Sunday, June 7, 2009 – Honoring High School Graduates Sunday – Communion Sunday
God alone makes dead men live
Ephesians 2:1-10
4 But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.





Ephesians 2:4-5 NIV

-----------
I hold in my hand a very pretty flower. It has brilliant colors, sweet fragrance and will make for a nice added touch of elegance on someone’s dining room table. What is less exciting to note about this flower is that it is dead. Yes, as beautiful as this delicate work of art may be, it is, none the less, dead. And for one simple reason. It is has been cut off from its source of life.

We are like this beautiful flower. We are cut off from the source of life. Our beauty is fading and we will soon be laid to rest. Only a miracle can bring this flower back to life again. Only a miracle can resurrect a dead man.

This is the story of God’s grace toward sinful humanity. We have all been cut off from the source of life. And, unless a miracle happens, we will wither and fade. Unless God, through His Son Jesus Christ, breathes new life into us, our deadness will be eternal.

The miracle of our personal resurrection is the story Paul tells us in our text for today. Let’s stand together and read Ephesians 2:1-10 (NIV)
1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.

 4 But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.

6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages He might show the incomparable riches of His grace, expressed in His kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

May God stir up faith within us from these inspired words. You may be seated.

I’m telling you, this text is written for the worst of sinners, the drug addicts, the murders, the addicted gamblers, the sex addict, the foul mouthed, the disrespectful, the law breaker, the evil man and the evil woman.

Sadly, there are those who think this text is not for them. They have never been bad enough to identify with this description: (?)dead in transgressions and sins? Never that bad. (?)Follower of the ways of this world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air? He’s talking about Satan. I’ve never been a follower of Satan. This text is not speaking to me. Certainly not one who gratified the cravings of my sinful nature. No, this text just doesn’t fit some of us.

Or does it? Did Christ need to die for good sinners just as much as He did for bad sinners? 

Jesus told a parable about this matter. It was from the perspective of the sinner. Actually two sinners. One was a bad sinner. The other was a good sinner.

Luke 7:36-48 (NIV)
36 Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so He went to the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. 37 When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, 38 and as she stood behind Him at His feet weeping, she began to wet His feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them. 
39 When the Pharisee who had invited Him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching Him and what kind of woman she is—that she is a sinner.” 

Notice who’s making the assessment. The Pharisee, who, by the way, must not have been thinking of himself as a sinner at all or at worst a “good sinner.” He calls this woman a sinner. And then he reasons, if Jesus were a prophet, almost like saying, if He were righteous like I am, He would know that this wretched woman is a sinner and, by implication, Jesus wouldn’t have anything to do with her.
So, from the perspective of the Pharisee, there are good sinners and, then, there are bad sinners. The irony in this is that Simon the Pharisee seems to think that this sinful woman is too bad for Jesus. There is no hope for her. But, he sees himself as a pretty good dude. He’s probably even thinking, “it’s because of my goodness that Jesus accepted my invitation to dine with me.”
40 Jesus answered him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.” 
“Tell me, teacher,” he said.
(?)Tell me? What do you think Simon is thinking Jesus is going to tell him? He sounds so confident in his response. “Tell me, Jesus, what it is You want to tell me. I’m a pretty righteous man, aren’t I? It was pretty cool of me to invite You to have dinner with me, wasn’t it? Go ahead, tell me.”
And so Jesus proceeds to tell Simon what He was going to tell him.

41 “Two men owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42 Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he canceled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?” 
43 Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt canceled.”
“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said. 
Simon is set up for the kill. Reminds me of proud and arrogant Haman as he entered the kings presence to tell the king how he should be honored by the king.

Esther 6:6 (NIV)
6 When Haman entered, the king asked him, “What should be done for the man the king delights to honor?” 
Now Haman thought to himself, “Who is there that the king would rather honor than me?” 
Haman was totaling misreading the situation. His pride had blinded him to reality. This same disposition seems to be in Simon the Pharisee. Surely these next words of Jesus would cut to the heart and reveal the darkness of this self righteous man. They would expose his self-righteousness.

44 Then He turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give Me any water for My feet, but she wet My feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 45 You did not give Me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing My feet. 46 You did not put oil on My head, but she has poured perfume on My feet. 47 Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.” 
48 Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 
One has to wonder if Simon the Pharisee noticed that Jesus didn’t pronounce his sins as forgiven. Of all people to be honored by Jesus while being a guest of a self-righteous Pharisee than a repentant, bad sinner whom the Pharisee despised. This had to be startling to Simon and all the rest of the Pharisees looking on.
Jesus tells us through this story that a powerful indicator of our own assessment of our need for forgiveness is the level of love and gratitude we show for having been forgiven. He who is forgiven much, loves much. He who has been forgiven little, loves little.
There is little doubt in this story who was loving little, and thus, who was forgiven little. And, it’s not that Simon in fact had little sin. It was only his self-assessment that declared him a good sinner, maybe not even a sinner at all.

That’s why the second half of our text doesn’t sound so astounding to those who think of themselves as good sinners. . . . why some may even think the description in the first few verses of chapter 2 doesn’t even apply to them.

O my, what sadness to have been that Pharisee. Possibly to have continued on with his life thinking of himself as too good to need a Savior and thus never bowing his knee to Christ, or repenting of his sins and or receiving from Christ forgiveness for his sins.

Folks, I don’t want us to get morbid about our sinfulness. But maybe, because we think of sin as degrees of goodness or badness, we tend to take small sins less seriously. We have not murdered, committed adultery or robbed a bank. Therefore, we’re pretty good. And we don’t comprehend our desperate need for a Savior. On the scales, we think of our goodness as outweighing our badness.

That’s why I think the model of scales is problematic in assessing our need for a Savior. As long as we can find enough good to offset the bad, we don’t need a Savior.
How do we know if we have fallen into this trap? Jesus suggests to us that one indicator is our level of sacrificial worship. He holds up the sinful woman as an illustration. Out of her deep gratitude for being forgiven much, she brings what is most valuable to give to Jesus. She’s not bringing leftovers.
If we have little compulsion to bring to Jesus what is most valuable to us, we likely don’t think of ourselves as being very bad sinners. We don’t have much to be forgiven. That’s our assessment.
So, again, I don’t think the model of a balancing scale is very helpful in assessing our need for a Savior.

I do, however, find it helpful to think of sin as a disease, a fatal disease. In fact, a very, very seriously fatal disease that spreads throughout our bodies. Apart from a proper diagnosis and the right cure, we will die of this disease called sin. It doesn’t matter if we have just a little bit of the disease or a whole lot of it. The prognosis is the same for everyone who has the disease. We can take no comfort in knowing that our non-diseased parts still out weigh our diseased parts. Apart from an intervention and a cure, everyone with this disease will die of the disease. That is sin. That is the consequence of sin. And even Simon the Pharisee has the disease, no matter how good he thinks he is. Naman had the disease, even though he was blind to see it.

1. So, the first point from our text this morning that is vital for all of us to see is that we must take God’s diagnosis of our problem, not ours. We have a fatal disease, all of us. The generic, Biblical name for this disease is sin. We were born with it and we will die with it unless we experience a miracle. No matter how good a sinner we think we are, we still have a fatal disease. And it will kill us. 
One indicator of how accurately we have assessed our need of the Savior is the level of our grateful worship. Are we bringing our best to the One who gave His best to provide us with a cure?
What Paul tells us in Ephesians 2 is that God has pulled off a miraculous intervention on our behalf. You see, Jesus saw the same woman that Simon the Pharisee saw. Jesus knew she was a sinner, even more clearly than Simon did. But it appears, Jesus extended His grace toward her as a response to her recognition of her utter sinfulness. Jesus was not repelled by her in her sinful state but rather was open toward her. He was the doctor who not only could properly diagnose the problem, identify the disease, He was the surgeon who could remove the disease and bring back life to the body.

It reminds me of James’ word when he urges us to draw near to God and He will draw near to us in James 4:8.

And it’s in this transaction initiated by God’s grace, that when responded to in faith, results in salvation, in forgiveness of our sins and the start of a new relationship with God the Father.

But it gets even better. Paul tells us that God’s grace goes beyond just saving us. In verses 6 & 7 we read: 

6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages He might show the incomparable riches of His grace, expressed in His kindness to us in Christ Jesus.
The NKJV uses the word together instead of with Him. Maybe it’s just me, but I feel a little more sense of bonding in the word together that the word with doesn’t convey for me.

Ephesians 2:6-7 (NKJV) 6 and raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 7 that in the ages to come He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 
The combination of being in Christ and with Christ suggests that our relationship is now very strong. And, what a gracious act on God’s part. That, in addition to saving us, He raises us up together with Christ to be seated together with Christ in the heavenly places. And, this happens because we are in Christ by the grace of God. This is almost too much of a good thing. 

And God wants us to understand that it is too much of a good thing that God’s grace has been lavished on us. And He wants us to live in the gratitude of that understanding. We, who have been brought back from the dead to live in the life of Christ, need to always remember that once we were really dead in our transgressions and sins but now are living in the life of God’s Son because of God’s rich mercy shown toward us.

8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast.
Mordecai was as good as dead until God intervened. The sinful woman was trash as far as Simon was concerned. But God intervened and this woman became a worshipping servant. Paul was hostile toward Christ until God knocked him off his saddle. God’s intervention opened his eyes to see that his self-righteousness was saturated in the disease called sin. With that realization, everything changed for Paul. His priorities were all changed on the day of his salvation. He lived his life as a continuum of worshipful acts in gratitude to the God who gave him life when he was dead.
2. Folks, we were dead in our transgressions and sins, but God intervened and we have become worshipping servants. 

Paul describes our identity this way:

10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.
We are God’s workmanship! We have God’s label stamped on us, “Made by God.” When people see us, do they recognize the label on our “clothes?” O, not our clothes of fabric or leather, but the clothes of gratitude, of sacrificial love and of grace. Can they tell that we are God’s workmanship?
The word for workmanship is poema. If it sounds like, even looks like poem to you, that’s exactly right. We are God’s poems. Deliberately and intentionally, God made us, created us, wrote our story so that we could be to the praise of His glory.
From Psalm 86:8, David writes: 8 Among the gods there is none like You, O Lord; no deeds can compare with Yours. 
No works can compare with Your works, O Lord! And to think that we are God’s workmanship. And our best response to all this attention and investment by God into our lives is humble service and grateful praise. In fact, Paul describes our service as good works, works that God prepared in advance for us to do.

Our worship is response to God’s gracious gifts of forgiveness and sonship. To the degree we recognize our need of God’s grace will be the degree to which we live our lives in gratitude to our Lord and Savior.
As preparation for us to share together in our Lord’s Table, I would like us to read together the words of two of our songs that we sang earlier. In your song sheet, please turn to He Know My Name and Child of God.
After we read these two songs in unison, would you take a few moments to invite the Holy Spirit to help you assess your need of the Savior and allow Him to stir up within you an increased level of gratitude?













