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If you are a Detroit Tiger fan, you probably get a little nervous every time the game is on the line and they have to bring in a relief pitcher to try to save the game. You’re hoping they will be able to hold, not give up the lead. This is especially important with only one week left in the season and the Royals right behind them in the standings. Unfortunately the Tiger’s relief pitchers don’t always come through with the save. 

God never blows a save. The Bible tells us that Jesus came to seek and save the lost. He died on the cross and rose from the dead to save us all from sin and death. This morning in our BELIEVE series, we are looking at Salvation. This is the most important topic in the whole series. The Bible tells us that we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Jesus is our Savior, the One we can always count on.

To be saved means that we enter into a right relationship with God. But how can we do that? There are a lot of answers to that question. Non-Christian religions tell us we have to do to earn God’s favor. Eastern religions tell us we have to gain enlightenment or keep improving ourselves so that we move up the spiritual ladder. Many religions tell us we have to be good and fulfill the requirements of their religion. That is certainly the case with the Muslim faith. Muslims must confess there is no God but Allah recite specific prayers five times a day, give to the poor, fast during Ramadan and make at least one pilgrimage to Mecca. All the religions of the world tell us what we have to do to earn their god’s favor. 

Today’s culture says we don’t need a relationship with God. We are told that all beliefs are equally good, that what is true for one person may not be true for another. Instead of pursuing a right relationship with God, many are seeking happiness. We are a very self-absorbed people, believing that we are special and entitled to meet our own needs often at the expense of others. So there is no acknowledgement of sin, no need for confession or forgiveness. Why would I need a right relationship with a god if I think of myself as god? Adam and Eve tried to become like God when they disobeyed His command and ate the forbidden fruit in the garden. Their perfect relationship with God died that day.

How can we have a good relationship with God? The answer is given in our theme verse for today. “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.” (Ephesians 2:8-9) We are saved by grace, an undeserved gift. This gift is received by faith, by confessing Jesus as our Lord and putting our trust in Him. We can’t earn it by good works. We can never know if we’ve done enough? The Christian faith tells us that God does what we can’t do.

When Jesus entered our world, he was on a rescue mission. Adam and Eve brought sin and death into the world. The further people moved away from God, the worse things got. The book of Genesis tells us that at the time of Noah, “The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.” (Genesis 6:5) The Bible tells us that we have all sinned. Sin leads to death. On our own we are lost in sin and headed for eternal death, eternal separation from God and everything that is good. We need someone to rescue us.

God has a plan to restore people to a right relationship with him. He announced that plan to Adam and Even when he promised to crush the serpent or Satan. God promised Abraham that all people of the earth would be blessed through his family line. Abraham is the father of the Jewish people. Over the course of time God repeated and clarified his promise. He promised that the Savior would come from the line of David and that he would be born in Bethlehem, the city of David. Jesus is the Savior from the line of David. He was born in Bethlehem as God promised. He is Immanuel, the true God who came into our world to rescue us

The prophet Isaiah tells us the Savior would die to pay the price for sins. Isaiah wrote, “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:5) That is what Jesus did on the cross. He died to save us. He gave up his life to rescue us. The chief priests were right when they said, “He saved others, but He cannot save himself.” (Mark 15:31) 

If the story ended with Jesus death on the cross, He would have failed in his rescue mission. But his death is not the end of the story. Jesus rose from the dead on Easter and defeated sin and death. Our hope is in the risen Lord. Think about the life of Jesus for a minute as you look at this picture. When Jesus was born, Mary and Joseph placed Him in a manger, but the manger couldn’t hold him. The manger is empty. When Jesus was condemned to death, he wore a crown of thorns as Roman soldiers nailed him to the cross. But the cross couldn’t hold him either. The cross is empty. Jesus’ body was placed in a tomb. But the tomb couldn’t hold him for long either. He rose on Easter morning leaving his grave clothes behind. The manger, the cross and the tomb are empty. The only place Jesus is willing to stay is in our hearts. 

So how do we get a new, a right relationship with God? As our theme passage tells us, “By grace through faith in Jesus Christ.” How does that happen? Just as we can’t earn God’s favor by being good enough, we can’t make ourselves believe. The Apostle Paul wrote, “No one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit.” (1 Corinthians 12:3) The Spirit doesn’t work the same way in everyone’s life. He calls some people to faith at a very early age, others at the end of their lives and others in-between.  Whenever it happens, the Holy Spirit leads people to faith.

Jesus gave this final command to His disciples, “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20) On Pentecost, when the Christian faith went public, the disciples proclaimed the Gospel message. After hearing the Good News, the people asked what they should do. Peter told them to “Repent and be baptized.” (Acts 2:38) The disciples did exactly what Jesus told them to do and 3,000 people were baptized. 

Jesus tells us to baptize and to teach. Since faith is God’s gift and God’s action, we baptize children into the Christian faith. But we also have to raise those children in the Christian faith, teaching them about God and His love for them. But we also baptize teenagers and adults who come to faith after hearing and believing God’s Word and Promises. The “when” of faith isn’t nearly as important as the “what” of faith. 
· Faith leads to repentance, turning away from sin, asking God to forgive us, and turning back to Him. God promises to forgive us when we confess our sins. (1 John 1:9) 
· Faith means believing God’s promises and putting our trust in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6) Just as we believe there is only one true God, we also believe there is only one way to be saved. Jesus is only way. 
· Faith includes being baptized in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as Jesus commanded. God places His name on us in baptism, washes away our sins and adopts us into His family. 
· Faith show in telling others we believe in Jesus. We can’t keep our faith a secret. Jesus tells us, “Whoever acknowledges me before others, I will also acknowledge before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me before others, I will disown before my Father in heaven.” (Matthew 10:32-33)

When we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, we make it a goal to walk with God in faith every day. We make Christ part of every part of our lives. And we also offer God’s grace to others. We love others as God loves us. We forgive others as God forgives us. We serve others as God in Christ offered his life in service to others. But remember these are the response of faith. We don’t do these things to earn God’s favor. We do these things because we already know God loves us and we believe in Him.

Next week our BELIEVE series will focus on the Bible, God’s Word that commands our beliefs and actions. Take the time this week to read chapter 4 of BELIEVE on the Bible.
