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A new tide is emerging in the church. People are getting serious about God and the chasm between the uninitiated, the newborn and the faithful are growing every day.

What are we trying to do as a church theologically?  What are our goals?  What is the goal of every sermon, gathering, meeting, retreat and event?

Our overriding goal is to encounter God.

Our theological goal is to move us from self-centeredness to God-centeredness.

Transformation of the Seeker-Sensitive movement - Bill Hybels of Willow Creek Church in the suburbs of Chicago the leader of the Seeker-Sensitive movement changes course from an internal study called Reveal.

Hybels says the largest gap exists not between seekers and believers, but between less mature Christians and "Christ-centered" Christians. The less mature, he says, believe that "God is for me, my plans, and my agenda in this world." But the truly Christ-centered have given up their lives and dreams in complete surrender to him. "A big honkin' thing has to happen for a Christian to move from self-centered to Christ-centered."

He calls this the church's biggest challenge.
Martin Luther

A religion that gives nothing, costs nothing, and suffers nothing, is worth nothing.

Asian Access (or A2), a Christian missions agency in South Asia, listed a series of questions that church planters must ask new believers who are considering baptism. (Due to safety concerns, Asian Access does not mention the country's name.) The country is predominantly Hindu, but over the past few decades Christianity has grown in popularity—especially among poor and tribal peoples. These are the seven questions asked to help determine a new convert's readiness to follow Christ:

1. Are you willing to leave home and lose the blessing of your father?

2. Are you willing to lose your job?

3. Are you willing to go to the village and those who persecute you, forgive them, and share the love of Christ with them?

4. Are you willing to give an offering to the Lord?

5. Are you willing to be beaten rather than deny your faith?

6. Are you willing to go to prison?

7. Are you willing to die for Jesus?

If the new convert answers yes to all of these questions, then A2 leaders invite that person to sign on the bottom of the paper that of their own free will they have decided to follow Jesus. But here's the risk: if a new convert signs the paper and is caught by the government, he or she will spend three years behind bars. The one who did the evangelizing faces six years in prison.

At some point we must go from being about me to being about Him.

From Me-ists to Deists. 

Even our prayers are for ourselves.  Lord, what is your will for my life?

Spiritual gifts are for ourselves – meant to be used for the Body.

We are living in a difficult time with so many things competing for our attention.  

How do we move from a self-centered reality to a God-centered focus?
How do we move towards Jesus’ heart?

Matthew 20:26-28

It is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave; just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.
Must start with a theological vision.

Pursuing the Radical Middle.  This week I will be talking about the Law and Gospel and next week I will be talking about the Word and Spirit
Rediscovering the gospel

The gospel is not a set of general doctrinal truths, but about how we have been rescued from a peril. The very word “gospel” has as its background a news report about some life altering event that has already happened.  The gospel, then, is good news, not good advice.  It is not a way of life or something we do, but rather something that has been done for us and that we must respond to.

Two errors

The ancient church father Tertullian was reputed to have said, 
Just as Jesus was crucified between two thieves, so the gospel is ever crucified between these two errors. 
What are these errors? The popular terms for them are religion and irreligion; the theological terms are legalism and antinomianism.  Another way to describe them could be moralism and relativism/pragmatism.

These two errors constantly to steal the gospel and the power of the gospel away from us. 
Legalism says that you have to live a holy, good life in order to be saved.

Antinomianism says that because you are saved you don’t have to live a holy, good life.

“Truth” without grace is not really truth, however, and “grace” without truth is not really grace. Jesus was full of grace and truth (cf. John 1:14). 

Any religion or philosophy of life that de‑emphasizes or loses one or the other of these truths falls into legalism or into license. 

Legalism - a theology that mixes faith and works and is not clear on justification.
License (Antinomianism) - an attitude that is afraid to ever say, “you ought” and refrains from insistence that God’s law must be obeyed. 

The challenge is to be vigilant in both directions at once. 

Tim Keller

I am more sinful and flawed than I ever dared believe followed by I am more accepted and loved than I ever dared hope.
Christians typically think there are two ways to respond to God: follow Him and do His will, or reject Him and do your own thing. 
Ultimately that is true, but there are also two ways to reject God that must be distinguished from one another.  You can reject God by rejecting His law and living any way you see fit.  

However, you can also reject God by embracing and obeying God’s law so as to earn your salvation. 
The problem is that people in this last group—who reject the gospel in favor of moralism—look as if they are trying to do God’s will.  

Consequently, there are not only two ways to respond to God, but three: irreligion, religion, and the gospel.

1. Irreligion is avoiding God as Lord and Savior by ignoring Him altogether.

2. Religion or moralism is avoiding God as Lord and Savior by developing a moral righteousness and then presenting it to God so that He “owes” you. 

3. The gospel, however, is not developing a righteousness that we give God so that He owes us; it is God developing and giving us a righteousness through Jesus Christ.

1 Corinthians 1:30
But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption

2 Corinthians 5:21

He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.
Example: When God saves Israel from slavery in Egypt, He first leads them out and then gives them the law to obey. Law - obedience is the result of their deliverance and election, not the cause of it (Exodus 19:4-5; Deut. 7:6-9.)

***God gave the Law but also gave them the tabernacle.  They will break the law so they will need atonement.
Let’s use the motif of circumcision to illustrate further:

Philippians 3:3

For we are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh,
3 Ways to live:

1. Uncircumcised – pagans and non-believers who do not submit to God’s laws.
2. Circumcised only in the flesh – submitted to God’s laws but resting and relying on it.

3. Circumcised in heart – submitted to God’s laws in response to the saving grace of God.

Throughout the gospels these three ways—religion, irreligion, and the gospel—are repeatedly portrayed in Jesus’ encounters. 
· Pharisee and a tax collector (Luke 18)

· Pharisee and a fallen woman (Luke 7)

· Respectable crowd and a demoniac (Mark 5)

In every instance the less moral, less religious person connects more readily to Jesus. Even in John 3 and 4, where a similar contrast occurs between a Pharisee and an immoral Samaritan woman, the woman receives the gospel with joy while Nicodemus the Pharisee evidently has to go home and think about it.

Inner Transformation vs. Behavior Modification

Behavior change generally occurs using these 2 methods:

1. Fear of punishment – “If you lie you’ll get in trouble with God and other people”

2. Pride – “If you lie, you’ll be like those terrible people and you’re better than that”
Both approaches are self-centered.  Motivation then is be honest because it will pay off for you.

Christians who are taught to act morally primarily to escape punishment, or to

win self-respect and salvation are learning to be moral to serve themselves. At the

behavioral level, of course, they may be performing actions of great self-sacrifice. They

may be sacrificing time, money, and much more to help to the poor, to love their family, or to be faithful to God’s law. Yet at a deeper level they are behaving this way so God will bless them, so they can think of themselves as virtuous, charitable persons. They are not loving God for Himself. They are not obeying Him simply because of His greatness and simply because He has done so much for them in Christ.  Rather, they are using God to get the things they want. They want answered prayers, good health and prosperity, and they want salvation in the afterlife. So they “do good” not for God’s sake or for goodness’ sake, but for their own sake.  Their behavior is being changed by the power of their own self-interest.
Stirring up self-centeredness in order to get someone to do the right thing does not get at the fundamental self-regard and self-absorption that is the main problem of the human heart.

CS Lewis


…ruthless, sleepless, unsmiling concentration on self that is the mark of Hell…

How does Paul do it?

In 2 Corinthians 8 and 9, Paul wants the believers to give an offering to the poor, but he wants them to give without a direct command. He does not put pressure directly on their wills by saying, “I’m an apostle and this is your duty to me,” or “God will punish you if you don’t do this.” Nor does he put pressure directly on the emotions by telling them stories about how greatly the poor are suffering and how much more money the Corinthians have than the sufferers. Instead, Paul vividly and unforgettably says, 
2 Corinthians 8:9

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you through His poverty might become rich. 
When he says, “You know the grace,” he is reminding them of that grace by means of a powerful image that brings Jesus’ salvation into the realm of wealth and poverty. He moves them by a spiritual recollection of the gospel. Paul is saying, in essence, “Think on his costly grace, until the gospel changes you—from the heart—into generous people.”
Titus 2:12
Instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age.

Paul calls his listeners to deny ungodliness and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives” 
Think of all the ways you can tell yourself “No” to ungodly behavior. 
You can say:

• "No—because I’ll look bad!”

• “No—because I’ll be excluded from the social circles I want to belong to.”

• “No—because then God will not give me health, wealth, and happiness.”

• “No—because God will send me to hell.”

• “No—because I’ll hate myself in the morning and lose my self-respect.”

Virtually all of these incentives use self-centered impulses of the heart to force compliance to external rules without really changing the heart itself.  The motive behind them is not love for God.  

It is using God to get beneficial things: self-esteem, prosperity, or social approval.

But Paul does not urge his readers to use any of these arguments with themselves.  He tells the Christians to gain self-control in a remarkably different way.  

He says it is the “grace of God that brings salvation… [that] teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness” (Titus 2:11–12). 
In Titus 3:5, he explains what he means by this grace: 
He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit.

Paul is saying that if you want to really change, you must let the gospel teach you—a word that means to train, discipline, and coach you over a period of time. You must let the gospel argue with you. You must let the gospel sink down deeply until it changes your views and the structures of your motivation.
Without the power of the Spirit, our hearts don’t believe it, so they operate on their default mode. But the truths of the gospel, brought home by the Spirit, slowly but surely help us grasp more and more how safe and secure, how loved and accepted we are in Christ. 
We need inner transformation by the power of the Spirit.

Through the gospel, we come to base our identity not on what we have achieved but on what has been achieved for us in Christ.

And when the gospel, brought home to our heart (Eph. 3:16-19) eats away at that sin born neediness, it destroys the inner “engines that drive sinful behavior. We don’t have to lie, because our reputation isn’t so important to us. We don’t have to respond in violent anger against opponents, because no one can touch our true treasure. 
The gospel destroys both the pride and the fearfulness that fuel moralistic behavior change. 
The gospel destroys pride, because it tells me I am so lost that he had to die for me. 
The gospel destroys fearfulness, because it tells me that nothing I can do will wear out His love for me.  

When I deeply embrace these truths, my heart is not merely restrained but changed. Its fundamental orientation is transformed.  You no longer act morally simply because it profits you or makes you feel better about yourself. Instead, for example, you tell the truth and keep your promises simply out of love for the One who died for you, keeping a promise he made despite the unfathomable suffering it brought Him. 
The gospel leads you to do the right thing not for your sake, but for God’s sake, for Christ’s sake, out of a desire to know, resemble, please, and love the One who saved you. That kind of motivation can only grow in a heart deeply touched by grace.

The Bible’s solution to stinginess, then, is a reorientation to the gospel and the

generosity of Christ, who poured out his wealth for you (2 Cor. 8:9).  You don’t have to

worry about money, because the cross proves God’s care for you and gives you security.

You don’t have to envy anyone else, because Jesus’ love and salvation confer on you a

remarkable status that nothing else can provide.  

A quick comparison of religion and the gospel

Religion 





Gospel

“I obey; therefore, I’m accepted.” 


“I’m accepted; therefore, I obey.”

Motivation is based on fear and insecurity. 

Motivation is based on grateful joy.

I obey God in order to get things from God. 

I obey God to get God—to delight and resemble him.

When circumstances in my life go wrong, I am 

When circumstances in my life go wrong, I struggle, but

angry at God or myself, since I believe, like Job’s 

I know all my punishment fell on Jesus and that while he

friends, that anyone who is good deserves a 

may allow this for my training, he will exercise his Fatherly

comfortable life. 




love within my trial.

My prayer life consists largely of petition and it 

My prayer life consists of generous stretches of praise and

only heats up when I am in a time of need. 

My adoration. My main purpose is fellowship with him.

main purpose in prayer is control of the

environment.

My self-view swings between two poles. If and 

My self view is not based on a view of myself as a moral

when I am living up to my standards, I feel con‑ 

achiever. In Christ I am simul iustus et peccator-‑simultan‑
fident, but then I am prone to be proud and un‑ 

eously sinful and lost, yet accepted in Christ. I am so bad he

sympathetic to people who fail. If and when I am

 had to die for me, and I am so loved he was glad to die for

not living up to standards, I feel humble but not me. 
This leads me to deeper and deeper humility as well as

confident—I feel like a failure. 


deeper confidence,
without either sniveling or swaggering.

My identity and self-worth are based mainly on 

My identity and self-worth are centered on the One who died

how hard I work, or how moral I am, so 

for his enemies, who was excluded from the city for me. I

I must look down on those I perceive as lazy or 

am saved by sheer grace, so I can’t look down on those who

immoral. I disdain and feel superior to others. 

believe or practice something different from me. Only by

grace am I what I am. I’ve no inner need to win arguments.

Since I look to my own pedigree or performance 

I have many good things in my life–family, work, spiritual

for my spiritual acceptability, my heart manu- 

disciplines, etc., but none of these good  things are ultimate

factures idols. It may be my talents, my moral

things to me. None are things I absolutely have to have, so

record, my personal discipline, my social status, 

there is a limit to how much anxiety, bitterness, and

etc. I absolutely have to have them, so they serve 

despondency they can inflict on me when they are

as my main hope, meaning, happiness, security, 

threatened and lost.

and significance, whatever I may say I believe

about God.
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