Discovering Christianity Today

The great 20th century preacher Billy Graham retoam
incident that occurred when he was flying acrogs WsA
one day. A very large man in the row in front ofhivas
drinking too much and becoming more and more noisy.
After a while he began to make advances to the liema
cabin staff as they passed in the aisle. Eventutity
attendant in charge, somewhat in desperation, tealim
“Would you mind quietening down; you know the
passenger in the seat behind you is Dr Billy Grahakh
this the large drunken figure hauled himself urditgato

his feet, turned round, stuck out his hand, and %a&ke,
I’'m sure glad to meet you; your sermons have beeh 8
help to me in my life.”

This is one of the stories Billy Graham tells againimself

but of course it makes a very serious point: no ,nramn
preacher, however famous or eloquent, can change th
inward quality of another man’s life. The heartafman
needs superhuman or divine power to reform it.

Each of us comes face to face more often than keeté
admit with the fact that our lives are not whatytheere
meant to be. Many years ago there was a correspoade
the Times of London under the titlg/hat is wrong with
the World?” After several dozen contributions, the shortest
letter of all was published. It readéar Sir, | am. Yours



etc. GK Chesterton.”Once we accept that, we must
inevitably realise that it needs a power outsideselves to
change us.

An Old Fiddle and a Modern Airliner

In the early 20th century a sale of valuable musica
instruments was held at Sotheby’s auction rooms in
London. One item in the catalogue was a most uhusua
violin made by the most distinguished of craftsmieénvas
given a high reserve price; but when it came uritier
hammer the bidding was disappointing. It hadn’trbeel|
looked after; it was shabby in appearance and ithdebs
were suspicious of it pedigree. The auctioneer atmasit to
withdraw it when an old man got up from the backl an
came slowly forward on his stick. Reaching the froe
took up the fiddle and bow and began to play. Tale s
room filled with the most beautiful melodies. A wper
went round, “Paganini”. When the maestro had retdro

his seat the bidding resumed and the reserve pva®
exceeded many times over. What did the violin naed
bring out its true potential? It needed the mastéouch.
Each of us was made by a master craftsman but we ha
become spoiled by our disobedience to that Mastés.
were made in the image of God but our sinfulness ha
marred that image. Like the violin, to achieve dure
potential we need the Master's touch. Only the
transforming touch of Jesus can change us.



Let me give another illustration. | remember weék ffirst
time | flew in the Rolls-Royce Tristar jet. It wase of the
first three-engined passenger planes, one engider wach
wing and one in the tail. My wife and | were flyifigom
Malta to London up the coast of Italy in most béalt
weather. When the Alps began to appear up aheathtiie
attendant suggested that we might like to visitabekpit.

It was long before the time when terrorism anddkijags
put an end to such courtesies. In the course ofoatm
fascinating chat about the new plane, | asked Hpain
what would happen if one engine were to fail. “Qbu’d
hardly notice it,” he said, “our speed would desea
slightly and we would ask permission to fly at avér
altitude, but | doubt whether the passengers wbaldware
anything had happened.” And then he added, “Of smitr
would be a different story if we hit turbulence strong
head winds.”

| was due to preach at a boys’ school the nextadayas |
walked back to my seat it hit me in a flash th&iad the
perfect illustration for that particular audiend¥e are all
like the Tristar — made to fly on three engines. & built
of three parts, body, mind and spirit. Most of us good at
looking after our bodies and our minds but so oftea
most important engine — the one up in the centithéntail
— is neglected or even ignored. The fact that {hiatsal
engine is not working may go unnoticed so muchhaf t
time; but when we hit the turbulence and stormifefthat
is when it is missed. And that is when others cik put



the person who is living as the Creator made hintivie
upheld by an inward source of power and peace.

What is your Goal?

As you read my booklet today, may | ask: What isiryo
goal in life? Is it perhaps financial success watthappy
family life thrown in? Early retirement with a coarfable
home, two cars, and an adequate bank balance yonder
belt? In Luke’s Gospel Jesus tells the story ofeamwhose
business prospered so much that he said to hiniiss,
you have ample goods laid up for many years, taka y
ease, eat, drink and be merry.” But that same nigd
intervened and the man came face to face with Hiyou
were to die tonight could you confidently say, fidw that

| have eternal life. | know that | belong to Chriktknow
that the whole question of my sin in the sight éfay God
is settled.” Or would you perhaps be frightened? Th
celebrated philosopher and atheist Voltaire ondeisthbed
cried, “A million of money for a moment of time.”

A Famous Verse

‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only &, that
whoever believes in Him shall not perish but haveternal life.’

John 3.16 is perhaps the most famous Bible versendny
it has been the first step on the road to discageri
Christianity. The promise of eternal life, full fiveness of
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sin, and peace with God for this life and the next
available to everyone who will believe in Jesus.

But what does it mean to believe in Him? To beliéwe
someone is a great deal more than to belabhait him.
Certainly we begin by believing about Him; that is
believing the simple historical facts that are fdun the
Gospels and amongst the other historians of thst fir
century. A man called Jesus undoubtedly lived ile$ftme

at that time. He did remarkable things; He spoke
astonishing words; He died a cruel death at thelhai the
Roman governor of the day. No student of historm ca
doubt these facts.

But we are driven to believe too that He rose ftbmdead
after crucifixion. Theevidence for the resurrectionis
overwhelming, so much so that a former Lord Chieftize

of England used to say that no jury properly didatould
fail to find the resurrection of Jesus proved beycm
reasonable doubt. The fact of the empty tomb is a
compelling piece of evidence. Both the Jewish autibe
and the Roman militia were desperate to disprowe th
resurrection and yet they were quite unable to preda
body. Every attempt to disprove the resurrectiors ha
ultimately foundered on this touchstone.

Then there is the fact of the astonishing changel@fen
demoralised disciples into a fighting body of mehow
faced with horrible persecution and successive yragoms,
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nevertheless carried the news of the risen Lorthéofour
corners of the first century world.

Believingin Jesus Christ : The Cross

We must believe these facabout Jesus but we must go
further and believén Him. That means accepting by faith,
however small, that he is the God-man, and He diethe
cross in my place taking the punishment that | desgk In
the Old Testament Isaiah writes

We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of usshrned to
his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the sin bus all.
(Isaiah 53. 5&6)

Isaiah 53 is a remarkable prophecy about the de&th
Christ on the cross that was to take place somey&@s
later. If you doubt this statement get hold of #&I8iand
read it. You will see that in the most graphic veagleath by
crucifixion is described. — and the descriptiorthe# victim
is such that in the light of history it could onbe Jesus
Christ. Isaiah says that God in heaven laid ons)€rist
the sin of each of us while He hung on that crBss.why?
Why did Jesus Christ have to suffer this macabrathde
Was it not simply a terrible miscarriage of justieaed
nothing more?

| practised as an advocate in Britain for 20 ye&nsting
that time | often appeared in the criminal couithex for

Vi



the prosecution or defence. | also sat for somesyas a
part-time judge trying accused persons and passing
sentence on those convicted. The law would vergldyi
fall into disrepute if, when a verdict of guilty wadrought
in, the offence was passed over by the judge. chusti
demands that a punishment should be imposed to timeet
crime. God is all-loving, but also all-just; andsHustice
demanded that sin should not go unpunished. Sasdtthat

a penalty had to be paid for the sin that had eg&ad us
from God. It was a terrible divine dilemma. Eitlrean was
to pay his own penalty and be separated foreven f&nd;

or somebody else suitably qualified must be foumghay
the penalty instead. So it was that God's love skxlithe
greatest rescue plaof all time.

God decided to send the one person who would gutalif
take the punishment in our place; no mere man could
qualify since each deserved to die for his own Aimd so

the Lord Jesus Christ came from heaven’s highestygl
was born in Bethlehem's stable, lived a perfeet \ifithout

sin, and after 33 years was nailed to a crossttiking the
punishment for all sin.

Repenting of my Sin

Do you begin to see how serious sin is in the safha
Holy God? Do you think that God would have sent blity
Son from the palace of heaven to the mud-hut ahear
suffer such a terrible death, if there had beenahgr way
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to deal with the problem of sin? That leads ushi dther
great Bible word that is always linked tBelieve. When
Jesus began his preaching by the Sea of Galilee he
proclaimed:

The time has come. The Kingdom of God is near. REMNE
and believe the good news! (Mark 1.15).

On the day of Pentecost, Peter proclaimed the daath
resurrection of Jesus, and when the people askeuhtW
shall we do?’ he declared:

REPENT and be baptised, every one of you, in the n& of
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. Angrou will
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. (Acts 2.38)

When Paul was defending himself before King Agrifea
declared:

| preached that they should REPENT and turn to Godand
prove their REPENTANCE by their deeds. (Acts 26.20)

Clearly we have to tak&epentanceseriously. It means
doing a 180 degree turn in our attitude to God.bast |
know how, and in the strength God promises to gnhe
when He enters my life by His Holy Spirit, | mustrt from
going my own way and begin going God’s way. ThedRre
word translatedepentanceliterally meanshanging one’s
mind. The Anglican Prayer Book provides a very helpful
explanation of repentance:
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If we are to turn to God in true penitence, we musbe cut to
the heart (Acts 2.37). There must be sorrow and aegire to
amend. We must be willing to accept the fact and gwity of
sin with no attempt to conceal it. Furthermore thee must be a
desire to live the new life in Christ.

You say, ‘I could never keep it up.’ You are rigBur lives
are filled with broken ‘new resolutions’. But onceome to
Christ He offers me a new power to do what is right
Imagine the gloves of one of the great boxing heagight
champions. Take one of the gloves and swing itblatces;

it would hardly swat a fly. But put the owner’stfis the
glove and it becomes an immensely effective weaf8m!
with us; alone | am no match for temptation. WithriGt
inside me | am a new and very different person.

Coming to Jesus

Jesus followed up his commands Repent and Believe
with the invitation:

COME, follow me. (Mark 1.17)

Those three wonderful steps REPENT-BELIEVE-
COME - are the route to the Kingdom of Heaven. If you
can take the first two, then you are ready to actke
invitation to come. When you come to Jesus, He cotoe
you.



Jesus is standing outside the door of your lifeatigmt to
come in by His Holy Spirit. He has been waitinghzgrs 10
years, perhaps even as much as 40 or 50 years.tiNdw
you have heard Him, His knocking becomes partitylar
insistent. This is how the apostle John saw itisndneam:

Here | am! | stand at the door and knock. If anyonehears my
voice and opens the door, | will come inRevelation 3.20)

Notice that the invitation is tany man but notice also that
the door must be opened from theside In a famous
painting depicting this verse the artist Holman Hsimows
Jesus wearing a crown of thorns and a purple rtzrelmg,
knocking, outside the door of a dilapidated cottagke
door is overgrown with creeper because it has lskehfor
so long. There is no handle on the outside. Huptaéxed
that this was no mistake. Jesus will never forcensgdilf
upon us. He waits for us to open the door andeéndim in.

How do | invite Him in? It does not require any i
form of words. A simple prayer in the silence of imgart
will be enough to elicit an immediate response. For
example:

Lord Jesus, thank you for dying on the cross, taking the
punishment for my sinin my place. | repent of my sin; | turn
from my way and in your strength | want to go your way
from this day on. | come to you; please come into my heart

and take your place as my Saviour, my Lord and my friend.



Once you have invited Him in, however few or maimury
words, once you have made that wholehearted umexser
commitment that is the essence of repenting anié\ie

in Jesus, then you can be sure He has enterecelpetison

of His Holy Spirit. Look again at Revelation 3.20he
promise is quite unconditional. Jesus doeissay, ‘I might
come in’ or ‘| will come in if you turn over a nelgaf’. He
knows you have been trying to turn over a new feafar

too long! When He comes in you experience God’s new
birth and become a new person!

If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; theld has gone,
the new has come!(2 Corinthians 5.17)

Postscript

Having taken that vital step, you may well be sgytn
yourself, ‘Well, | don't feel any different.” Thadoes not
matter. Faith depends on facts, not feelingdrust the
promises of God. “My Master is a gentleman who neve
breaks His word” wrote African explorer and mission
David Livingstone. On more than one occasion when
travelling from one country to another by car | &dween
struck by how similar the new country is to the .old
Initially, the scenery, the people and even the@laames
are so much the same. | could easily be deceived in
thinking | had not crossed the border if | religgon my
feelings. But the stamps in my passport are fatlisg me
otherwise. So with beginning the Christian life;eth
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Christian family likeness comes gradually; unliketural
birth where a family likeness may be evident imragaly.
But we can rely from the first moment of spiritudié on
the Master’'s promises; the feeling of peace andrasse
will soon follow.

Or perhaps you are asking, “Well, what do | do nbkifd

other Christians and join them in friendship antbfeship.

Tell them about your new discovery. Don't keepdtret!
But most important of all, get yourself a Bibleanrmodern
translation and start reading it. Start with one thé
Gospels. The Bible is God'’s living word, and once have
the Holy Spirit in us, the pages will light up.wtll become
a treasure chest relevant and meaningful to evgryida

Then start to pray. The essence of any friendshijpwb-
way communication. Jesus speaks to us through ithle;B
we respond in prayer. Talk to Him quite natura@®all Him

by His own personal name, Jesus; but call Hord Jesus
because He is Lord as well as friend. Tell Him your
misgivings, your joys and your fears. Tell Him yalay to
day needs, and ask Him to teach you more and nimmet a
Himself. He is worth getting to know!

Here is a prayer you might like to use regularly:
Day by day, Lord Jesus, of you three things | pray
To see you more clearly, to follow you more nearly

And to love you more dearly. Amen
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