Spiritual Checks You Can Take To The Bank

#1 - The Certainty of God’s Grace

1 Timothy 1:12-17
INTRODUCTION
If you’ve ever had one of these experiences, you know how it feels…
- when your new car breaks down in less than a month?

- when you fly to Florida, and your luggage flies to Chicago?

- when someone gives you a check, and it bounces?

- when the person you voted for reneges on their campaign promises?

How do you feel? Upset, frustrated, betrayed, disappointed. What happens inside of you if this happens to you alot? You become cynical, lose faith in people, don’t trust others easily.

Unfortunately, I think that alot of us have been disappointed too often by products and people and have become cynical - to the point that not only do we fear disappointment, we expect it. As a result, many of us have learned not to trust -- not to trust our neighbors, our government, our schools, institutions, etc. 
Unfortunately, a further result is that many people have become very cynical about GOD / spiritual things. They’re afraid to place their trust in the church and the Bible because they’re don’t want to be disappointed again -- so they stay away / keep them at arm’s length.

This affects us as Christians as well. Knowing that people are watching us, and judging Christ by what they see in us, many of us as Christians have become fearful of saying or doing anything for God in case we mess up and turn someone off. We’ve lost confidence in ourselves, and at times, even in spiritual truths.

Sometimes, in this cynical age, you might wonder if there is really anything you can count on – any truth worth living for, or even dying for.

Paul knew that everyone needs a few sure foundations to build our lives on in uncertain times. He was so concerned about it that he wrote several letters to two young church leaders, Timothy and Titus, to help them know what they could hold onto when things got rough.
Five times in these letters, Paul used a phrase that set a specific principle or truth apart from the rest. “This is a TRUSTWORTHY saying...” By using this phrase, Paul declared to his readers: "what I have just said, or am about to say is an important truth; it is a principle you can count on."

In these five statements, Paul gave us FOUR TRUTHS that we can count on -- "Four Spiritual Checks That We Can Take To The Bank" knowing that they are not going to bounce.

This morning, and for the next 3 weeks, we are going to look closely at these four truths -- seeking to find some foundational principles that we can build our lives upon as Christians.

The first foundational truth that Paul shared with these two leaders was “THE CERTAINTY OF GOD’S GRACE.” This truth was so important that Paul emphasized it in two places. And if we are going to progress in our lives as Christians, and have anything to offer to our neighbors and families, we have to begin with a proper understanding of God’s Grace. In order for this to happen, we must...

I. UNDERSTAND WHAT WE WERE BEFORE CHRIST.

You’ve already heard what Paul said to his protégé Timothy.  Let me read a few things that he said to another young Christian, Titus:

In Titus 3:3, Paul left no room for misunderstanding in regards to our condition before receiving God’s grace.  “At one time, we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.”

Paul didn’t mince words, did he? He was very direct in describing what all of us were (or are) before Christ. 

Why was Paul so direct and so negative? He understood that we have an inner tendency to deny or diminish our own sinfulness, by comparing it to others around us. We look at murderers, thieves, abusers, addicts, and the like, and we think “I’m not like them. I can’t be as bad as they are.” That leads to the next thought: "How can God treat me the same as those people? I’m basically a good person, aren’t I?"
That’s where the problem begins. When we do that, we begin (at least in our own minds) to lessen our need for God’s grace -- tell ourselves we deserved it.

 (ILLUS.) – A guy had lived for years with the idea that his good works would be more than enough to get him into heaven. He went to church – sure – but he wasn’t religious about it. He just tried to be a “good person,” without going overboard. One night, he had a dream (more of a nightmare) in which he pictured that he was standing right behind Mother Teresa at the time of judgment. This church member was horrified as this saintly nun took her place before God, and the Lord said: “Teresa, I was really expecting a lot more out of you.”

We simply don’t seem to understand just how toxic sin is.  Just to get a picture, there is a lot of controversy about just exactly what is the world’s most toxic poison, but one of the leading contenders is dioxin. Dioxin is 60-thousand times more lethal than cyanide. Dioxin is so powerful that it would take only one microgram – that’s 1/1000th of a gram, to kill a human being.  How small is a microgram? Well, a typical paper clip is one gram.  So, the weight of one paperclip of dioxin could kill 1000 people.

If you put 1 microgram of dioxin in a glass of water you couldn’t see it. You couldn’t smell it. You probably couldn’t taste it.  Hey, it’s only a microgram! Would you drink it?  Of course not.

Well, as toxic as dioxin is to the body, sin is infinitely more toxic the soul.  Any sin is enough to destroy a soul and condemn it to eternal death.  No matter how much good you mix in, you cannot undo sin’s toxic effects.  It’s as simple as that.

I’ve noticed a tendency in those who are closest to the Lord. Some of the people whom I respect the most are those who humbly speak of who they were before God forgave them. And, by the way, they also are the ones who continue to recognize their deep need for God’s help to remain faithful.

That leads us to the next step.

II. UNDERSTAND WHAT GOD DID FOR US.

Notice Paul’s words In Titus 3:4:  “But (isn’t that a beautiful word?)... But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.” Add to that 1 Timothy 1:14 -- “The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” This was immediately followed up by v.15 --  “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners -- of whom I am the worst.”

While we were still in that helpless condition, God the Father sent His own Son, Jesus Christ into the world -- with one purpose: to save sinners. Knowing that we could do nothing to save ourselves, Jesus took the initiative, and he died to pay the penalty for our sin -- because of His mercy and his love.

For those of you who’ve heard this before, please forgive the repetition, but I simply don’t know a better way to illustrate this truth.

Imagine that you have a bank account. But this bank account is not filled with money. In this account is stored the sum total of your life. Everything you’ve ever done wrong is here. Every lie. Every selfish act. Every lustful thought. Every moment of greed, or laziness. All those things that you did that you hope no one will ever find out about – it’s all there, and it’s all spelled out in the ledger book, shameful act after shameful act.
And when you go to stand before God at the judgment day, the Devil holds up the book in all of its misery and says, “See this? He’s mine. She’s mine. Only holiness can enter your heaven. I claim this one for my own.”

And Jesus is there, standing beside you, and he says, “Let me see that for a moment.”  Reluctantly the devil hands it over.  Jesus takes a pen, a pen with ink as red as blood, and says draws a line across the bottom of the page. And then he writes your name, and these words, “Transferred from the account of Jeffrey Hayes Wildrick (or your name, if you are a follower of Jesus), to the account of Jesus Christ, the sum total of his sin, guilt, and shame.”

And just like that, every page of the book goes blank. What was covered with filth is clean as newly fallen snow. 

And on Jesus face at that moment there is a flash of infinite pain, mingled with love, because all of those mistakes and even those willfully cruel and sinful acts from your life have just been transferred to him, adding to the agony of the cross.
But that’s not the end of it.  Because next, Jesus takes a golden pen and writes another sentence in your life-book.  “Transferred from the account of Jesus, son of God, to the account of (and he writes your name), the sum total of the righteousness of Christ.”

So not only does God take away you sin, but as you stand at the judgment you stand there credited with all of the holiness of Jesus.

That’s what God’s grace is all about -- that through Jesus Christ, we can avoid what we did deserve (death), so that we might receive something we don’t deserve (forgiveness and eternal life). As Christ’s followers, it is imperative that we truly understand what God has done for us -- foundation of our faith. We must be convinced in our heart that God did what we could not do ourselves, to make it possible for us to enjoy a relationship with Him -- both now and for eternity. Why? Because He loved us.

III. UNDERSTAND WHAT GOD DESIRES FROM US.

What is an appropriate / expected response to God’s Grace?

1) EXPERIENCE His Grace.

- Paul was writing this letter to a person / people who were already Christians; they had already received and accepted God’s love. That is the first and most essential step.

The truth is that we stand in a similar position before God. Through Christ, He offers us forgiveness and pardon from sin, but it is only effective as we accept it and make it our own / experience His grace personally in our lives.

No one is born a Christian!  You may be born to Christian parents, but every one of us must make the decision on our own to say “Yes” to Jesus and accept the forgiveness he freely offers.

2) EXTEND God’s Grace To Others By Becoming A Grace-Giver.

Once Paul had received God’s grace, he immediately saw the importance of extending that grace to others. 1 Timothy 1:16 “For that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience█ as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.”

How do you become a grace-giver?

-- By talking openly about how God has forgiven you & changed you.

-- By living in accordance with God’s will and desires.

-- By treating others with grace & mercy, not judgment & hostility. Quite often as Christians, we start to see things in black & white -- "this is right and this is wrong. If you do what is right, I like you. If you do what is wrong, I condemn you."

That’s what it means to be a grace-giver -- seeing a person not as everyone else sees them, but as God sees them. And to do so with a heart that remembers and appreciates what God has done for us, being willing to pass that grace on to others.

4) EXPRESS APPRECIATION For God’s Grace Through Worship.

Notice Paul’s closing word: 1 Timothy 1:17 “Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.”
For Paul, it was a spontaneous expression of appreciation for God’s grace to bow down and give honor and glory to God. And if we truly understand God’s grace, it should be our response as well.

Just how great is God’s grace?

Perhaps this brief video will help you put it into perspective.

Show “THIS HAND”

APPLICATION.

Many of us have faced moments of doubt and disillusionment that have caused us to question our faith -- in fact, I expect that some of you are facing one of those moments right now. It is during those moments of uncertainty that we need to hold onto something that is firm and unchanging. 

Paul has given us the first of four spiritual truths (four spiritual checks) that we can count on -- The Certainty of God’s Grace. 

Will you join me now as we sing that greatest of hymns – and offer it as our prayer to God for his Amazing Grace…
