ST TIMOTHY'S CHURCH - SERMON NOTES + GROUP NOTES

	DATE
	SUBJECT     (also at StTims.org.uk)
	TEXTS      

	30/01/11
	God’s way of Salvation
	1 Cor 1.18-23 Mt 5.1-12


St Tim’s “VISION”: “To help as many people as possible to discover the love of God for themselves and grow to become enthusiastic followers of Jesus.”
But HOW do we help people to discover the love of God for themselves? How do we get the message across, how do we persuade them to believe in Jesus?
To do this, What kind of church do we have to be? How do we do this as a church, and as individuals?

Think about your friends / family. Think about those people who you might like to help to become Christians. 

Spend a moment thinking about those people…
Maybe right now they don't have much faith. How are we going to help them to move closer to God?

Take a moment to think about it…
The Bible does give us some very clear guidance. In this first letter of St Paul to the Corinthians, he identifies the main problem that people have in believing, that has to be overcome, if people are to change, and  come to experience the love of God for themselves…
1 Cor 1.21-23

For God in his wisdom made it impossible for people to know him by means of their own wisdom. 

Instead, by means of the so-called “foolish” message we preach, God decided to save those who believe. 

Jews want miracles for proof, and Greeks look for wisdom

As for us, we proclaim the crucified Christ 

- a message that is offensive to the Jews and nonsense to the Gentiles;

What this passage is telling us, is that NOT EVERY PATHWAY LEADS TO GOD.
God has actually made some paths to be a dead-end. 
He identifies two false trails here: (1) Jews want miracles for proof, and (2) Greeks look for wisdom
At first sight there doesn't seem to be much wrong with wanting some kind of evidence in order to believe, and also wanting to be convinced that the Christian faith is full of wisdom. 

Nothing wrong with that! Why does Paul say that God has made it impossible for people to come to know him through this kind of questioning?
The problem is the human tendency to pride and self importance. And both of these characteristics make us light years away from God, who is full of love, and humility.

What is the connection with pride and self importance here? Why do people want proof? Because, due to their selfishness and pride, they are reluctant to accept the loving demands of Jesus upon their lives.  …and will only accept them if they are forced to, such as by overwhelming miraculous evidence or philosophical wisdom / reasoning.

Of course God could provide such evidence if you wanted to. But if he did - if he overwhelmed us with some kind of proof or other - then we would be left with no choice. We would simply obey through fear. Our selfishness and pride would remain unchanged, we would simply be a obeying God for reasons of self-preservation.

Do you think that God would want people in heaven whose pride and hardheartedness has remained unchanged?

If someone has upset you because of their pride and selfishness, you would be looking for a change of heart would you not? You can always bride people to do what you want, or make them do it out of fear. But wouldn't you want them simply to do things for you freely, out of love?

So it is with God, who loves all of us. He wants us to obey him out of love, not because we have no choice.

So if people demand proof from God, before they will accept his claims upon their lives, he will simply not play the game with us!
So if God will not offer us proof through either miracles or reason, what does he offer us?

( St Paul says, “As for us, we proclaim the crucified Christ,”
What exactly is the message of the crucified Christ, and why does this solve the problems of our self-important pride, and our hardheartedness?
Firstly the message of the crucified Christ inspires us to love God.

The vision of God that is revealed in the crucified Christ, is a vision of self sacrificial love which opens our eyes to the very nature of God and melts our hard hearts. When we begin to appreciate all that Jesus Christ has done for us upon the cross, he wins our loyalty, our surrender, he wins our love.
Secondly the message of the crucified Christ inspires humility.

We see a vision of such love, nobility and courage in the life and death of Jesus, that we recognise how far our lives fall short of how God meant us to live. When we gaze upon the crucified Christ, dying for our sins, that vision convinces us both of the moral purity and love of God, and convinces us that indeed we need someone to save us from our pride and selfishness.

First, The vision of the crucified Christ begins to work its wonderful healing medicine upon us, inspiring within us humility and love the God. Secondly we are then able to follow him on a path that indeed requires love and humility.

The pathway to discovering God through Jesus and the Cross is designed to be so ambiguous, so uncertain, so easily dismissed, that anyone with whose pride and selfishness begins to get the upper hand will no longer see it, or be convinced to follow.

There was a French mathematician and philosopher, called Blaise Pascal, who in one of his writings made an incredibly profound statement about the way God reveals itself. He said, 

"God reveals himself in enough light, so that those who want to find him can find him, but leaves enough darkness so that those who do not want to find him can hide."
This ambiguity is a stumbling block to those whose hearts do not want to follow Jesus. It is deliberately put their by God, to act like a filter. Only those whose hearts are open to love and humility will be able to recognise the true nature of God in Jesus, and indeed what he has done for us upon the cross. Which is why Jesus kept on saying, “Listen then if you have ears”. The question is: are our hearts, ears and eyes open?
So, drawing things to a close, what does all this mean then in terms of how do we get the message across to those who have not yet discovered the love of God for themselves? How do we persuade them to become enthusiastic followers of Jesus?

Firstly not to worry about our inability to provide proof to them! The battle is not to be fought and won in the area of intellectual or physical proof of the Christian faith. The battle is fought and won in the area of the human heart.

Therefore we must do three things:

1. Praaaaaayyyyyyyyyyyyy for them!
2. Love them

3. Tell them about Jesus

Finally…Keep your eyes on Him too!
Some possible Questions to consider:

· What is there about the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus that hints to us that God is not going to make himself obvious to us?

· Why do you think that God does not make himself more obvious to us? 

· If God proved himself to us what would be our motivation for obeying him?
· If Jesus says listen then if we have ears, what does he mean by that?

· Do you think we sometimes don’t hear/see him even though he is wanting us to see him?

· What helps us to hear/see him?

· How does all this apply to helping others see/hear him? How might we help them?
