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Lent 4

See the unseen Christ…

and you will surrender to the truth of God’s word

Introduction

The Roman Empire has to be one of the greatest achievements of all time.

Have you ever stopped to consider what it took to manage that empire?

It stretched from the United Kingdom in the north to Egypt in the south,


from Spain in the west to the Caspian Sea in the east.

In other words, the Roman Empire included 

all of Europe, portions of Africa and Russia 

as well as the Arab nations of Iraq and Iran.

When the emperor in Rome wanted to communicate with his subjects,


his message had to travel up to 2000 miles.

A quick and easy task today…but not then  --

not in an era that lacked trains and planes, TV and radio, PCs and cell phones.

How, then, did Rome manage its vast empire?

It succeeded for hundreds of years…but how?

Rome’s “secret for success” was its well-trained administrators.

Before they were posted to remote provinces,


the administrators had to stay in Rome until they captured the mindset of the emperor.

They spent years studying the policies and procedures of Caesar.

When the emperor was convinced that these “students” understood his thinking…


when the emperor believed that these “students” could reflect his views,



he dispatched them as his representatives to the four corners of his empire.

A pastor named Paul claims that people such as you and me 

also are representatives of an emperor.

In the kingdom of God – a kingdom that stretches around the world –


we, says Paul…”we are ambassadors for Christ” [2 Corinthians 5:20]
This pastor named Paul goes on to tell us 

how to be effective representatives of our leader.

“Your attitude (or mindset),” Paul tells us…


“your (mindset) should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” [Philippians 2:5]
Pastor Paul knows what he is talking about.

He has been one of the most effective ambassadors in the kingdom.

And near the end of his life, he revealed his “secret for success”.

He simply said, “We have the mind of Christ.”

How do we get the mind of Christ?

I think we know, don’t we?

By studying the “policies and procedures” of the emperor;


by studying that book in which the emperor reveals what he thinks.

As I said, I think we know that.

Already as children, we were singing:


“The B – I – B – L – E: that’s the book for me.


I stand alone on the word of God: the B – I – B – L – E.”

But is the B – I – B – L – E still the book for you and me?

Findings by Barna, Gallup and USA Today reveal that


many American Christians who claim to “stand alone on the word of God” are not.

They are not –as Howard Hendricks of Dallas Theological Seminary says –


“spending time in the word or living under the word.”

What about us?

Today, then, as we continue our 50-day journey,


let each of us – in the presence of our unseen guest –



review how we see and how we use the B – I – B – L – E…




that book which God has given to you and to me, 

so that we may know him…and his mind.

“The B – I – B – L – E: that’s the book for me”

1) Do you see…?

Do you and I see the Bible as a special book?

Actually, the Bible is not a book;


it’s a library…a library of 66 books.

More than 40 different people wrote those books.

It took them almost 1500 years to complete the library.

Yet, when we read all of those 66 books,


it seems like we’re reading only one book:



there are no contradictions.

How can that be?

If you and I – who live in the same time and space – 

were each to write a book on the same subject…the subject of love, for example,


we would find contradictions in our two books.

How then could so many different people 

from so many different “time zones” and cultures 


write so many pages without contradicting each other?

Two reasons:

One: none of them were Americans

I’ve learned that wherever you find two Americans, 

you also find at least two different opinions.

Two: there really was only one author…


one author who was inspiring and instructing the different writers.

In an article published in Time magazine, Bill Moyers wrote:

If the books of the Bible were not “a revelation from God, they would have gone the way of the Gilgamesh epic and the Greek myths.  But the Bible is the word of God; these (books) are revelations. … As I read the (Bible), a voice speaks to me that does not speak when I read Shakespeare or Tolstoy.  And that, I have to say, is the voice of God.”

Do you and I see the B – I – B – L – E as Bill Moyers does?


as a special book?  as the word of God?

If we do, then let’s thank God…


thank God as Pastor Paul did long ago when the Thessalonians 

“accepted (the Bible) not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God.” [1 Thessalonians 2:13]
But…but statistics reveal 

that 92% of all North American Christians view the Bible as the word of God.

And yet Chuck Colson of Prison Fellowship recently said that, in America,

“Bibles are more often used to adorn coffee tables than to feed minds for disciplined lives.”

Or, to repeat what Howard Hendricks said:


many American Christians simply are not 

“spending time in the word or living under the word.

How is it with you, my friend?

Are you using the Bible 


to decorate your home…



or to direct your life?

If Jesus were to follow you for “48 hours”


and produce a documentary showing how you use God’s word,



what would it reveal?

2) Do you know…?

Do you know that the B – I – B – L – E is not only a book?

it’s also a tool…a powerful tool.

Just look what it can do.

Russian movie star Alexander Rostovzev became a Christian several years ago.

It happened while he was playing the role of Jesus


in a sacrilegious film entitled “Christ in a tuxedo”.

The script called for him to read several verses from the Bible,


scoff at what he read,



then remove his robe and cry out: “Give me my tuxedo and top hat!”

But as he read the verses of the Bible,


he began to tremble.

He couldn’t stop trembling…

and he couldn’t stop reading the Bible,


even though the actors started to mock him.

After a few moments, he stopped when he recalled words he had heard as a child.

He bowed his head and said:


“Lord, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”

Charles Spurgeon, the famous Baptist preacher in London during the 19th century,


tells of a similar incident.

One evening, a man attended a service at which Spurgeon was speaking.

When that man gathered with his friends for breakfast the next morning,


he ridiculed Spurgeon as a “fire-and-brimstone” preacher.

His friends laughed 

as the man tried to repeat Spurgeon’s words and imitate his gestures.

Then, suddenly, everything became quiet 

as the man stopped to confess his sin and pray to Jesus.

This incident prompted Spurgeon to write these words:


“I would rather have you read the Bible and mock it than not read it at all.”

Charles Spurgeon – like Alexander Rostovzev – knows the power of God’s word.

Do we?

Do you and I know that the B – I – B – L – E is a powerful tool?


a powerful tool that can change lives?

Do we know that this word of God (Bible) 

not only changes the lives of people like Rostovzev…

people outside the church?


Do we also know that this word 

changes the lives of people like you and me…

people inside the church ?

If we know, then we can understand why…


why Pastor Paul long ago told the Thessalonians:

“the word of God…is at work in you who believe” [1 Thessalonians 2:13]
But, again, statistics reveal that

the B – I – B – L – E does not seem to be working 

in the lives of many American Christians.

Recent surveys – again by Barna, Gallup and USA Today – reveal that (and I quote)


“today’s Christians are not much different than their non-Christian neighbors.”

Statistics show that 

we enjoy sex outside of marriage…



we divorce…




we abuse our bodies with fatty foods and freaky drugs…





all at almost the same rate 

as those who say they are not Christians.

Listen to these chilling figures:


of the people who stated that they do what the Bible says,



72% felt that cheating on taxes was not stealing,


89% have never volunteered at a food kitchen, visited a prisoner or donated 

clothing to the poor.

How is it with you, my friend?

Is God’s word at work in your life?

Are you using the Bible 


to direct your life as an ambassador for Christ?

If Jesus were to follow you for “48 hours”


and produce a documentary showing how God’s word has changed your life,



what would it reveal?

3) Do we believe…?


Do we know what God tells us in his word? 

I’m not asking if you know all the details 

and can compete in a “Bible bowl”

as some of our high school youth did yesterday.

Do you know the basics…the basic policies and procedures?

Do you know what God says that he does for us?

Do you know that he made each one of us special?

that he made each one of us his children



-- not in a natural way, but in a supernatural way --




through the death and resurrection – the passion – of his son Jesus?

Do you know that God continues to make…


make all things – the good, the bad and the ugly -- work together for our good?

Do you know God also makes a pledge --


that nothing…nothing will ever separate us from his love?

Why! these are policies – let’s call them promises – that you can build your life on!

Do you also know what God says that we are to do for him?

Do you know that he expects us to worship him…

not annually, not monthly…but weekly?

Do you know that he expects us to submit – yes, God says “submit” –


submit to people whom God places over us in places where we live, study and work?

Do you know that he expects to enjoy sex…but only in marriage?

Do you know that he expects to talk about other people…

but always to build them up, never to tear them down?

These, too, are policies – let’s call them commands – that you can build a good life on!

Do we know what God tells us in his word?

Even more critical, do we believe what he says?

Are we constructing our lives on what God says?

If you do, then you, my friend, are blessed.

You’re like the person described by the poet in the very first psalm.

You’re like – and try to picture this way of life – you are…


 “like a tree planted by streams of water, 

(a tree) which yields its fruit in season 

and (a tree) whose leaf does not wither.

Whatever he – or she – does prospers.” [Psalm 1:3]

Does that picture of peace…of productivity and prosperity in the kingdom…

does that picture describe “you and your house”?

Statistics – as I’ve said – seem to paint a very different picture.

Statistics reveal that Christians in North America know and believe the promises of God.

We view what God does for us as a set dinner;


we accept everything!

We believe that he loves us…


that he forgives our faults and failures



that he is always with us, forever making things work for our good




and that, one day, he will take us home to heaven.

God’s promises: a set dinner!

God’s commands, though, are a different kind of a meal.

Surveys show that North American Christians accept God’s promises,

but select his commands.

We view what God wants us to do for him as a buffet.

We pick and choose what we want.

We ignore what we don’t like.

In other words, we treat God’s commands as suggestions.

However, if God’s commands are suggestions,


what happens to his promises?

They no longer are absolute, are they?

They become mere wishes:


I wish God would accept me…I wish God would love me.

Accept part of what tells us as valid but reject another part as invalid?

There’s no logic in that!

There’s also no life in that!

Those who try – says the poet in the very first psalm – are 

“like chaff…chaff that the wind blows away.

The wicked – he says – will not stand in the judgment.” [Psalm 1:4-5]
How is it with you, my friend?

Do you know and believe all that God says to you?

Are you – as that childhood song says -- standing alone on the word of God?

Or are you getting blown all over the place by latest fad and fiction?

The word of God – says that pastor named Paul –


“is the power of God…



the power of God for the salvation of everyone…




of everyone who believes.” [Romans 1:16]

There’s that word again: believes.

It all seems to boil down to this: “who believes”, doesn’t it?

I’ve always appreciated the Chinese character for “believe”.

Many Chinese characters are pictures,


actually showing the concept that they represent.

The Chinese character – or picture – for “believe”


is a combination of two characters…or pictures.

On the left is the character which means “a person”

it is the picture of an individual standing up…



and is pronounced ‘yahn’.

On the right is the character which means “word”


it is the picture of a mouth (on the bottom) with “words” coming out (or up);



it is pronounced “yihn”.

Put these two characters or pictures together


and you have a person standing beside the word:



you also have the Chinese character or picture for “believe”…




pronounced “seun”.

Are you, my friend, standing beside the word of God?

Can you sing:

“The B – I – B – L – E: that’s the book for me.

I stand beside the word of God: the B – I – B – L – E?”

Do you believe – and practice – everything he tells you?

Conclusion

“We are ambassadors for Christ” says Pastor Paul.

We are to represent our king 

wherever we happen to be posted in his vast kingdom.

We have been given our instructions:


the emperor’s word…the emperor’s policies and procedures.

We’ve also been given a surrender flag.

And no matter who we are…


no matter where we go,



we will use this flag.

We either will surrender to the loud voices clamoring for attention in our culture


and lose all the privileges afforded an ambassador.

Or we will surrender to the still, small voice of God


and gain all the privileges awarded an ambassador.

I would like to close with a statement by A J Gordon, 

one of Boston’s greatest preachers.

It is a statement I have found to be true in my own life.

In the past, I always found it easy to do what God doesn’t want


and hard to do what God does want.

How about you?

Let’s hear what Gordon -- in his autobiography -- writes:

“It costs…to obtain this power (the power of God).  It costs self-surrender…yielding to God.  But when we are really in that power, we shall find this difference: that, whereas before it was hard for me to do the easiest things, now it is easy for me to do the hardest things in the kingdom of God.”
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