Pre:

We’re going to talk about the power of God’s Amazing Grace.  

First Two readings will talk about God’s Amazing Grace to us.  The third will talk about how God’s Amazing Grace works through us to the world.  

The Power of Amazing Grace


Who’s your role model?  Who do you look up to and admire, and hope to be like?   Whose life has touched yours in such a way that you will always be grateful, because life is so much better because of the person’s influence?


Three old men were sitting on a bench in Florida when a reporter approached them.  “I wonder if you three would be willing to do an interview and tell us your secret to long life?” the reporter asked.  The three men agreed.  


The first old man said, “I never drank alcohol, I never smoked tobacco, and I have been married to the same woman for 75 years!”


“Wow, that’s really remarkable!” said the reporter. “And how old are you?”  


“I’m 95,” the man said.


The second man was then asked his secret to a long life.  “I drank on occasion, I smoked, but not often, and I dated some.”  


“And how old are you?” asked the reporter.


“I’m 90,” the old man said.


Then the reporter asked the third man about his secret to a long life.  “I dated every woman that would go out with me, I drank until I passed out and I smoked three packs of cigarettes a day.”


The reporter was even more impressed. “Wow! And how old are you?”


The man said, “35.”  (story file, 17.4.5)


It can be tough to find good role models, can’t it?  

Charles Barclay was quoted one time as saying, “I don’t want to be a role model.”  But people who are in the spotlight don’t have much choice, do they?  People will look to them for a good example of how to live life.  


But it’s not just the famous people who are influential role models.  It’s been estimated that even the most introverted person influences at least 10,000 people in a lifetime.  10,000 people.  You can guess where I’m headed with this.  YOU are a role model.  Like Charles Barclay, it doesn’t matter whether you want to be a role model or not.  You are, simply because you exist.  You live in this world, you interact with other people.   

Here’s an interesting comparison.  Max Jukes and Jonathan Edwards lived in New York at the same time.  But they were very different people.  Max did not believe in Christ nor in Christian training.  He wouldn’t take his kids to church, even when they asked to go.  He has had 1,026 descendants; 300 spent time behind bars for an average of thirteen years each; 190 were prostitutes; 680 were alcoholic.  


Jonathan Edwards was a well-known preacher.  He was committed to Christ and made sure his kids were in church with him on Sunday.  He has had 929 descendants, and of these 430 were ministers; 86 became university professors; 13 became university presidents; 75 authored good books; 7 were elected to the US Congress.  One was vice president of the United States.  


Like Jonathan Edwards, and like Max Jukes, the choices that you make influence other people. Not just your family, but others as well.  So the question is not are you a role model but what are you modeling?  


I think for a Christian, there are two basic possibilities for what we are modeling.  Either we are mirroring the culture in which we live, or we are modeling a life of grace as we follow Jesus.  


Michael Slaughter says that we live in a culture of un-grace.  That’s an interesting word.  What it suggests is that we live in an unforgiving environment.  A world that puts its value on appearance and performance.  It is a perfectionistic, judgmental world, where failure is just one slip away.  From grade school we have been taught that the shape of our body as well as our abilities figure big in terms of our value.  If we do not measure up to the expectations of others, we’re nothing.  If our behavior is less than perfect, we are on the bad list.  


When you live in a culture of un-grace, you don’t even have to have three strikes before you’re out.  You’re out from the get-go, and all of life is a scramble to find your way in.  


When you live in a culture of un-grace, it’s easy to absorb a negative attitude toward people, and pass it on.


Families are really good at that.  Mary was having a tough day and had stretched herself out on the couch to do a bit of what she thought was well-deserved complaining and self-pitying.  She moaned to her mother and brother, “Nobody loves me. . .the whole world hates me!”  Her brother, who was busy playing a game, hardly looked up at her when he said, “That’s not true, Mary.  Some people don’t even know you.”  (Illustrations unlimited, 198)  Isn’t that sweet?


There was a convict who managed to escape from prison and his escape was the lead item on the six o’clock news.  So not to be captured, he ran through fields and back roads until he finally reached his home.  When he got to the house, he rang the bell.  His wife answered the door and screamed at him, “You lousy bum!  Where have you been?  You escaped more than six hours ago!”  (internet)


In a culture of un-grace, there is no escape.  No matter how hard you try, there will always be expectations out there that will hit you upside the head when you least expect it.  The end result for most people living in a culture of un-grace, is a very low self-esteem.  I’m nothing, nobody, worthless.  And nobody cares.  And that attitude begins to direct the course of our life—and the life of those we touch.  


But listen to what God says.  Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father.   You are of more value  than many sparrows.  


The bottom line with God is this:  I love you.  You matter to me.  That is the essence of God’s culture of grace.  

God knows that we are imperfect.  Listen to the words that Paul uses to describe us in the Romans passage: we are weak, ungodly, sinners, enemies of God.  These are uncomfortable words. Words which could easily send us back down the path that says I’m good for nothing.  But here’s what Paul is trying to communicate to us: on our own, we are quite unable to live up to what God expects and wants.  But God does not set a value on us based on our performance or on our looks or on what we have accomplished.  


While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  It is God’s nature to love what God has made.  We are God’s creation, made in God’s image.  Someone once said that “God doesn’t make junk.”  It’s true.  And God loves the people God has made.  God loves you.   And here’s the proof, Paul says.  Christ died for you.  And he did it before you did anything to deserve it, before you even knew you needed it.  I believe Paul intends for us to take this very personally.  Jesus died for you.  Specifically for you.  Because God loves you.  


So, into our culture of un-grace, God pours the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We are encouraged to drink deeply, until our thirst is satisfied and we begin to see ourselves as people who are loved by God.  

Those who embrace God’s grace become God’s ambassadors in this world.  The church. The church is like an extension of heaven, an outpost or branch office.  Or maybe you could relate to it as God’s factory outlet.  Whatever image works for you, use it.  The church is a piece of God’s kingdom that is designed to bring God’s grace to our world of un-grace.


We are the people who have begun to both understand and embrace the love and grace of God.  That means it is now our job to be role models.  Not to mirror the un-grace of our world.  But to freely distribute the grace and love of God.  You are the salt of the earth, Jesus said.  The light of the world.   


That means we will treat one another, and everyone else we meet, the way God has treated us.  With grace.  We will treat them as persons whom God loves, persons for whom Christ died.  That will look very different from the un-grace of our world.  


It was Mothers’ day, and a young family was sitting down at a table in a nice restaurant.  The kids were excited because they didn’t eat out often.  As soon as the server came to take their order, young Billy jumped up on his chair and shouted, “I’ll have a hot dog and a chocolate malt.”  The mom scolded Billy, sat him back down, and then proceeded to order him sensible meal with roast beef and mashed potatoes.  When they got all the way around the table, the server turned back to Billy and said, “And you’ll have a hot dog and a chocolate malt?”


The whole family was stunned as the server walked away.  Billy said, “Hey, she thinks I’m real.”   


In a dog-eat-dog world where danger lies everywhere, the church is called to be a safe haven.  A place where someone can come and be treated as a real person.  A person who matters to us, because he or she matters to God.   


In the most recent Stargazing 101 class, I was pleased when everyone introduced himself or herself, and said how welcomed they had felt from the day they walked into Morning Star.  That makes me feel good inside, because from the beginning we have wanted to create that safe, welcoming environment where people will want to come and want to stay.  But what I said to the class, I will also now say to all of you.  It’s your job to pass that welcome on.  One of the easiest things to happen in a church is to grow inward.  We like each other, we feel a certain cozy family feeling, and we want it to stay that way.  So unconsciously we begin to put up barriers that feel like a put-off to people who come to visit.  Don’t let that happen here!  You have received the grace and love of God.  You have been given a warm sense of welcome in being here.  Pass it on.  
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