Conversions and Conversions (Justifying Grace)

I John 4:7-12;  Romans 3:21-26;  Luke 4:16-21
An old story of research scientists is about a future prime minister of Canada, who assembled his scientific brain trust and asked them to build the biggest and smartest computer the world has ever known.  "When it's finished," he said, "I want to ask it the most important question ever asked."

When the giant super microprocessor brain was completed, the prime minister came before it and asked, "Is there a God?"  Lights flashed, the machine gurgled, processed the question, and then came the answer: "There is now."

This of course is just a story but it illustrates our capacity to want to be God.  We may not say that we are God but often we talk and act and feel like God.  Often even our religious talk is full of how this person came to God and how I came to accept Jesus Christ as my Savior.  Notice the emphasis on the personal pronouns when people give their testimonies.  Sometimes it seems that the converted person does all the work.  

To a certain extent it is true that we work out our salvation by accepting what Jesus offers.  We are free to accept or not accept Jesus Christ as Lord. But we need to recognize that Jesus stoops to us. We need to remember that God's steadfast love is around us even when we don't recognize it.  We need to be reminded that our Creator stubbornly pursues us.  We must not forget that the Almighty courts us.   He woos us.  He has plans to reach out to us even before we are born.  God's prevenient grace is all around us, yearning for our friendship and worship and followership.
God does most of the work I believe in making possible our relationship with him.  We just need to accept it and recognize it.  We just need to swallow our pride and grab hold of what Jesus offers.  All of us I think need to do this act again and again.  Sometimes I think there is no one prouder and more judgmental and more self satisfied than a religious person.  Even though there is an initial recognition that we need Jesus, we need to keep recognizing that we need Jesus.  The temptation to be God is just too great.  We need to keep grabbing hold of justifying grace.

Prevenient Grace is God already at work to reach out to each of us before we are born.  It is divine grace that precedes human decision. In other words, our Creator already has been showing love to human kind and will start showing love to an individual at a certain point in their lifetime. Prevenient grace is a phrase used to describe the grace given by Almighty God that precedes the act of a sinner exercising saving faith in Jesus Christ.
Justifying grace tells the story of how an individual accepts the relationship that God offers. It is the moment when we realize that we do not merit the relationship.  It is that point in time when we realize that we cannot work or manipulate our way into God's love.  Justifying grace is when we say YES to God.  It's a double acceptance. We accept the relationship that is offered to us when we understand that our Creator God accepts us just as we are. Almighty God accepts our unacceptability.  Justifying Grace is our turning around, our awakened awareness, our eyes being opened to the love and companionship of God and then living in it.  This is a one time experience.  It is the moment of conversion.  What is your personal conversion story?  

We only are converted once, yet because of our sinfulness we need to constantly be converted.  We need to keep seeking justifying grace.  This is because we fail.  Yes many Christians go to church, and do all the things Christians do.  But often we get off track.  Often we start trying to be God.  Often our relationship with Jesus suffers.  Often our relationship with our family gets warped.  Often our friendship with others isn't what it should be or could be.  Often we get internally mixed up.  There are good reasons so many people call Christians, hypocrites.  So we need to accept God again.  We need to recognize that we are off the track.

There is a wonderful children's story about a small steam engine named Tuttle.  The engineers and the older trains were teaching Tuttle the rules for engines.  Tuttle had to learn what the different signs meant, and how to take care of himself, and when to not go too fast or too slow.  One of the most important rules was to stay on the tracks no matter what!  As the story goes on, he gets really tempted to go off the tracks.  And then Tuttle does!  He sneaks off and doesn't let anyone know.  Instead of doing his lessons and practicing, he goes snorting and bellowing through meadows and enjoys the flowers and animals.  The engineers began to notice that Tuttle has little bits of grass and dirt stuck in his wheels and they get concerned.  

Now, one of the rules for engines is to not go where there are red flags.  These are signals of danger.  So the mechanics and engineers and the other steam engines sneak out to the meadow where Tuttle likes to play and they hide.  Then when Tuttle comes along they put up their red flags.  Tuttle recognizes the flags and if he is to obey them - there is no where to go except back on the track. 

Even though theologically, Justifying grace is the initial recognition of the relationship God offers us, I want to expand this idea to the fact that you and I are so often like Tuttle.  We have gotten onto God's tracks.  But then we stray off like Tuttle.  And so often we don't know it.  Or we try to excuse ourselves and rationalize.  But we need to get back on track.  We need to recognize once again the fullness of the relationship God offers.  

In a way, we need another conversion experience.  I don't want to make light of our first conversion experiences.  They are important events.  But knowing myself and observing human nature, I believe we need ongoing conversion experiences.  We need ongoing justifying grace experiences.  We need to keep recognizing we continually need our Creator’s grace daily.  We may even have most of our wheels on the Almighty’s railroad track, but one or two wheels keep wanting to pull us off.  So we need to keep recognizing the richness of God's justifying grace to us, - who do not merit it!

Conversion means change.  The dictionary says that conversion is a change.  So justifying grace is that moment of commitment to change.  It is that moment of commitment to accept Jesus as Lord and follow him.  And this means change.  It also means constant change as we struggle with life's temptations, difficult situations, and our own attitudes.  It means I need to change, to keep converting into the image of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  And we do this by letting God's waiting grace touch us, speak to us, and convict us.  God is continually working with us in grace.

God constantly pursues us.  The Creator seeks us out.  The Almighty comes after us.  Throughout the Old Testament we hear of God repeatedly inviting us to a covenant relationship - a mutual love relationship.  The Prophets called unfaithful people back to a genuine relationship.  We know the story of Jonah who was sent to the Ninevites - to call them to God.  
Jesus began his ministry by calling people to the relationship offered them by God.  In his first sermon he said: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  This is what the Church is to be about.
God offers us a relationship.  He offers a friendship that is the genuine love of self-giving.  God does not offer us things, or guarantee success, or promise an easy life.  He just offers his friendship and salvation and a wholesome loving way to live. What God offers is love as we read from I John. There are lots of side benefits, but they are all based on the relationship.

Justifying Grace is the moment we accept the relationship God offers.  It is also those moments when we repent and get back on track.  It is those times in our ongoing lives when we recognize we need to get back into a fuller relationship with God. This acceptance is commonly called our conversion. 
Your and my conversion continues when we find new ways of accepting Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.  In a sense God calls us to keep converting.  To keep coming to a better understanding of ourselves.  To keep becoming new creations.  To keep understanding better the claim God is placing on our lives.  To keep returning to the highway of Holiness.  To keep returning to Jesus when we get off track.  Isn't this awesome news?  God seeks us out.  God helps us get on the track.  And God helps us get back on track.  God's grace is more than we can ever fully understand or comprehend.

Our acceptance is an act of faith.  We don't merit the Creator’s grace.   We cannot earn it.    We simply have to accept it and keep growing in it.  It is an act of commitment.  As we read in Romans, "Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus...he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus."  God does the work - we just accept in faith.

The faith that Jesus asks of his followers is that act of trust and self-abandonment by which we no longer rely on our own strength, but commit ourselves to the power and guiding word of Jesus in whom we believe.  

As Jesus says in Mark, chapter 1, verse 15; "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news."  Faith is the foundation, not the result of good works.  We are called to an attitude of faith.  Justifying grace is accepting Jesus in faith. 
Galatians 3:6-9 tells us, "Just as Abraham 'believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,' so, you see, those who believe are the descendants of Abraham.  The scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, declared the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "All the Gentiles shall be blessed in you.'  For this reason, those who believe are blessed with Abraham who believed." 

I hope that we are understanding better that grace is mostly God's activity.  The Almighty does most of the work.  All we do is accept.  God offers the relationship and helps us stay in the relationship.  We just make ourselves available to God.  To draw us to him God appeals to our intellect.  God touches our emotions.  God's unconditional love makes this relationship possible.  God's grace is the enabling factor for change.  Once we accept this grace it makes sense that we would want more of it.  It makes sense that we would want to grow in it.  Once we have accepted God's grace - we need to keep accepting it and maturing in it through prayer, scripture reading, taking responsibility for a church task, and attendance at Bible studies, Sunday School and worship, even in Covid time.  

Our relationship with Jesus is much like a married couple.  There is the time of courtship.  The dating. Then there is the wedding.  This is justifying grace. When we choose to be disciples of Jesus.  Then the spouses need to make adjustments to each other so they can live together.  Our Creator wants our love. 
When we accept the Almighty’s love and love him in return we adjust. Our attitudes amend. Our activities change.  Our use of time alters.  Our thoughts modify.  Our language adjusts.  Our habits adapt.  Our thinking patterns correct.  Because we want to please God. This is a lifelong process of growing and maturing and adjusting in God's grace. Then we began to look like each other.  Spouses often start looking like each other.  They know what each other is thinking before they talk.  We start reflecting the image of God better and better.  We become more like Jesus.

It was tempting as I was writing this sermon to find some super duper conversion story and share it with you.  But as I wrote and prayed and reflected, it seemed important to encourage us to reflect on our own conversions.  It seemed important to talk about how big God's role is in our conversions.  It seemed important to remind us that justifying grace is a one moment decision - that goes on for eternity.  And we are called to a whole series of ongoing decisions, of changes, of adjustments in our many conversions.

Maybe this is what the coronavirus is about.  A call to another series of conversions – that the church and society so desperately needs.  The virus is exposing  societies weaknesses – inequalities, racism, systems geared to oppression – economic and political, leadership failures, our form of capitalism, and so on.  I think we are being called to a Luke 4 moment, for God’s Church to being what Jesus calls us to in his first public sermon. Conversion is not just a way to get to heaven.  It is a lifestyle, a way of thinking and action that loves God first and our neighbor – just as much.  This is the invitation of the Grace of the Almighty.

Our Creator so loves us that we are called to conversion, and this conversion is a lifelong event. That initial decision is vital.  But so are the hundreds of decisions throughout life where we stay on the tracks or we stray off them.  Acceptance of the Creator’s grace is a continuous conversion process throughout life as we grow in our relationships with the Almighty and his people. 
This conversion process that we're looking at is an individual process and it's a family process.  It's a church process and it's a national process.  Conversion is not just a one time event.  Its many conversions as we become like Jesus.  I illustrate this through a true story as told by Charles Colson.

Over the years, Jaime Cardinal Sin, Archbishop of Manila in the Philippines, watched with growing dismay the corruption of Ferdinand Marcos' dictatorial regime.  He prayed long and hard over the plight of his nation.  After the assassination of Benigno Aquino in August, 1983, a political opponent of Marcos, the archbishop knew he had to act.  What should he do?  As he studied his Bible, he saw in the Old Testament a pattern he felt applied to his own nation.  "When God wants to punish a people, he reasoned, he gives them unjust rulers."  

What the people of the Philippines needed was not a call to revolt against their unjust ruler but a call to repent of their own unjust hearts.  Archbishop Sin spent months crisscrossing his homeland, preaching repentance, conversion, and obedience.  He called the Filipinos to prayer and fasting; the people responded by organizing Bible studies and prayer groups.  A wave of revival - of holiness and renewal - swept through the Philippines.  According to some reports, hundreds of thousands began to meet in small groups to fast and pray for their nation.

These Christian citizens became the foot soldiers for a non-violent revolution, and the eventual result was the peaceful ousting of Marcos and the restoration of a democratic government.  I'm not suggesting that God blessed the Philippines because the people repented; it would be presumptuous to assume we could so neatly understand the mysteries of God's dealings with modern nations.  My point is simply that Jaime Cardinal Sin understood that the church's fundamental responsibility is to renew its own integrity and to be a repentant converted community.  Salvation lies in our Creator alone.
How does this true story, conversion, and justifying grace apply to us?  We can blame our political leaders for corruption and all kinds of things, but we usually elect them knowing the kind of persons they are.  We can be mad at political leaders, and Parliament and all kinds of other groups like the Indigenous Nations and immigrants.  We can be angry at fake news. We can be fed up with partisan politics.  We can play the blame game to the hilt by talking about dirty politics and corruption.  But I believe, our country’s various leaders, are not just dim reflections of the people.  They do reflect in many ways, our real values and ways of doing things and making decisions.
So can we involve ourselves in a conversion process that reverberates out into this community, then this municipality, next the province, and then the whole country, like occurred in the Philippines? As Jaime Cardinal Sin, we too must recognize that our personal fundamental responsibility and this church's fundamental responsibility are to be a people of integrity as we are a continually repentant converted community.  This means continually being in a process where we let God's justifying grace in Jesus, free us, clean us, and continually make us new creations.  I don’t think the down hill slide of the Creator’s Church is simply the fault of the culture.  I think part of this is the church not being the converted church Jesus calls us to.
This week, ask yourself the question, do I need to respond to God's call to conversion?  Do I need conversion in some part of my life?  Am I experiencing fully God's justifying grace growing in me, or am I stagnant, stuck, and running around in circles?  God's grace is sufficient.  Let's keep growing in it.  Let's keep allowing Jesus to speak to us.  Let's continue to be open to justifying grace, that justifies us again and again.  The Almighty Creator really patiently loves us!
