THE CHURCH – HOW RICH WE ARE!
#10 Being A Difference Maker!
April 3rd, 2011 – Ephesians 4:17-32

A teacher in New York honored each of her seniors in high school by telling them the difference they each made.   She called each student to the front and told each of them how they had made a difference to her and the class.   Then she presented each of them with a blue ribbon imprinted with gold letters: Who I Am Makes a Difference.  She gave each student three more ribbons and instructed them to go out and tell others how they made a difference in their lives. One boy in the class went to a junior executive and honored him for helping him with career planning. He gave him a blue ribbon and put it on his shirt. Then he gave him two extra ribbons: We're doing a class project on recognition. We'd like you to go out and find somebody to honor, give them a blue ribbon, then give them the extra blue ribbon so they can acknowledge a third person to keep this acknowledgment ceremony going.

The junior executive went in to see his boss, who was known for being a grouchy. He told him that he deeply admired him for being a creative genius.  The boss seemed very surprised. He took the blue ribbon and placed it right on his boss's jacket above his heart. Would you do me a favor? Would you take this extra ribbon and pass it on by honoring somebody else? That night the boss came home to his 14-year-old son: The most incredible thing happened to me today. One of the junior executives gave me a blue ribbon for being a creative genius. He gave me an extra ribbon and asked me to find somebody else to honor. I want to honor you. My days are really hectic and when I come home I don't pay a lot of attention to you. Sometimes I scream at you for not getting good enough grades or for your bedroom being a mess. I just want to let you know that you do make a difference to me. Besides your mother, you are the most important person in my life. You're a great kid and I love you!

The startled boy started to sob and sob, and he couldn't stop crying. His whole body shook. He looked up at his father and said through his tears: Dad, earlier tonight I sat in my room and wrote a letter to you and Mom explaining why I had killed myself and asking you to forgive me. I was going to commit suicide tonight after you were asleep.    I just didn't think that you cared at all. The letter is upstairs. I don't think I need it after all. His father walked upstairs and found a heartfelt letter full of anguish and pain. The boss went back to work a changed man. We have been changed by grace through faith.  Are You A Difference Maker? Paul gives us two thoughts today: Advice for making a difference and the Attire which makes a difference for Jesus in the world.

ADVICE FOR MAKING A DIFFERENCE
Life Without Jesus Is Meaningless: 17) So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live (WALK) as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 18) They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.   19) Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, and they are full of greed. Ignorance refers to a lack of knowledge and also refers to a lack of experience. The reason they lack this knowledge and experience is because of the hardness of their heart. Hardness was used in a medical sense to refer to stiff joints, as in arthritis. Because of a desire to go their own way, people develop a hardening of the heart. This is the condition of the world. It looks just like a snapshot of the 21st century.   

People who have yet to be enlightened by the Spirit of God are incapable of understanding the truth. They can't see: Ahead - they live without vision and purpose.  Around - their troubles defeat them. Through –easily deceived.      In - they don't even really know themselves. Up - even God is hidden from their blind eyes. Many Christians get all bent out of shape about the current state of our world: Prayer has been taken out of our schools. The commandments aren’t allowed on the walls. A sixteen year old girl has to have a permission slip to go on a field trip with her class but in some states can get an abortion without even informing a parent. Schools can give kids condoms or teach Islam, but can’t mention Jesus or give them Bibles. Evolution is taught over creation. Our world is really messed up! Why are we surprised that the world is behaving like the world? The world is going to be the world! Our mission is: PROCLAIM CHRIST IN A CHANGING WORLD! There is good news in a bad news world! Only Jesus brings meaning and purpose to a world in confusion & darkness. Paul reminds us of the transformed life in Christ! 
Life With Jesus Is Transforming: 20) That, however, is not the way of life you learned 21) when you heard about Christ and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 22) You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23) to be made new in the attitude of your minds;  24) and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.  Jesus makes all the difference! It is transforming; life-changing! We are new creatures in Christ!
Romans 12:2: Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Kids watch super-heroes called the Mighty Morphin Power Rangers. They transform themselves into powerful martial arts experts for justice. It’s morphin time! It’s morphin time for children of God. We experience a metamorphosis of mind (Greek for transformed) From that renewed mind, we can make a difference for Jesus.
What does this new life look like? It is COUNTER-CULTURAL! What is it about American society in general that has led to the creation of certain counter-cultures through the years? In the 1950’s there were the greasers who sought to be different by grooving to Elvis -just a little dab will do it as dad put this Brylcreem stuff on my hair.

In the 1960’s there were the flower children who sowed American flags to the seats of their faded blue jeans, listened to the Beatles, grew long hair and promoted peace not war. The 1970’s - disco - the 1980’s- break dancing - the 1990’s rap – and in the 21st century its just plain confusion.  It’s hard to sustain a purely counter-cultural movement, because just as soon as it reaches certain popularity, it has become so cultural that it is no longer ‘different’ or counter cultural. What has become the norm in our culture and where do Christians fit in?      
Will we go with the flow of the world or be salt and light? To be counter cultural we need to think Salmon!
Salmon come back to the spot in the stream where they were hatched because they are genetically wired this way. They use an organ at the back of the top of their mouth called the Vemoronasal organ which is basically a small crack leading water from the roof of their mouth to the part of their brain responsible for the sense of smell. Swimming against strong currents, hundreds of miles upstream, they arrive in shallow streams to spawn.     Christians are wired differently from the world.  Put off your old self…be made new in the attitude of your mind… and put on the new self. We don’t have the wiring of the world in us any longer do we? The question before us is: Will we head downstream with our current culture or swim upstream counter - culture like the salmon?
The picture is almost one of changing clothes, with a shower in between. We take off the old clothes, hop in the shower to get cleaned up, and finally put on fresh new clothes. That is what the forgiven life in Christ is all about!  A boy went to the funeral of an atheist. He studied the well-dressed, lifeless figure for a few moments and said: What a shame, all dressed up and no place to go. We are dressed for success by being destined for eternal life.      Each day is an opportunity to make a difference for Jesus Christ. Paul shifts from advice to attire.
ATTIRE WHICH MAKES A DIFFERENCE!
Honesty: Verse 25 & 28: Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to your neighbor, for we are all members of one body… Anyone who has been stealing must steal no longer…Put off means to strip off, cast away.  In the book The Day America Told the Truth, James Patterson reports these survey results:            91% of Americans lie routinely about matters they consider trivial…1 out of 3 lie about important matters…       86% lie on a regular basis to their parents…75% lie to their friends… 7 out of 10 married people lie to their spouse. It’s not easy to tell the truth -- especially when it might hurt someone. You really can’t build a relationship if truth and honesty are not valued. This means we will choose to do not what’s easy, but what’s right -- to be honest. Reminds me of a husband who said after 50 years of marriage, he and his wife have had only one fight. When asked his secret he said: The fight started on our honeymoon and I’m still waiting for it to end!  At least he’s honest!
Let me ask you a question. Are you a truth-teller or a peace-keeper? Given a choice, most of us would like to just keep the peace -- except maybe for those who have been married for a few years! We think that if we’re honest with people, they’ll push us away. We’d rather not tell our boss what we’re really thinking because they would get angry. We’d rather not tell our spouse something because they will just get defensive. We’d rather not tell our teacher or parents the truth because they just wouldn’t understand. When you submerge your true feelings in order to preserve harmony, you will undermine the integrity of your relationships. We might think we are keeping the peace, but actually those feelings will go underground and eventually erupt. All relationships suffer without honesty.           Honesty is counter culture, but what a difference honesty makes in relationships! 
Self – Control: Verse 26 & 31: In your anger do not sin.  Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold…Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  We all face anger, most of us every day, from all sorts of causes: rush-hour traffic; long lines at stores; failure of mechanical devices designed for our “convenience.” We have expressions of rising temperatures in the descriptions we use about anger such as boiling mad or heated argument.  

A young girl writing a paper for school asked her father: Dad, what is the difference between anger and rage?     The father replied: It is mostly a matter of degree. Let me show you what I mean. He went to the telephone and dialed a number at random.  Hello, is Melvin there? The answer: No one living here named Melvin. Why don’t you learn to look up numbers before you dial?  The father dialed the number again: Hello is Melvin there? Answer:         You just called this number and there is no Melvin here! You’ve got lot of guts calling again! The receiver slammed down hard. The father turned to his daughter: That was anger. Now I’ll show you what rage means. He dialed the same number, and when a violent voice roared: Hello! The father calmly said: Hello, this is Melvin. Have there been any calls for me? Rage describes a short fused-intense-explosive-uncontrolled anger. It's to fly off the handle. People who fly into a rage seldom make a good landing.  We have three choices during times of anger:
Repress It: Bottled anger always leaks. Anger turned inward seeps out internally and can lead to depression. We deny it and kept it inside. Express It: When you’re angry, you just let it fly. You say whatever comes to your mind like a volcano that blows its top spewing lava.  Process It: How do you express anger appropriately?
1) Don’t let anger get the upper hand in your life – In your anger do not sin...  It might be helpful to know that God says anger is OK - - after all, it’s an emotion that He created. When you’re angry, don’t deny it. Anger is largely a self-centered, emotion; it is a reaction to the fact the world is not as we wish. It is self-defensive and self-serving and is resentful of what is done against oneself. We must not let anger get the upper hand in our life.
2) Don’t let the sun go down on your anger. We need to deal with anger in a timely fashion. Don’t let it simmer or fester. If anger is not expressed appropriately, it will wipe out relationships like a raging tidal wave.  There’s a lot of wisdom in what God says here. We are responsible to take care of our anger before the day is through. Phyllis Diller once said: Why go to bed mad when you can stay up and fight! This means don’t nurse anger. Anger easy leads to resentment and bitterness and these must be carefully guarded against.    
 3) Don’t give the devil a foothold. If you’re angry with someone, you need to take the necessary steps to deal with your anger before the day is through. Relationships are hard enough on their own - they take a lot of work. If not we give the devil an opportunity to drive a wedge in those relationships. Have been giving the devil a foothold in your relationships by not dealing with your anger before you go to sleep?  Don’t be like the husband: My wife is not talking to me today and I’m in no mood to interrupt her. If you determine to resolve your anger before you go to sleep, you’ll take away one of his most strategic weapons. Self - Control is counter cultural, but makes a difference! 

Encouragement: Verse 29 & 30:  Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Many times we find our self criticizing and cutting down, instead of looking to compliment, encourage and build up. I heard of a grandmother who lived just three weeks shy of one hundred. When she was a young girl, about ten years old or so, somebody told her that she had a terrible singing voice. Most of us would not let that remark bother us. It bothered her so much that, for the remaining 90 years of her life, she never sang another note. The quickest way to bury any potential is by using a lot of little digs. Wonder what difference a little encouragement would have made in her life?
In a 20-year study of 2,000 married couples, researchers have uncovered one important predictive factor in determining which couples will stay married for the long haul. If you want to have a Marathon Marriage then you need to work at maintaining a 5-to-1 ratio of positive to negative comments. Positive interactions like smiling, complimenting, and touching must outnumber negative comments like sarcasm or put-downs by a ratio of 5-to-1. 
Two practical thoughts: 1. Watch your use of words like always or never: You never do… or you always forget…     2. It helps to remember that God has made each of us different. When someone’s doing something that you think is wrong, take time to think about it. Chances are that it’s not really a moral issue (a matter of right or wrong); it may just be a different way of doing something. Remind yourself by thinking: This is not wrong, just different!  What words have popped up in your relationships recently? Encouragement is counter cultural but makes a difference.
Gracefulness: Verse 32: Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. From the grace we have received we are able to express grace to others. We are able to forgive only as a result of God’s forgiving work in our own life. An elephant and a crocodile were swimming in the Amazon, when the elephant spots a turtle sunning himself on a rock. The elephant goes over to the turtle, picks him up in his trunk and hurls him far into the jungle. The crocodile turns to the elephant: What did you do that for? Elephant answers:    That turtle bit me almost 50 years ago. The crocodile: And you remembered him after all these years?  The elephant: Turtle recall. In any relationship, there will be conflict. If you fail to forgive, we will not unhealthy relationships. Grace empowers us to forgive and forget. To have a short term rather than a long term memory!
Grace also empowers us to be ARK Christians (Acts of Random Kindness from Evan Almighty). The secular movement in America has a Random Acts of Kindness week. We can never have too much kindness. By doing acts of random kindness in Jesus name, we are showing people the love of God. On the Christian radio station I often hear of people leaving the drive-through lane of a fast food place. Their bill was paid for by the car in front of them. Might check the vehicle behind you is not loaded with a youth team with big appetites! I have taken shopping carts and returned them to designated area. Responding in service is a team effort. Plan an ARK event this week:          Get a roll of quarters and go to a Laundromat. Say: This week, our church is doing acts of random kindness in the community. May I please offer you the next quarter to go in your washer/dryer? If they want to talk, go ahead and just be friendly. Invite them to Easter services. Other ideas might be: give away light bulbs, write a note, or wash a windshield. Some may never remember what they are TOLD of God’s love, but will never forget what they’ve EXPERIENCED of God’s love. Gracefulness is counter cultural, but makes a difference in the lives of others.

Someone wrote Ann Landers: Dear Ann, I’m a 46-year-old woman, divorced, with 3 grown children. After several months of chemotherapy I was starting to put my life back together when my doctor called with the results of my last checkup. They had found more cancer, & I was devastated. I was the first person in the family to have cancer & they don’t know how to behave toward me. They tried to be kind. They called on the phone to see how I was doing, but kept their distance. And that really hurt. Last Saturday I headed for the Laundromat. You see the same people there almost every week... While taking my laundry out of the car one of the regulars smile & said: Good morning. How are you today?  I lost control: This is the worst day of my life! I have more cancer!  I began to cry. He put his arms around me & just let me sob. I understand. My wife has been through it, too. He got his wife! I’ve been there, too. Feel free to talk to me. I know what you’re going through.  Can’t tell you how much that meant.  Here was this total stranger, taking her time to give me emotional support & courage to face the future at a time when I was ready to give up. Oh, I hope God gives me a chance to do for someone else what that wonderful woman & her husband did for me. Meanwhile, Ann, please let your readers know that even though there are a lot of hard-hearted people in this world, there are some incredibly generous & loving ones, too. Christ in us makes a difference! AMEN!
