is a window into what God is like, what he thinks, what brings him joy and sadness. That’s why the Bible plays such a central role in the life of a Christian. 

Fourth, let God’s love for you and your love for him transform your life. 

As you love God and become persuaded that he loves you, you will naturally begin to trust him. And as you trust him, you will naturally begin to obey him, because you know he is looking out for your best. 

Let me make this point from a different angle. We obey God not because of fear, but because of love. Although the deserving legalist would say, ‘I obey you, and then you love and accept and bless me’. The legalist is motivated primarily by fear. The one who, like the son in this story, receives undeserved love, says, ‘You love and accept and bless me – now I want to obey you!’ There is no fear here. It is replaced rather with the song of grace!  And the song of grace in our hearts has the power to change our lives for the good like nothing else.

Let me make this point from yet another angle. All relationships change us in some way. When I started dating Julie I began to do things I never used to (e.g. spending lots of money on my phone bill, organizing my days around her etc) and I stopped doing things I used to do (e.g. hanging with my buddies every single night, getting to know as many girls as I could at a party etc). All because my relationship with Julie mattered so much to me. How much more does love for God, our Creator change us? Naturally, we begin to do those things that strengthen our relationship to him, and avoid those things that undermine it. All because our relationship matters so much to us.

Love transforms us! Listen to how these song words of a popular song make this point:  

Oh, I would take the stars out of the sky for you

stop the rain from falling if you ask me to

I’d do anything for you, your wish is my command

I could move a mountain when your hand is in my hand

Oh, words can not express how much you mean to me

there must be some other way to make you see

If it takes my heart and soul, you know I’ll pay the price

Everything that I possess I’d gladly sacrifice

Now that you have the best of me, come and take the rest of me. 

God’s love for us, and our love for him, transforms our lives. We change not because we have to, but because we want to. 

Fifth, find and join a community of love. Once a person receives God’s love there is such a deep shift that happens. Jesus created the first church – a community of disciples – and said to them, ‘A new command I give you: As I have loved you, so love one another. By this will people know that you’re my disciples: love one another.’ In the same way a piece of coal loses its heat and fire if it is in isolation, so a Christian loses their heat and fire when alone. But alternatively, in the same way a coal reignites – and both receives and gives heat and fire when combined with other coals, so a Christian gives and receives spiritual heat and passion. 

Just a warning: there are three kinds of churches. There are some churches that are liberal – for whatever reason they have lost their confidence in the Bible, and now teach only that God is love – and that you are free to do whatever you want. Stay away from them. Then there are churches that legalistic. They seem to teach only that God is holy – and they make Christianity feel like a straightjacket of rules. Stay away from too. Then there are churches that help people to be transformed by God’s love. Go to these ones. 

On this note of finding and joining a spiritual community: we as a church would love to be there for you in the next part of your journey. We invite you to 1) come along on Sundays (tell people a little about these) or 2) come along to small groups (tell people a little about these) or 3) come along to … (perhaps you have a course or ministry that is ideally suited to help people in the early stages of their faith – if so, tell people about it). 

Finally, we come to the end of God Sessions. It is the end of this part of the journey, but our hope is that it serves as a catalyst to go deeper still. And though God Sessions come to and end, we hope that our new relationships carry on. Thank you for doing the journey – you have honoured us with your presence and participation! 

