CLOSING REMARKS (gospel) - for Outreach Luncheon

Thanks Chris for sharing with us today.  I think we were all encouraged to hear your comments on dealing with stress. It is easy these days to fall into dealing with stress in non-productive ways. It is hard not to notice examples of people who try to anesthetize their stress through drugs, alcohol, or even physical escape. Or how we inappropriately react to stress by blowing up over minor issues, or take out our issues on those around us. 

But I particularly appreciate your reference to the spiritual dimension of stress. Many people wonder why the world is the way it is. Our struggles pose two key questions: Why is there so much difficulty in life? And are there resources beyond ourselves that can enable us to live above our circumstances?
The ancient wisdom literature that we call the Bible explains that there are three main reasons we are so stressed. And they are all related to our free will. God has given us freedom of choice, but along with the privilege goes the responsibility of living with the consequences our choices. Much of the stress we feel is the result of our own choices. 

Second, our willfulness leads us to want to control everything. And wanting control is definitely an illusion that leads to stress. Third, because others have freedom, we sometimes suffer from their choices as well.

Frankly, these three reasons are merely symptoms of a greater problem that must be dealt with before we can experience the life of peace and freedom that God intended. That is the problem of a broken relationship with God. There is a greater power for living, but not many realize the barrier that prevents them from experiencing that power.

We find that many, because of past negative experiences with religion or hypocritical religious types, are asking whether faith and God really are a relevant or necessary part of life in Y2K and beyond. At the same time people are wondering what life is all about. In all the busyness and challenge of life for many there still seems to be an emptiness at the core which they don’t know how to fill.  

Well, the French philosopher, Pascal explained it this way:  there is a God shaped vacuum in the heart of every man which cannot be filled by any created thing, but only by God the creator made known thru Jesus Christ.”

These luncheons are for those who may be asking the important questions and perhaps wondering if there are any relevant answers to be found, not in religion, but in what we might call a personal relationship with God. Let me close by briefly explaining what the Bible says about knowing God personally.

According to the Bible the first thing we must understand is that God loves us and wants to have this relationship with us. However, there is a problem on our part. 

The bible says there is a barrier to experiencing that relationship with God. Broken relationships, anger, stress, the emptiness and lack of peace; all those things are symptoms of a problem in every person’s life. Now the theological word for this problem is sin, but sin is more than just anger, unforgiveness, stealing, lying etc.  Sin is basically the result of an attitude of wanting our way rather than God's way. We have chosen to go astray from God and His will for us, and the problems in our lives are a direct result of that choice.

And the bible says ALL have sinned and fallen short of God's standard of holiness.  Because God respects our free will, the consequence of sin is that men and women everywhere are separated from God. In his letter to the Romans Paul writes, "the wages of sin is death." meaning spiritual death or separation from God. 

But the Bible also says that God, because of His great love, provided us a way to escape the penalty for sin and experience a personal relationship with Him. 2000 years ago He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to bear the penalty for our sin on a Roman cross.

However, as familiar as we are with that idea it raises an important question:  why did Jesus have to die for our sins? Why couldn’t God just forgive?!!  Well, the concept of forgiveness includes the idea that someone must bear the loss or pay the penalty. If you get caught running a stoplight you pay a fine. Pointing out that you usually stop at red lights won’t reduce the fine! 

Because of God's justice, our breaking his commandments means the penalty of spiritual death must be paid. We haven’t just broken one law; but violate his will continually. Suppose we could video-tape a year’s worth of your thots and your secret life:  what you thot of that secretary; your boss; your spouse; the words you thot when your friend disappointed you, what you did or said behind the back of someone…) THEN WE PLAY IT FOR FAMILY AND FRIENDS! Would there be a “penalty”?!

Well, God sees that video of your thoughts and secret life every day. Jesus said that we will have to give an account for every idle word! You see, God’s standard of performance is His holiness, His purity, His love. And not one of us can possibly measure up.

So WHAT IS THE ANSWER? The Bible says, "It is by grace that we are saved, and that not of ourselves, it is the gift of God, not as a result of works that no one should boast."

NOTICE that no amount of good works can pay the penalty. The penalty for sin is not good works. The penalty is spiritual death! Your good works can't OUTWEIGH your bad works. They can’t offset them. 

The only solution has been provided by the Son of God, who became a man, Jesus Christ, and bore the full weight of the Father's judgment at the cross.  It is as if the Judge has stepped off the bench and offered to pay the immeasurable fine that you and I owe.

What remains is for you and me is to decide if we are willing to receive the gift that God offers through Jesus Christ. Jesus put it this way:  Behold I stand at the door and knock:  if anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine with him and he with me."  The door is our heart. And this is a word picture of responding to Christ and inviting Him to come into our lives.

Beginning that relationship depends on a simple transaction of faith, or reliance on God. It means acknowledging your sinfulness and saying to Jesus Christ that you want to accept and trust in His sacrifice on the cross for you and open the door to your heart to invite him into your life to forgive your sins and make you the person he wants you to be. It is agreeing that you can’t earn it, you can only accept it as a gift.

In a group this size some of you are thinking this really makes sense, how can I invite Christ into my life? Well, God knows your heart and is not concerned with your words but the attitude of your heart. You can receive this gift by simply telling Christ that you want to accept His offer of eternal life and invite him in.

In a moment I will say a simple prayer. If you want to invite Christ into your life you can do so right now, silently  in the quietness of your heart. You don’t have to bow your head or close your eyes. Just talk to God in the quietness of your heart. You can say something like this:  “Lord Jesus I need you. Thank you for dying on the cross for my sins. I invite you to come into my life, forgive my sins and make me the person you want me to be.”
