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“God’s Transforming Grace”

Two men were standing by the office water cooler.  One says to the other, "Say, you look depressed. What’s worrying you?"  His co-worker replied, "My future,"  "What in particular worries you about your future?" the first man asked.  His co-worker answered, "My past."   

At one time or another we’ve all been there, haven’t we?  When looking back over our past I’m sure we can all recall events and decisions we wish hadn’t occurred.  Things we regret.  Things we wish we could permanently erase from our memory.

Some years ago an elderly man wrote to Billy Graham.  He wrote: "I'm in my 80s and all alone, and I know it's my own fault. During most of my life I was disagreeable and critical of everyone.  Over the years I drove away my family, my relatives and the few friends I had.  Now I’m old and alone.  I wish I could live my life over again."

It’s a hard lesson for some to learn, but none of us can change the past.  There’s no going back and undoing what we’ve done.  Our mistakes, failures and regrets remain with us, indelibly inscribed in our memory like a mental tattoo.   Hopefully we learn from our past, but there’s no undoing it.  

Take for example the new trend among teenagers called sexting.  It’s a clever label referring to the practice of sending, receiving, or forwarding indecent photos via a cell phone.  It’s a practice I recently learned about while watching a news-broadcast.  
According to a recent survey conducted by the National Campaign To Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, the practice is rapidly gaining in popularity.  The survey reports that one in five teens has sent or posted indecent photos of him or herself.  Most instances are girls – some as young as 13 and 14 - sexting nude photos of themselves to their boyfriends.
Unfortunately, some teens are learning the hard way that sexting is considered to be child pornography, and therefore a felony.  It doesn’t matter if the images produced and distributed are originated by someone 17 or younger.  

Some teens have been convicted and required to register as a sex offender with their names and photos listed on Megan’s List.  Less than a year ago one Senior girl in high school committed suicide after she and her boyfriend broke up, and he maliciously sext to all his friends the nude photos she had sext him.  
As I said, there’s no undoing the past.  Regrettably, many young people aren’t mature enough to think of the lasting consequences of their youthful actions until it’s too late.  Then there are the adults who should know better, but never seem to learn that actions can have life-long consequences. 

The Apostle Paul was no different.  He too had regrets.  Like all of us, he learned about the corrosive power of regret.  

Prior to his conversion to Christianity, the Apostle Paul was known as Saul.  He was a religious leader known as a Pharisee, and fanatical about Judaism.  In fact he had developed a reputation as a religious bounty hunter dedicated to persecuting Christian.  In the 7th chapter of the Book of Acts we read about the execution of Stephen, the first martyr of the Christian Church who was stoned to death by angry Jewish leaders for preaching about Jesus.  
Chapter 7, verse 58 reads, "Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul." And Acts 8, verse 1 tells us, "And Saul was there, giving approval to Stephen’s death."
Yes, Saul knew what it was to have regrets.  But his regrets only became apparent after his conversion.  While traveling on the road to Damascus to track down Christians, Saul had a life-changing encounter with Jesus, resulting in his becoming a Christian himself.  You can read about it in the 9th chapter of the Book of Acts 

Afterwards, when he tries to join up with other Christians, they reject him.  They knew his past and were terrified of him.  They were suspicious about his professed conversion, supposing he was just pretending to gain entrance to their group to identify Christians and later persecute them.  
So Paul goes away for three years for personal reflection and discipleship, much like Jesus went into the desert for 40 days.  When he returns Saul is a different person, evidence by having changed his name from Saul to Paul.  The man Saul was gone, crucified with Christ, and a new man had been born, transformed by the power of God’s grace.  His core identity and life’s mission were radically altered.  Now he was ready to accept the mantle of leadership in the Church, resulting in his becoming the most effective Christian evangelist of the first century.

Yes, Paul knew regrets.  He regretted having persecuted Christians, and in particular having condoned the stoning of Stephen.  But by the grace, Paul was able to transcend his past and set his life on a new course – a course charted by Christ Himself.  Instead of persecuting Christians, Paul now devoted his life to preaching Christ to the gentiles.

Paul knew from personal experience the power of God’s transforming grace.  That’s why he wrote in his Letter to the Ephesians these memorable words: “It is by God's grace that you have been saved through faith.  It is not the result of your own efforts, but God's gift….”  (Eph. 2:8,9)
Regrettably, the root meaning of the word “grace” has largely been lost by those both inside as well as outside the church.  Many simply associate the word to be a woman’s name.  Fewer know the word to have a theological meaning, but are unclear what that meaning is.  

So to set the record straight, the word grace literally means, “free gift.”  There are two components to this free gift: (1) it is undeserved, and (2) it’s without obligation.  It’s a gift with no strings attached, free of any expectation.  

When a person works an eight-hour day and receives a fair day's pay for his time, that’s considered a wage.  When a person competes with an opponent and wins a trophy for his performance, that’s a prize.  When a person receives appropriate recognition for his long service or achievements, that’s an award.  But when a person doesn’t earn a wage, wins no prize, and deserves no award - yet still receives these things anyway – that’s grace.  It’s a gift given to someone who is undeserving.  

Which makes grace reek with being unfair and unjust.  Think about it.  The reason most Americans are outraged about the 165 million dollar bonuses given away this past week by AIG is because the very people receiving the bonuses are largely responsible for creating the economic mess we’re in.  They don’t deserve a bonus.  What employer in their right mind rewards employees for poor performance?  They’re undeserving!
And that’s my point.  Grace is a gift given to someone who is undeserving.  And it’s for this reason grace sharply conflicts with what is fair and just.  

Which is what makes God’s grace so amazing!  It’s given to the least deserving.  Grace flies in the face of what is fair and just.  

That’s why the Apostle Paul wrote in his letter these words: “It is by God's grace that you have been saved through faith.  It is not the result of your own efforts, but God's gift, so no one can boast about it.”  (Ephesians 2:8,9)
If grace were about our efforts and good deeds, we could earn it.  But grace has nothing to do with how good we are.God’s transforming grace is about a gift given to the most undeserving.  We can’t earn God’s grace, and therefore no one is deserving of it.  It has nothing to do with what’s fair or just.  Quite the contrary!  It’s simply an expression of God’s pure and infinite love.
Think about it.  What was fair and just about Christ dying on the cross?  Nothing!  His death was grossly unfair and unjust.  But by His suffering and death God’s love and grace was revealed, and we are forgiven of our sins.  
Now where is there justice and fairness in that!  What’s fair about our sins being transferred to Christ who Himself was sinless?  What’s just about His being punished in our place?  Where is there fairness and justice in that?
Do you see how amazing God’s grace is?  How marvelous?  Short of being perfect, none of us deserve God’s forgiveness.  No matter how much good we do we can never measure up to the perfection God requires by His law.  But by the grace of the crucified Christ, God has revealed His love for us and forgiven our sins.  Now that’s good news!  It’s the reason we refer to the day Jesus was crucified as Good Friday!
It’s this marvelous grace that generated a radical change in the life of the Apostle Paul.  Because of God’s grace in the crucified Christ, Paul found release from his regrets, and joyfully devoted himself to serving Christ his Lord.  
So this morning I ask you: have you been able to put your guilt and regrets behind you?  Have you experienced the amazing grace of God in the crucified Christ?  Are you able to begin each new day with the joy of knowing that God’s grace has released you from your past?  

You can if you accept that we are all sinners saved and transformed by God's grace.  We’re not destined to live being chained by our regrets.  Our pasts don’t have to dictate our futures.  By God’s grace we can be transformed and be born anew, even as Paul was.  

At this moment I want you to turn to your bulletins and take out a small blank card that has a hole-punch in it.  Go ahead, do it now.  If you can’t find it, put your hand up and an Usher will provide you one.  

For the next few moments I want you to reflect on any regrets you may have that chain you to your past, preventing you from being all that God created you to be.  Or if you can’t identify a regret, think of a particular sin that enslaves you, and from which you want to be free.  Or maybe you have a worry you can’t shake.  Its weight is growing heavier, becoming too heavy to bear alone, and you want out from underneath it.  
Whatever it is that is holding you back from being the fully devoted disciple that Christ has called you to be, and I want you to write it on the card.  Go ahead, take a few moments and do it now.  And be sure not to write your name on it.  I’ll give you a few moments to complete the exercise. 
At this point I invite those who will to come forward and place your card on the cross here in the front.  Simply slip your card over one of the nails.  If when you come forward another card is already on that nail, simply slip your card over it.  Place the side of the card on which you wrote facing the cross so that the blank side of the card is facing you.

As you might suspect, the nails represent the nails that were driven into Jesus’ flesh, symbolic of His suffering for you so that you may be set free.  
Regardless of how undeserving you may see yourself being, accept God’s grace freely given through the crucified Christ and be transformed anew.

Come now as you feel directed, and accept God’s amazing grace given for you in the crucified Christ.  

AMEN
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