The Tough Bits: I am Responsible

(2 Cor. 5:9,10; Gal. 5:19-21; Col. 3:5-11)

We all Sin.  We must accept two unpleasant truths if we are to enjoy the salvation that God offers. Firstly, we all sin and secondly we are responsible for our sin.  Thankfully, through the grace of God, our sin need never be final or fatal, unless we want it to be.  The decision is ours. If we ask, God will always forgive our sin and give us strength through His Spirit to help us move on and grow.  He is prepared to pay the price for all our sin, but He will not accept the responsibility.  That is ours.

Accept Responsibility. Luther said ‘I can’t stop the birds flying over my head but I can stop them making a nest in my hair.’  We must accept the responsibility for our thoughts, attitudes and actions and then ask and receive the complete forgiveness that is available to us all through God’s mercy and grace.  ‘as Christianity understands it .. however created beings choose to behave, they must accept responsibility of their own actions.’ Dorothy L. Sayer   Before we can accept God’s forgiveness we must say, ‘It is my fault,’ and mean it.

Don’t Blame God.  Adam blamed God and people have been doing so ever since.  They blame God for famine when the world has food to spare.  They blame Him for pain and suffering that results from a fallen creation and for which He has provided a solution at great cost to himself.   Only as we believe that God is on our side can we admit sin and be freed.

Don’t Blame Satan.   Satan tempts us but we decide how to react to temptation.  Judas was tempted but still bore the consequences of his sin.  It is the same with us. We deliberately allow temptation to become sin.  We must honestly admit this and receive God’s ever-available pardon and help to change.

Don’t Blame Others.  We live in a blame society where people litigate rather than accept responsibility.  People who are out to find fault seldom find anything else.  ‘All blame is a waste of time. No matter how much fault you find with another, and regardless of how much you blame him, it will not change you.’ Wayne W. Dyer  It is true that others will at times treat us badly and tempt us.  What matters is how we react.  To say, ‘you made me angry or whatever’, is a lie.  We decided to react in this way and so we are responsible.  Here again we need to be honest with ourselves, and God, and then accept His pardon.

Don’t Blame Circumstances.  The first sin occurred in perfect surroundings.  It is not our circumstances that need to change but our hearts. We must learn not to wear masks or attempt to protect our ‘image’.  Paul never did. (Read Romans 7.)  ‘Be thankful for bad luck. Without it, you'd have to blame yourself.’  Franklin P. Jones  Christians aren’t to be, ‘under the circumstances’.  We are the means by which the Holy Spirit changes the circumstances.  We are to be windows of hope.
Let the Spirit Help.  The one thing for which we can take no responsibility is our salvation, it is a gift from God.  Sure we accept it, but even this is only possible with the Spirit’s help.  We need His help to acknowledge our responsibility, to accept God’s pardon and also to grow in and enjoy our newly gifted freedom and life.  Always lean on the Spirit.  Plead to be Spirit guided, Spirit filled and Spirit powered.  It really is the only way to live.  ‘Footprints’ isn’t just any story, it is our life story.

We win the race, but we have to be carried over the finish line.

Don’t give excuses or hurl blame.  Let us rather accept the responsibility for our sin honestly and then rejoice because we are forgiven. It is wonderfully releasing. The reality of our sin highlights the joy and wonder of our pardon.  There is now no guilt or condemnation.  We are free, free forever with Jesus.  

The Tough Bits: Put God First

(Matt. 7:21-23; 8:18-22; 10:37-39; 12:46-50; 13:44-46)

When it comes to the crunch what really matters to us?  What fills the core of our being?  What is it, that even if all else is lost, we know we can’t live without?  ‘We are made for God and nothing else will ever satisfy us.  We are totally possessed by, belonging to and dependent on another.’ Brennan Manning

God First (10:37-39)  We all need to give and receive love or we will shrivel and die emotionally and even physically.   The sources and recipients of our love are many and varied but, as Christians, above and through all of these, is our love of God.  This love is not just an emotion, although this is part of it.  It is a conscious and settled decision to put God first in every aspect of our lives and to willingly pay any price that this brings.  For any other person or thing to hold this first place is idolatry.
God’s Family (12:46-50)  Why do we love God this way?  It is our response to His sacrificial love for us that results in the great privilege of our being accepted into an intimate family relationship with Him.  A relationship that is, ‘more intimate than my deepest self and higher than my highest peak.’ Augustine  We are His friend, His child and His beloved.  This is our basic identity out of which we live and love others.  We are God centred or we are nothing, and a rebellious nothing.

Obey God (Matt. 7:21-23)  How do we show this love to God?  We obey Him.  "The first duty of every soul is to find not its freedom but its Master".  Peter T. Forsythe  Our basic question about every decision and act in life is, ‘will it bring God joy or sadness’?   All other considerations become secondary.  There is no halfway approach.  It is all or nothing.  We fail in this and know He forgives us, but to fail Him is still our greatest pain.

No Excuses (8:18-22)  Today, not tomorrow, is the time to begin to really live.  ‘One step forward in obedience is worth years of study about it.’ Oswald Chambers  There are a thousand reasons why we can’t take this extra step of total dedication right now, but none of them hold water.  They are excuses not reasons.  There are no valid reasons for not putting God first from this moment on. Will we show ruthless trust in God and commit to put Him first in relationships, resources, time and every other aspect of life.  It is costly but fantastic.  
Joy not Duty (13:44-46)  This is a step that fills us with awe and joy.   It means letting go of all our security blankets and safety nets (they don’t work anyway) and reaching freely and joyfully into the unknown future, trusting that God will be there to take our hand.  He will!  To be real, our trust must be ruthless in its refusal to lean on false supports.  It is both freeing and exhilarating.  Give up the plastic beads of  self for the pearl and treasure of ruthless trust in God (Matt.13:44-46).

Obey through People (25:33-40)  Putting God first usually means putting other people and their needs first.  We love and serve God by loving and serving people.  Again this is not a duty but a joyous overflow of our grateful love for God that overflows and splashes all those with whom we come in contact.  We can’t contain it anymore than we could confine Niagra falls in a bucket.  The more we handle God’s love like excited, reckless, trusting children the more it will spill everywhere and drench everyone within reach.  Don’t handle our life changing love for God carefully.  Splash it around.

Don’t be one of those sad people who tiptoe carefully through life in order to arrive at death safely.  Let us live our ruthless trust in God.  It seems dangerous but really it is incredibly and eternally safe.  Live out of Abba’s hug where His arms around us are all the security we need or want.  Let go and let God!

The Tough Bits: I am my Brother’s Keeper

(Gen. 4:8,9; Matt. 18:6,7; Gal. 6:1-10)

Trying to justify his lack of action, a man once asked Jesus, ‘Who are my neighbours?’  Jesus replied with a story and a question, ‘To whom do you act as neighbour?’ (Luke 10:25-37) To be Christian is to have a compassionate heart toward all people whether Christian or not.  We take the initiative to be Jesus to every person we meet.  People desperately need to be surprised by the power of a loving God acting through us. How do we do this?  Using two approaches each with four aspects.

Don’t harm I am sure that none of us would deliberately cause spiritual, emotional, relational or material harm to another.  Sadly, though, we can unintentionally do so through words, actions or inaction.  Our spending habits, leisure activities, lifestyle and reluctance to get involved often contributes to the pain and suffering of others.  We cannot plead ignorance or neutrality.  As Christians it is our responsibility to be informed and to actively refrain from causing harm.  We have no excuse.

Do help Refraining from evil is not enough.  God expects us to be actively involved in providing help.  As with the ‘Good Samaritan’, every hurting person is our neighbour and deserves our help. ‘Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all people you can, as long as ever you can.’  John Wesley   We are to be channels of God’s blessings, not dams.

There are four aspects to our responsibilities toward others.

.

Spiritual  We take seriously the fact that many people we know are heading for a dreadful eternity.  The love of God, to and in, us compels us to share the wonder of the free salvation He has given us. ‘The more the nature and life of Jesus is manifest in us, the more we shall pity and love those suffering from the blindness, disease and death of sin.’ William Law

Relational  As Christians we never stand aloof.  We are not trained counselors and so don’t meddle beyond our understanding but we can all listen, encourage and empathise.  We learn to be more transparent and vulnerable in our relations with others.  People will discern our genuine interest in them and realize that we value them purely for themselves.  Like God, we learn to love freely, expecting nothing in return.  We never manipulate or use people.  We empower them.  We respect their dignity as being created in the image of God

Emotional  As Christians we can never ignore the pain and suffering of those we know.  Obviously we can’t meet every need or heal every hurt but this must never be an excuse for inaction.  Both as a Church and as individuals we offer appropriate and sacrificial help and support where we can.  ‘I am spellbound by the intensity of Jesus' emotions: Not a twinge of pity, but heartbroken compassion; not a silent tear, but groans of anguish. Jesus' emotions are like a mountain river cascading with clear water.’ Walter Hansenin   We both feel and act.  Christian caring means, your pain in my heart. 

Material   Paul explains the two sides the Christian approach to material things, ’quit stealing.  Be honest and work hard, so you will have something to give to people in need.’ (Eph. 4:28) With material things, as in all aspects of our lived Christianity, we remain other centred and accept our responsibility to obey God’s repeated command to help those in need.  We don’t just share our leftover scraps.  Everything we have is God’s and is to be available for His purposes. We intentionally and willingly lower our standard of living for the benefit of others.  We give until it hurts.  ‘The true meaning of life is to plant trees, under whose shade you do not expect to sit.’  Nelson Henderson.  

People need our help.  Don’t wait to be asked for help. God didn’t!  Take the initiative. God did!  No literal portrait of Jesus exists. But the likeness of the Son who makes us free can be seen in the lives of His true followers.  Is it visible in me?   
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