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Good morning students! | hope you're prepared for today'sieXill
everyone take out their #2 pencil, please? What? ai dave a #2 pencil? Well,
fortunately for you any writing instrument will do for thisst. So find a pencil or a pen
or even a crayon if you have one. The well-prepanadisits with pens in their pockets
or purses may need to share. And luckily for all of usttorning, our bulletin cover
has plenty of room on it for you to write down your\aess.
Before we begin, let's do what so many students in dslaal universities
around the world do before a test...let’s pray.
[Prayer]
OK, are you ready? All answers are to be writtea asmber: 1, 2 or 3. 1
means “not at all” 2 means “sometimes” and 3 means ‘@waYou may want to write

that down. 1 isiot at all 2 issometimes3 isalways

| spend at least 15 minutes in prayer everyday.
| give 10% of my income to God’s work.
| refrain from swearing.

| successfully resist the temptation to gossip.
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| regard my body as a temple of God, nourishing @& daily basis with a healthy
diet, daily exercise, and 8 hours of sleep.

o

| am calm, focused and mindful of those around me.
7. | observe the Sabbath by attending worship servigese@raining from
commercial activity.

8. | am free from all jealousy, envy or desire for pssEas.



9. (This question is especially for the teenagers itdeony.) | am respectful and
polite towards my elders.
10. Irefrain from cheating...in games, in my maritaliferpartner relationship, on

my taxes and...especially...on tests.

Please add up your score, write it on your bulletin someegy turn your test booklets
over and put down your pencils.

So, how'd you do? You didn't need a test to give you theesdlid you? Il
bet you already knew. Most of us — maybe all of usnattime or another — carry these
test questions, these “shoulds” of the proper Christienith our heads. We think of life
the way we think of school or work: trying to earn a goodigyérying to win the
teacher’s approval, trying to demonstrate our worth tdtiss.

We do this, us good Protestants, even thougknea/ithat we are saved by
grace, not works. We carry around this list of prereqeadibir God’s grace even though
we know every single verse of “Amazing Grace, How SweetSound.” We do this
even though we hear sermon after sermon telling ussbdts love can’t be earned, it's
just a gift.

We persist in thinking that our good behavior is necedsamntrance into the
Kingdom of God because, in so many other parts of our legsrd depends on
behavior. Work hard: move up. Remain loyal: earn tri¢ty by the rules: win the
game. At least it'supposedo work that way.

“Author Philip Yancey writes of a time in his life wieas part of his graduate
work, he had to study German for an entire summer pgpation for a comprehensive

language exam the coming September. Since Yancey didweagreat love for the



German language, and since the summer generally offeeseroiting possibilities than
brushing up on umlauts and vocabulary lists, Yancey founduthensr arduous and
tiresome.

But he had to pass the exam and so he stuck with ier hatwondered what
his attitude would have been if someone had come to hisayn.early July, and said,
‘Yancey, | want you to stick with this German becausegibod for you and you should
put your brain to good use at all times. But I'll let yawoh something. Come
September, no matter how well or how poorly you perfomthe exam, | guarantee
you’ll get a straight A’

Would you do it? If you knew that no matter how hard gtudied you would
ace the exam, would you still be able to find any motivatiostick with the studying?
What would prevent you from saying, ‘Nuts to this — I'm headarghe beach. What'’s
the sense of studying when my grade is already in the’bégdBevee, 50)

The same thing that makes the beach vs. Germansstaigiculous also makes
us act as if God’s grace is something to be earned. Beahkauld require effort . If
grace assures us a straight A in the kingdom of Gody iewery error is already erased,
what possible purpose could be served by our striving for goodi®s€l there should

be a reason, a motivation, to behave ourselves.

This was the dilemma of the people of the church irat&ain the I century AD.
They were divided into two camps. There were those lvetieved that the freedom of
living under God’s grace meant license to do whateverpleased. They believed that,
since setting the human spirit free from matter agshflis the whole point of life and that

what you actually do in that life is of little conseque, they didn’t have to pay attention



to any rules of behavior. The theological term Fos is “antinomianism,” which
literally means ‘anti-law.” Antinomians are thosbawse grace as an excuse to live
however they want, an attitude that can be summed dpnvwbe famed words of
Heinrich Heine, ‘God likes to forgive, | like to sin. Rgathe world is admirably

arranged.’ (Adams; Hoezee 49)

Paul’s response to the antinomians in the Galatanct is found in the verses
following the ones we read this morning. In verse 13 aptdr 5, Paul says , "Do not
use your freedom for self-indulgence, but through love becslaves of one another, for
the whole law is summed up in this single commandment: stall love your neighbor
as yourself."

Following the law, the whole law, was the obsessiothe other camp in
Galatia. The group of people who thought it imperativadioere to the requirements of
religious ritual, the most significant of which wascamcision. These are the legalists,
those who dismiss God'’s grace in favor of keeping ttessras a way to make God love
them. The legalist says, ‘God loves me because I'nd.gd® opposed to those other
people who lead bad lives, I'll make it to heaven becawselied a good life.” These
are the ones to whom Paul writdssten! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let
yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no bentefgou. Once again | testify to
every man who lets himself be circumcised that lublgjed to obey the entire law. You
who want to be justified by the law have cut yoursebféfrom Christ; you have fallen
away from grace.”

To insist that the rules be followexd else is to try to earn God’s favor. Instead,

Paul saysithrough the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for theple of righteousness. For



in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircurocisiounts for anything; the only
thing that counts is faith working through loveThe only thing that “counts” is faith
working through love. We live out our faith by acting indavot because we think we
have to in order to pass the test, but because, havind éuirthe test was cancelled, we
are compelled to share the joy with others we haseived.

In other words, grace isn't fair. It isn't “fair,hithe way we think of fairness,
because it’s not earned, it's received. This is wealid taught his disciples at the end of
his words about fear and anxiety. “Do not be afraidelidck, for it is your Father's
good pleasure to give you the kingdom."

Notice that Godvantsto give us the kingdom, not to dangle it in front of ua as
bribe for good behavior. Gaglantsto give us the grace we need to move our lives
according to God’s will. Godantsus to live as forgiven and reconciled people. God
wantsthe world to be a place of peace and justice.

So many people grew up with a picture of God as a sterry antyre whose job
it is to punish people for wrong doings. (Jewell) ThithesGod of the Far Side cartoon
which shows the deity at a computer. On the screemiimage of an ordinary man in the
street with a block of concrete over his head. Godokitg at the screen and is just
about to hit the 'smite’ button to wipe him out. (von Kalgs, God desires responsible
and right living, but Jesus is telling us that God also tgkest delight in giving good
gifts to all who are willing to receive them. (Jewell

We don’t have to earn God'’s grace, in facte@e’t earn it and no amount of
worrying or fearful rule-following about it will help us do that. But we do have to

receive it. Eventually, when one gets old enough, eaens that in order to receive



lasting love from another human being, we must be remadBceivethat love by learning
to love ourselves first. We can't earn that love, Wwe can be ready to enter into a loving
relationship that requires the best of us.

In the same way, we cannot merit God’s grace, we eanit our way into God’s
kingdom...but we can prepare ourselves to receive it.oPastl author Brian McLaren
says that we begin doing this by repenting. We prepaselyas to receive God’s grace
by repenting: by opening ourselves to the possibility thatingelon our own abilities, we
may be headed in the wrong direction. When we repemtiodwn attempts to control
our own lives, we open ourselves up to the possibilityhaihge. We question our own
motives and our own abilities to do, by ourselves, whgbod and right and true. Doing
this, we open ourselves to the possibility of trusting Betkad of ourselves.

And this, this trusting, this opening oneself up to God, ik féaith that comes by
the grace of God. Not faith in somethiggoutGod, but faithn God. It’'s ‘believing
God’ with the same kind of confidence one has when sayibgli¢ve in my spouse.’
Equally, it's not simply believing this or thaboutthe good news of the kingdom; it’s
believingin, having confidencen the good news of the kingdom.

This kind of faith doesn’t mean you no longer have doobtgiestions. This
isn’t being certain that you're right about everythidgsus said that all we need is a little
bit of faith, just the size of a mustard seed. Faittt the absence of doubt, it's the
presence of action, it's a new way of living and loving ibaieflected in everything you
do. “Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for &imyg,” Paul says; “the only

thing that counts is faith working through love.”



McLaren says that “in this light, the phrdsap of faithisn't a leapinto faith; it's
the leap that you take because you're already in fadwemt to put your faith into
loving action. The little boy who leaps from the staiy into his daddy’s arms wouldn’t
leap unless he were, in a certain sense, already §eandeconfidently there in those
arms in his imagination. Once the deed is safely dohe imagination, the actual leap
is pure, exhilarating joy” (McLaren, 109).

Long before he became a nationally-known preachewaiter, Brian McLaren
was a coach for his daughter’s soccer team. “We therenighty Yellow Jackets,” he
writes, “an eight-and-under girls’ team, and in owstffiew seasons we would lose by
double-digit scores that seemed more like football sc@de8; 17-0; 28-4.

During one game, one of the girls, Emily, in an unuswahent of inspiration,
stole the ball and dribbled. A swarm of opposing playessal&led upon her. Spinning
about and breaking free, Emily saw something she had segarbefore: a wide open
field between her and the goal. On her face waslatled McLaren had never seen
before: “for the first time she knew exactly what th dAll her resources were unified in
a glorious moment of clarity, hope and commitmente ®hs going to score!”

So the intrepid Emily started dribbling. Driving forward, deeponcentration,
she had never dribbled so well. Kick, kick, step, kick, st&gp, kick. There was only
one problem in the entire universe at that moment, agmobf which she was blissfully
unaware: she was driving to the wrong goal.

“Turn around, Emily!” McLaren started yelling. “It'sehwrong goal!” She
plunged ahead. The parents started yelling, too. “Wrongd Wérong goal! Turn

around!” She couldn’t hear them; she was in anotheedsion of time and space. She



neared the goal and looked up once more, oblivious to theisg, grim in her
determination. She had never been in scoring positifmmebeAs her right foot cocked
back in her backswing, somewhere in the inner regiohgrolbrain a tiny alarm went off.
Why was her best friend and teammate Robin in the goal box? Why did dtdbso |
afraid?

But it was too late. Emily’s reflexes had clicked intotimoe and could not be
stopped. As her foot connected with the ball you couldreeagony of an awful
recognition spread across her face. First her expreasi then her crumbling body
folded into a living parable of repentance as she collapsie @irt. Her heart sank and
the ball rose, sailing in a beautiful arc toward thie ne

Robin dove to her left, and at the last instant, heckles grazed the ball so
that it veered slightly to the right, tipped off the goalpand dropped to the ground,
rolling to a stop just out of bounds. Robin had avertedteisés the might Yellow
Jackets. Her teammates, including Emily, ran to hetaeided her in a joyful, shouting,
screaming mass of relieved girlhood. Emily’s mistake sveasllowed up in Robin’s
amazing save.

At the awards banquet at the end of the season, Rateived the most
valuable player trophy. Emily presented it to her, begmith pride...because the
memory of her mistake was no longer her moment ahsh& was their moment of
pride. (McLaren, 105-108)

Grace isn't fair. It isn’'t given to us because managedy every day or tithe
our income or go to church every Sunday. But once we opeselves up to the

possibility that we may be headed in the wrong directi@hthat we may need to trust



God to turn us around, we allow God to grace us with the tlagt compels us to pray
and give and share and live out of love instead of fear.nakes are swallowed up in
Christ’s amazing save.

| invite you to find your tests. Take out your pen or penaileomore. And over
the top of your score, whether it is a 30 or a 10, dravamaicle or a star the way
teachers do for whom grades and scores mean somethirggctmgs. One line down,
from God to you; one line across from you to your neightibs not your score that

counts. The only thing that counts is faith, expresséavin
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