Part 3: Grace River and the Kingdom of God
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Romans 5:1-5

1. Grace River – the Vision
Five years ago several mentors in my life were urging me to prayerfully figure out God’s unique calling or identity for Springs Community Church.  Over 6 months I dialoged with both our leaders and others outside SCC.  Grace emerged at a dominant theme, because grace, rightly understood, is unique to Christianity. So we talked about radical grace, or total grace but nothing grabbed us as the best answer. 

C.S. Lewis says, “If and when a horror turns up you will then be given Grace to help you. I don’t think one is usually given it in advance. “Give us our daily bread” (not an annuity for life) applies to spiritual gifts too; the little daily support for the daily trial. Life has to be taken day by day and hour by hour.” Letters of CS Lewis, p250.


Finally, I spent two days in prayer out at Glenn Eyrie, here in the foothills of Colorado Springs. I studied all of the biblical passages on grace. I then hiked up Queens Canyon to the waterfalls [SHOW PICTURE OF WATERFALL] and then climbed above the falls where I sat on a warm April 1st and prayed.  And sensed in my spirit that God was telling me, “Steve, my grace is life a river. Not this puny little river, like the Mississippi.  Tell them that to be a follower of Jesus is to learn to live in grace river.  

As I walked to my car that day I had this check in my spirit. God seemed to by trying to say something else. I stopped and sensed God asking me, “Steve, would you spend the rest of your life telling people about my river of Grace?” And my answer was yes. 


I tell you this, and I know some of you have heard this before, because it’s very central to who we are as a church.  Springs Community Church’s motto is Stand in Grace River. Live your life day by day, hour by hour receiving the Gifts God alone can give.  It’s what Jesus had in mind when he said, “The Kingdom of God is here.”  


And what is the Kingdom of God?  It’s the reality or the world Jesus gives us, captured in the statement, Jesus brings His world with Him. He brings heaven … here.  He brings the dream of God for us.


   "The call to faith is the call to trust God and God's dreams enough to realign our dreams with God's, to dream our little dreams within God's big dream. The call to continually receive God's dreams, including His promise that Grace will show up when we need it - a process that seems to be a lifelong one. And the call to practice is the call to learn to live the way God dreams for us to live."

Grace, then, is not just a nice idea…
2. Grace: Who God IS.
John 1:14 NIV 14The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

The clearest picture we ever get of God is through Jesus.  Jesus makes it clear that God is love, that God is merciful, more willing to forgive than most of us are.  And Jesus makes it clear that Heaven is invading planet earth and for those who have faith, the realities of heaven are more real than anything else.  There is not evil in heaven so I can live confident that the evil I confront is not going to win, in the end.  There is no sin in heaven, so I can ask God to help me with my struggles with sin, confident that “we shall overcome, someday.”  There is no sickness in heaven. Can I face sickness and old age, confident that sickness won’t be part of my life in heaven and that heaven is breaking through to my life now … a grace filled God giving me all that I need?  Jesus says, “yes.”  

And most central to grace is Character.  Character makes a huge difference in our selves and in our relationships and it’s hard to find a person of greater character than Jesus. The way God builds character into our lives is by constantly giving us his grace.  Grace that forgives our lack of character … and I certainly need the gift of mercy … and the grace that empowers us to try life, Jesus way.  Loving one another and even our enemies.  So 

Grace is God’s willingness to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves, including the gift of life forever with Him and life to the full today.  

Salvation, the promise that we will never be separated from God, not even death will separate us … is a gift of God’s grace through Jesus, who died for us and lives for us.  But Grace is also about day by day, hour by hour, receiving from God the gifts I need for life.  So Jesus says, 
Matthew 4:17 The Message “Change your life. God’s kingdom is here.”
3. Grace and Truth Together

Now, I need to confront something, with my SCC family.  There is a persistent rumor going around this place that we’re the grace church, but not the truth church. That simply is not true.  Jesus truth is our truth.   John 1:14 says Jesus is the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.


Jesus spoke with authority, meaning he knew what he was talking about. People are always drawn to someone who is clear about the truth.  As they listened to Jesus talk about God they realized God was not a condemning God and that Jesus wasn’t condemning them either. Religion is full of condemnation and judgementalism.  Jesus new they were already on overload with condemnation and Jesus surprised them because he said, “I have not come to condemn the world.” 

But Jesus didn’t pander. He never tried to water down the truth or attract people with “marketing techniques.”  You never catch him giving away book marks with the Lord’s Prayer or three colored copies of the Sermon on the Mount.  No, Jesus introduces them to the God who is full of truth … and full of grace.  Listen carefully, 

Truth without grace breeds a self-righteous legalism that poisons the church and pushes the world away from Jesus. Grace without truth breeds moral indifference and keeps people from seeing the need for Jesus.  

Randy Alcorn, The Grace and Truth Paradox

The reason we are the Grace River church is Jesus never offered truth apart from Grace because Jesus knew that religion apart from grace kills people. The reason we are the truth church is that the great illusion of contemporary culture is that God is optional. That I can pretend I’m not accountable to God … the very God who loves me and gave His son for me … but that’s a lie.  I can pretend all kinds of things but pretending never leads to life.

I remember a conversation I had about our motto, “Stand in Grace River.” We were considering “Jump in Grace River,” “Swim in Grace River,” “Dive in Grace River.”  Maybe some of you would prefer stick your big toe in grace river.  The real point is that we are to LIVE in Grace River … because this water is alive. Listen to this song by Steven Curtis Chapman called Dive …let me read you the chorus and the last verse:
Standing in Grace River

Song: Dive, by Steven Curtis Chapman   4 minutes
The long awaited rains have fallen hard upon the ground.

And carved their way to where the wild and rushing river can be found.

And like the rains I have been carried here to where the river flows., yeah.

My heart is racing and my knees are weak 

As I walk to the edge I know there is no turning back

Once my feet have left the ledge and in the rush I hear a voice

That's telling me it's time to take the leap of faith, so here I go.

I'm diving in, I'm going deep, in over my head, I want to be

Caught in the truth, lost in the flow, in over my head, I want to go

The river's deep, the river's wide, the river's water is alive

So sink or swim, I'm diving in.

There is a supernatural power in this mighty river's flow

It can bring the dead to life and it can fill and empty soul,

And give a heart the only thing worth living for, yeah.

But we will never know the awesome power of the grace of God

Until we let ourselves get swept away into this holy flood,

So if you'll take my hand we'll close our eyes and count to three

And take the leap of faith, come on let's go. 

Let’s talk about life in Grace River …
4. LIFE in Grace River – The 1st Part
Romans 5:1-2 The Message
1By entering through faith into what God has always wanted to do for us—set us right with him, make us fit for him—we have it all together with God because of our Master Jesus. 

Jesus tells us with truthful authority is that he came to set us right with God.  The guilt thing we talked about earlier … the cross is God’s way of dealing with guilt, sin, or if you want specifics that willful attitude that says, “I don’t need anyone to tell me how to live my life!”  I challenge you to really study Jesus’ life and ask yourself, honestly, if this is not the best way to live.  

Jesus came to set us right with God. The starting place isn’t your cleaning up your act. The starting place is grace: a gift God wants to give you. If you will follow Jesus, as the way to connect to God and the way to live your life … He promises to never condemn you and keep giving grace to you that will change your life for the better … in fact, grace will make you more and more like Jesus from the inside out.  set us right with him, make us fit for him—we have it all together with God because of our Master Jesus. 
2And that’s not all: We throw open our doors to God and discover at the same moment that he has already thrown open his door to us.  God has always been the one taking the first step, initiating relationship with you.  Ok, so I don’t throw open the door to God, I just open it a crack to see what this is all about … and what I discover is that God, being totally loving and secure within Himself, has thrown open His door to us.  
 We find ourselves standing where we always hoped we might stand—out in the wide open spaces of God’s grace and glory, standing tall and shouting our praise.


We find our selves standing in Grace River: There is salvation in this river. There is forgiveness in this river. You can learn to love, radically, in this river. You can even learn to give yourself away for others because a good God is taking intimate care of you. 

I’ve asked my son, Ben to share his grace river story. Welcome Ben…

Grace River Story: Ben Brooks
10 minutes
5. LIFE in Grace River – the 2nd Part.
Let me give you the CS Lewis quote again: “If and when a horror turns up you will then be given Grace to help you. I don’t think one is usually given it in advance. “Give us our daily bread” (not an annuity for life) applies to spiritual gifts too; the little daily support for the daily trial. Life has to be taken day by day and hour by hour.” Letters of CS Lewis, p250.


This is how grace works in our daily lives … especially on the day horror turns up.  Because God is a God of grace and Jesus has arranged for life by grace, God doing for us what we cannot do for ourselves, here’s how grace works.  
Romans 5:3-5, 8 NIV
3Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance;  Now God’s not asking you to tuff it out alone.  The Bible says, 8God can pour on the blessings in astonishing ways so that you’re ready for anything and everything, more than just ready to do what needs to be done. 9As one psalmist puts it, He throws caution to the winds, giving to the needy in reckless abandon. His right-living, right-giving ways never run out, never wear out.  1 Cor. 9:8-9 Message

So the next time you find yourself facing suffering, frustration, disappointment yo might pray like this: “God, I need your grace. If you have gifts from heaven for me so I can face this tough situation like Jesus would face it … I’m open to receive your gifts of grace.  Suffering produces perseverance because I can stand it, knowing God will come through for me. 


Ben’s wife, Katie, lost a job recently, but she lost it while we were with her in Michigan.  So the family and friends gathered around Katie and prayed and reminded Katie that this was going to turn into a good thing … over time. 

4perseverance, character;
Perseverance, then, produces character.  Because when you trust God over and over in your suffering … and life is full of bad stuff … it produces an inner life that looks more and more like Jesus’ inner life.  Did Jesus have an easy life?  The best way to answer that is to read the gospels. I think you’ll find the answer is Jesus did not have an easy life.  Did Jesus life a good life, to the full? Oh, yes.  Because heaven, the Kingdom of Abba Father, was more enduring that a hard life. 

and character, hope. 5And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us…
Here’s a picture of Grace River: God pouring out his love into our inner selves by His Spirit … within us.  Have you ever felt an overwhelming sense of love for someone?  That’s your inner self, your spirit, filling with love.  Have you ever felt that way towards God?  God’s Spirit – God’s deep inner self – wants to fill your spirit, your deep inner self with love and faith.  How do I know? Romans 5:8 … 

8But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.


Jesus invites you to come to His table to share in the Lord’s Supper.  We remember the love of God when Jesus died for us. We remember that we are all on common ground, no one of us is any better or any worse that anyone else, because God’s grace through Jesus reminds us of who we are. And we remember that Jesus is alive and one day we will join Him.  


Let this be a time where you open wide the doors of your life to God. 
Prayer
Communion

Going Deeper:

1. Grace is defined as God doing for us what we cannot do for ourselves.  
a. How is salvation, eternal life, something we cannot do for ourselves? 

(read Ephesians 2:8-9) 

b. How does God give me what I need daily, by grace? 

(read Matthew 6:25-34, Galatians 5:22-23)

2. Discuss why Grace and Truth must go together.

3. How open are you to allow God and His Kingdom to radically change your life?

4. Ben Brooks’ story is about God’s Grace. How is your story about God’s grace?
5. How does grace help us on hard days? (read Romans 5:3-5)

6. John 1:14 says Jesus is the One and Only, full of grace and truth.  How would you describe your relationship with Jesus Christ? 

7. What best describes where you are in Grace River? Standing, Diving In, my big toe’s in, I’m outta here. 
8. Pray together with your friends, family or small group about a deeper life by Grace. 
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