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    Let's play a little Bible Trivia: Nicodemus - a Pharisee,  Rich Young Ruler,  Woman caught in the act of adultery, Zacchaeus - a tax collector,  the Ethiopian Eunuch CPA for the government,  Prodigal son - whose daddy was a wealthy Jewish farmer,  Governor Felix & his wife Drusilla,  Woman at the Well,  Saul of Tarsus - a well educated religious official intent on stamping our faith in Jesus Christ; Cornelius - the Centurian,  Governor Festus & King Agrippa;  Lydia, a business woman from Thyatira, jailor in Phillipi who was about to commit suicide ---- What do they all have in common?

They were all given the opportunity to receive SALVATION! But NOT all were born again!

    If you go to the Barna Group online—it’s an organization that specializes in religious research and statistics—you’ll read things like this: “Born Again Christians Just As Likely to Divorce As Are Non-Christians.” The same kind of statistics are given by Ron Sider in his book The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience: Why Are Christians Living Just Like the Rest of the World? and by Mark Regnerus in his book Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion in the Lives of American Teenagers.
American Church Not Unlike the World
    What I am picking up on here is precisely the term “born again.” The Barna Group in particular uses it in reporting their research. So that report is titled “Born Again Christians Just As Likely to Divorce As Are Non-Christians.” Sider uses the word “evangelicals” but points out the same kind of thing: “Only 9 % of evangelicals tithe. Of 12,000 teenagers who took the pledge to wait for marriage, 80% had sex outside marriage in the next 7 years. 26% of traditional evangelicals do not think premarital sex is wrong. White evangelicals are more likely than Catholics & mainline Protestants to object to having black neighbors.”
    In other words, the evangelical church as a whole in America is apparently not very unlike the world. It goes to church on Sunday and has a veneer of religion, but its religion is basically an add-on to the same way of life the world lives, not a radically transforming power. Sounds a lot like what Major Thomas often said:
    "There are a few things quite so boring as being religious, but there is nothing quite so exciting as being a Christian! 

    Most folks have never discovered the difference between the one and the other, so that there are those who sincerely try to live a life they do not have, substituting religion for God, Christianity for Christ, and their own noble endeavors for the energy, joy, and power of the Holy Spirit. In the absence of reality, they can only grasp at ritual, stubbornly defending the latter in the absence of the former, lest they be found with neither! 

A Profound Mistake
    I want to say loud & clear that when the Barna Group uses term “born again” to describe American church-goers whose lives are indistinguishable from the world, & who sin as much as the world, & sacrifice for others as little as the world, & embrace injustice as readily as the world, & covet things as greedily as the world, & enjoy God-ignoring entertainment as enthusiastically as the world—when the term “born again” is used to describe these professing Christians, the Barna Group is making a profound mistake. It is using the biblical term “born again” in a way that would make it unrecognizable by Jesus & the biblical writers.
Here is the way the researchers defined “born again” in their research:               	“Born again Christians” were defined in these surveys as people who said they have made “a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today” and who also indicated they believe that when they die they will go to Heaven because they had confessed their sins and had accepted Jesus Christ as their savior. Respondents were not asked to describe themselves as “born again.” Being classified as “born again” is not dependent upon church or denominational affiliation or involvement.
    In other words, in this research the term “born again” refers to people who say things. They say, “I have a personal commitment to Jesus Christ. It’s important to me.” They say, “I believe that I will go to heaven when I die. I have confessed my sins & accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior.” Then the Barna Group takes them at their word, ascribes to them the infinitely important reality of the new birth, & then blasphemes that precious biblical reality by saying that regenerate hearts have no more victory over sin than unregenerate hearts.
The New Testament Moves the Opposite Direction
    I’m not saying their research is wrong. It appears to be appallingly right. I am not saying that the church is not as worldly as they say it is. I am saying that the writers of the New Test. think in exactly the opposite direction about being born again. Instead of moving from a profession of faith, to the label born again, to the worldliness of these so-called born again people, to the conclusion that the new birth does not radically change people, the New Test. moves the other direction. It moves from the absolute certainty that the new birth radically changes people, to the observation that many professing Christians are indeed (as Barna Group says) not radically changed, to the conclusion that they are not born again. The New Testament, unlike the Barna Group, does not defile the new birth with the worldliness of unregenerate, professing American Christians.
For example, 1 of the main points of 1st John is to drive home this very truth:
· 1 John 2:29: “If you know that He is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who practices righteousness has been born of Him.”
· 1 John 3:9: “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, & he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God.”
· 1 John 4:7: “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God & knows God.”
· 1 John 5:4: “Everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith.”
· 1 John 5:18: “We know that everyone who has been born of God does not keep on sinning . . .”
    Is it not true that these statements appear to be written with the very claims of the Barna Group in mind, namely, that born again people are morally indistinguishable from the world? The Bible is profoundly aware of such people in the church. That is one reason why 1 John was written. But instead of following the Barna Group, the Bible says that the research is not finding that born again people are permeated with worldliness; the research is finding that the church is permeated by people who are not born again. BUT, there's Hope!
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    For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God — not by works, so that no one can boast.                               							           PG. 42      EPHESIANS 2:8 – 9

If I believe there is a God - the ONE true and living God, Father, Son & Holy Spirit and that He is a God who is personal and cares about me and my daily adventure called life - that leads me to the Question: How do I have a relationship with Him?
KEY QUESTION: How do I have a relationship with God?
My focus came down to 5 particular passages of Scripture. Each one answered the question explicitly.
PASSAGE #1: Do Good Works
Mark writes in his gospel of Jesus’ encounter with a rich man:  Mark 10:17-22
As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him. “Good teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”
“Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good — except God alone. You know the commandments: ‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not give false testimony, you shall not defraud, honor your father & mother.’ ”
“Teacher,” he declared, “all these I have kept since I was a boy.”
Jesus looked at him & loved him. “One thing you lack,” he said. “Go, sell everything you   
have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 
At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.”1
Here we find our KEY question: What must I do to inherit eternal life? We also see that “Jesus looked at him and loved him.” He wasn’t trying to trick or belittle the man, but rather was attempting to lead him to the truth. While the focus is often placed on the rich man walking away sad, we should not miss the fact that Jesus invites him to follow him.
Taking this passage at face value, we conclude: If we want to have a relationship with God and have eternal life, then, Jesus says, we need to do good works.
We will loop back to revisit this statement — lest anyone be concerned we are emphasizing salvation by works. We are building on a scriptural progression of thought, so please hang with me.
PASSAGE #2: Believe
John in his gospel tells of Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus: John 3:1-7, 16   PG. 55-56
Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus . . . He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God . . .”
“Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”
“How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!”
Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ . . .
“How can this be?” Nicodemus asked . . .  For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have everlasting life. 
Jesus was describing the spiritual rebirth God requires and came to offer, along with God’s motivation for sending him — love.
Therefore, if we want to have a relationship with God and eternal life, then, Jesus says, we must believe in him.
PASSAGE #3: Repent and Be Baptized  Acts 2:14, 21, 37-38
The day of Pentecost had come, & 120 disciples were huddled together, confused after Jesus had returned to heaven. As Jesus had promised, the Holy Spirit came & filled them -  the church was born.
Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice & addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews & all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say.” . . 
‘And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’ ” . . .
When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”
Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”
The people heard this amazing message Peter delivered and, much like the rich man Jesus encountered, asked, “Okay, so now what do we do?” But on this day, three thousand people understood and accepted the truth of Christ. They turned around from walking away from God and turned toward him. This is what it means to repent, to turn and go the other way — a 180* of the mind and heart — which begins the process of both transformation and sanctification.  (Q from Kansas City)
If we want to have a relationship with God and have eternal life, then, Peter says, we must call on the name of the Lord. How does one do this? Repent and then be baptized.
PASSAGE #4: Believe and Profess
In his letter to the Romans 10:1 - 4, Paul writes:    PG. 57
Brothers and sisters, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. For I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. Since they did not know the righteousness of God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. Christ is the culmination of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.
The Israelites were religious people, but they had the wrong strategy. They were trying to develop a righteousness of their own. They were trying to be good enough, through their works, to deserve a relationship with God. In essence, Paul said, “Works don’t work.” The only one good enough is God. Jesus is God. Jesus fulfilled all the requirements of the law perfectly. When we believe in him, the righteousness of Christ is transferred to our account. This is the only solution. So how do we pull off this transaction? Paul tells us:  Rom. 10:9-10    PG. 57
If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.
Believe with your heart; profess out loud with your mouth — this brand of confession has to come from the heart. An internal decision of the heart brings an outward demonstration of confession — a very similar concept to “repent and be baptized.”
Therefore, if we want to have a relationship with God and have eternal life, then, Paul says, we must believe and profess.  Salvation is Personal, but it’s NOT private!
PASSAGE #5: Come to Faith by Grace
Paul wrote in his letter to the Ephesians 2:8-9:  PG. 42
It is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God — not by works, so that no one can boast.
In reality, “faith” is not a separate category from “believe.” They come from the same word in the Greek language in which the New Testament is written. Yet here Paul clearly adds fresh insights into the salvation transaction.
The word grace means we do not deserve salvation. We are not entitled to it, nor is God obligated to offer it to humankind. Yet he makes us this offer of his righteousness we cannot achieve on our own. To respond, we must express faith in who Jesus is and receive what he has done for us.
But notice the phrase “not by works.” Is this not different from where we began — with Jesus’ words to the rich man to do good works? This could seem at first glance like a discrepancy or conflict between Paul’s and Jesus’ instructions. But actually, Jesus knew the young man had never, and could never, keep the law perfectly. Jesus was simply trying to get him to see he couldn’t! Jesus’ challenge for the rich man to give away his wealth was his way of trying to lovingly lead the young man to say, “But, Jesus, I can’t. I have not been able to keep the law, and I don’t know how I can. I need you.” Jesus was hoping to see this man express faith — which aligns with Paul’s words: “by grace . . . through faith . . . not by works.” If Paul was sitting with us in a coffee shop, trying to bring clarity to this issue, perhaps he’d say something like this: “Our good works do not contribute in any way to coming into a right relationship with God, but they do express and manifest that we do have a relationship with God by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.”
Denominations within Christianity often emphasize one of these passages over another as believers try to get to the heart of this important issue. Some believe God chooses or elects us to make this decision. Others see it as a matter of complete free will. For some, the order is different; for others, baptism plays a more prominent and nonnegotiable role in this spiritual transaction. The one thing I am sure of is this: Salvation is from Christ alone, and our acceptance of his gift must genuinely come from the expression of faith from the heart.
All of these verses together form this central truth:
KEY IDEA: I believe a person comes into a right relationship with God by God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ.
How do we do this:
Becoming a Christian - Romans Road To Salvation
    George Swanson had a plan to get to heaven. He was buried in His corvette. He planned to drive His white corvette down the highway to heaven and arrive at "the Pearly Gates in style" the newspaper column said. That was George Swanson plan. Unfortunately for him, it is not God’s plan. God’s plan is found in the Roman Road to salvation. To get to heaven, you must go by the way of the cross. God’s plan is to give His priceless salvation as a free gift to all who trust Him and demonstrate that faith publicly by confessing Christ Jesus as their Savior & Lord.
    God’s plan of salvation is applicable to all people; from the irreligious to the religious, from the bad to the good, the illiterate to the educated, the young to the old, the poor to the wealthy, the sick to the healthy, the feeble to the strong, from the nutty to the wise. It is an all encompassing plan. God has opened the door and bids all men everywhere to call upon Him & come to His eternal home.

God Loves You!
For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. (John 3:16)

God has a wonderful plan for your life!
I have come that they may have life, & that they may have it more abundantly.   												John 10:10

Walking Down the "Romans Road" to Salvation . . . .
· Because of our sin, we are separated from God.
* For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  (Romans 3:23) 
· The Penalty for our sin is death.
		* For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Jesus 		   		Christ our Lord. (Romans 6:23) 
· The penalty for our sin was paid by Jesus Christ!
		* But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet 		   		sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:8) 
· If we repent of our sin, then confess and trust Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior, we will be saved from our sins!
		* For whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. (Rom. 10:13)
		* ...if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart 		   		that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the 		   	heart one believes unto righteousness, & with the mouth confession is 		   		made unto salvation. (Romans 10:9,10)

Here is the decision a person should make from the heart, placed into a prayer of acceptance to God.
Dear God, I can’t, but you can.  I believe in Jesus, who is God. I believe he died & rose from the dead. I place my faith in Christ to make me right with you & give me eternal life. I have no other plan but to have faith & to trust you.
I am doing a 180 today and pointing my life toward you. I will no longer run away from you, but toward you. I know that You have loved me so much that You were willing to submit to the cross and die on my behalf. That's a grace so amazing I cannot understand it; I can only accept it. And I do. I accept Your free gift, and I know that from this moment on, I am saved. I am a child of God. I give the rest of my life to serving You and experiencing the joy that only You can offer. I thank You and praise You! Amen.
Then there comes an outward declaration to the world — a way for us to demonstrate our faith decision: “I profess you with my mouth, out loud for others to know where I stand. I publicly express my full devotion to you through baptism.”
While many things in the Bible are difficult to understand, salvation is not one of them. God made it abundantly clear and profoundly simple: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved.” Acts 4:12
Over the centuries Christians have been unified on what salvation in Christ is not. 
• Salvation is not something we can earn or deserve. When the Jewish believers tried to add circumcision to the equation, the apostles gathered together in a council and made this unified declaration: “No! We believe it is through grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.”  Acts15:11
• Salvation is not one of many ways. The apostle John records these words of Jesus: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” John 14:6
• Salvation is not unconditional reconciliation for all humans (Universalism). At the end of time at the final judgment, while it is a nice thought, not everyone makes it into God’s eternal kingdom. 											       Rev. 20:11-15
KEY APPLICATION: What difference does this make in the way I live?
• We seek to please God because of what he has done for us, not to earn a relationship with him. The apostle Paul writes, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”Gal. 2:20  No matter what troubles I face in this life, they pale in comparison to my salvation for eternity. Paul reminds us not to lose heart: “Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.” 2 Cor. 4:16-17
· We walk in grace. In his letter to the Galatians, Paul writes, “Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified. I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, or by believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? After beginning by means of the Spirit, are you now trying to finish by means of the flesh?”Gal.3:1-3 
· We offer grace to others. Let us not forget Jesus’ parable of the unmerciful servant recorded in Matthew 18:21 – 35. It would be wrong and inconsistent for us to refuse to offer grace and forgiveness to someone else in light of the grace and forgiveness God has shown to us. 
· There are those who have a life they never live. They have come to Christ and thanked Him only for what He did, but do not live in the power of who He is. Between the Jesus who "was" and the Jesus who "will be" they live in a spiritual vacuum, trying with no little zeal to live for Christ a life that only He can live in & through them, perpetually begging for what in Him they already have!” Grace plus works- instead of GRACE plus 0)

Major Thomas Video CLIP

    "There are a few things quite so boring as being religious, but there is nothing quite so exciting as being a Christian! 

    Most folks have never discovered the difference between the one and the other, so that there are those who sincerely try to live a life they do not have, substituting religion for God, Christianity for Christ, and their own noble endeavors for the energy, joy, and power of the Holy Spirit. In the absence of reality, they can only grasp at ritual, stubbornly defending the latter in the absence of the former, lest they be found with neither! 

   They are lamps without oil, cars without gas, and pens without ink, baffled at their own impotence in the absence of all that alone can make humanity functional; for humanity was so engineered by God that the presence of the Creator within the creature is indispensable to his humanity. Christ gave Himself for us to give Himself to us! His presence puts God back into the man! He came that we might have life – God’s life - that’a why it is more abundant!

    There are those who have a life they never live. They have come to Christ and thanked Him only for what He did, but do not live in the power of who He is. Between the Jesus who "was" and the Jesus who "will be" they live in a spiritual vacuum, trying with no little zeal to live for Christ a life that only He can live in and through them, perpetually begging for what in Him they already have!”



Weekly BELIEVE Encouragement!

    On Tuesday, September 2, Max Lucado wrote a devotional that’s a perfect bridge from last week’s sermon on “Personal God,” to next Sunday’s sermon, KEY Truth #3 - Salvation, in our series called “BELIEVE.” 

	Do not confuse the wrath of God with the wrath of man. The two have little in common. We get 	ticked off because we’ve been overlooked, neglected, or cheated.  It’s the anger of man. God 	does not get angry because He doesn’t get his way. He gets angry because disobedience 	always results in self-destruction.
	What kind of father sits by and watches his child hurt himself? What kind of God would do the 	same? Do we think he giggles at adultery? Or snickers at murder? Does he shake his head 	and say, “Humans will be humans?” God is rightfully angry. Our sins are an affront to his 	holiness. Habakkuk 1:13 says, his eyes are “too good to look at evil; he cannot stand to see 	those who do wrong.” God is angry at the evil that ruins his children. He cannot be indifferent 	that his creation is destroyed and his holy will trodden underfoot.
    God doesn’t snicker at what we humans call big sins, like murder & adultery, but he doesn’t snicker at less obvious issues like an unforgiving heart, bitterness, gossip and laziness for the very same reason - He is a loving Father who wants the very best for His children.  All of humanity is on a broad & spacious road that leads to our own destruction (Matthew 7:13), but God’s love is so great and His desire for a personal relationship with us is so intense, He has made a way of escape for any & all of us. It’s called SALVATION & He offers it personally to everyone.  Many of you might say, “I don’t need to come this week, because I already have salvation!” But, do you have a full appreciation of how GREAT a SALVATION God has provided for you? OR, have you forgotten how precious this SALVATION was when you first received it! Have you lost the “FIRST love and Fervor” of being God’s child? (Rev.2:4) 
    An even more important question is, “Are you sure you’re saved?” Remember the words of Jesus in Matt. 7: 21, “not everyone who calls me Lord will enter the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus was reminding religious Jews, that just because they practiced religion and were the children of Abraham, it wasn’t a guarantee of a home in heaven. But each one of them needed a personal relationship with God! Just because we were born in America, our parents took us to church and I go on Easter doesn’t mean I’m saved.  This is VERY PERSONAL & VERY IMPORTANT.
    Hope to see you Sunday. Read Chapter 4 in BELIEVE and invite someone to join you!




















