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  ITS NEED

  
  




Have you ever stopped yourself from buying something by asking yourself: ‘Do I really need this?’ It’s the great trick advertisers use to convince us that life would be unbearable without whatever it is they’re promoting. Most of the time that’s just an illusion created by the image-makers.




But over the next few studies, I’d like to share with you something that we all really do need. How can I know that when I don’t even know you personally? Because we’ll be talking about God’s special offer to each one of us as described in the Bible. And because it’s God who’s making the offer we can be sure it’s something we really do all need, something we simply can’t afford to be without.




What we’re talking about is what the Bible calls ‘the Gospel’. The word means ‘good news’. In this set of studies we hope to find out just why the Gospel is good news. But, as we say, the first step is to convince ourselves that it’s something we really do need. There’s a verse in the Bible which says: “For we ourselves were also once foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful and hating one another.” That’s what the apostle Paul wrote to someone called Titus. It’s found in the letter in our Bibles called after Titus, and in chapter 3 verse 3 we have the words already quoted: “For we ourselves were also once foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful and hating one another.” That’s a description of what these early Christians were before they became believers on the Lord Jesus. And it’s pretty powerful evidence for why we need the Gospel, isn’t it? Disobedient and deceived; lusts and pleasures; malice and envy; hateful and hating - those four couplets show the full extent of our human depravity. That’s why we need the Gospel for that’s how God sees each and every one of us. No-one can go to heaven like that. 




Let’s just focus on the last of those four couplets. You remember the one? - it described us as hateful and hating. And how we react to one another is a reflection of our attitude to God himself. Maybe you think that’s going a bit too far. Not that many people would describe themselves as militant atheists, and yet, according to the Bible, even the most ardent unconverted church-goer – even if he or she is an acclaimed as a pillar of society - is basically at enmity with God. Biblically, we’re spoken of as being enemies in our minds by Paul in Colossians chapter 1. You can do all the right things and say all the right things and yet, without knowing Jesus Christ as your personal Saviour, your heart is hostile towards God, whether you suspect it or not. That’s why the Gospel appeal can be summed up in words lifted from the end of Second Corinthians chapter 5 – and the words are: “Be reconciled to God”.




In January 1998, the then British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, paid an official visit to Japan. During his visit the Japanese made an official apology for their treatment of British prisoners of war during the Second World War. This extended to a package of measures which were offered so as to bring about reconciliation. Ill-treatment had alienated the men concerned and their families and made them hostile and so it was they, the British, who needed to be reconciled to the Japanese and not vice versa.




This reminds me of how the word is used in the Bible. God is never spoken of as needing to be reconciled to us. For - far from hating us - he already loves us. He hates our sin - that’s true - but quite another matter. The hatred, the hostility, is all on our part. And yet Romans chapter 5 says: “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us ... when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son.” 




The story is told of Joe and Bill. In the past they’d been good friends but some offence had been caused which had resulted in a bitter feud between them. For years it’d gone on and now Joe was on his death-bed. He sent for Bill and explained he was afraid to enter eternity with things standing the way they were between the two of them. He told Bill he’d forgive all the insults hurled at him if Bill would forgive the things he’d said and done to him. Bill agreed and things were all settled. Eventually Bill stood up to go. He got to the door before Joe called: ‘but remember it’s all off if I recover!’




God’s offer to us is not ‘yes’ and ‘no’ because a death has taken place to bring about reconciliation: the death of Jesus Christ, God’s Son. Read again the words of Romans chapter 5 verse 10: “when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son.” When by God’s grace we believe that Jesus’ death on the cross was for us, a tremendous change takes place in our nature and in our life.




There is a hymn which says, ‘What a wonderful change in my life has been wrought since Jesus came into my heart’ - the change we’re talking about lies at the heart of what reconciliation means. Long ago, the word was used for the exchange of coins. It came to mean a change, any change. In the way the Bible uses it, it means in particular a change in our disposition from enmity to friendship towards God. Notice how the Bible describes the change:




“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new. Now all things are of God, who has reconciled us to Himself through Jesus Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation, that is, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not imputing their trespasses to them, and has committed to us the word of reconciliation. Now then, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were pleading through us: we implore you on Christ’s behalf, be reconciled to God.”




God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself. What a lot is contained in these words! ‘God was in Christ’ takes us right back to the Christmas story of God’s son coming to earth, being born into humanity for a special purpose - to die to obtain forgiveness for all who believe on him. That’s what’s meant by: “God … in Christ reconciling the world to Himself.” That took place at the cross outside Jerusalem about 2000 years ago when God’s son, as the man Jesus Christ, took our blame and place. We, the world, were at war with God, and while we were enemies Christ died for us.




There’s a story from the Korean war where a South Korean Christian was captured by the communists. The communist officer in charge was ready to execute him by firing squad when he found out that he used to run an orphanage. For some twisted reason he now decided to spare the man but only so that he could watch his 19 year old son being shot in his place. When the war was over, that particular communist officer was tried by a war crimes tribunal and sentenced to death for such atrocities. Amazingly, the Christian whose son he’d shot came forward as sentence was being passed and pleaded emotionally for the officer’s life to be spared. Because of the special circumstances, the request was granted. And later the communist officer received Christ and himself became a preacher of the Gospel.




It’s a remarkable story of a Christian so full of the Spirit that he was able to forgive the man who’d shot his young son in cold blood. The man whose son he’d slain was pleading for him! Even that is overshadowed by the reality of what God has done in the giving of his son to die for all our wrongs and offences on the cross. And now, the God whose son we’ve slain - for our sins as we’ve thought put Him on the cross - the God whose son we’ve slain is pleading for us - pleading for us to be reconciled to him. Isn’t that even more wonderful?! ‘Be reconciled to God’ is the appeal that sums up what our response to the God who gave his son for us must be. Perhaps, we could paraphrase it as: ‘Get reconciled to God’ - and do it now!




In conclusion, let’s come back to the point we were making in defining the Gospel as to our need of it. We need the Gospel because we’re enemies in our minds and wicked works against God. And as Titus 3 verse 3 explains this shows up in our relations amongst ourselves in disobedience and deceit; in lusts and pleasures; in malice and envy; and in being hateful and hating. What a description of our lost and needy state before a holy God!




The Bible here gives us real insight into God’s view of us: as lacking in sense and sensibility; as Satan’s dupes doing his pleasure; as wishing people ill and being jealous of their welfare; and capable of reciprocating hatred. Four ugly sets of twins I’m sure you’ll agree. Together they plumb the depths of our fallen nature, our depravity before God. They alert us clearly to our need. But praise God as we’ll see - if you carry on reading- the Gospel of his grace is exactly what we need!
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In 1866 the Scottish explorer, medical doctor and missionary, David Livingstone, led an expedition to find the source of the Nile, arguably the longest river in the world. Its main source is Lake Victoria in east central Africa. (The so-called Blue Nile begins in Ethiopia and is joined by the so-called White Nile in Sudan before finally emerging into the Mediterranean.) Well, little was heard from Livingstone for a while during this period. Such was the concern of the international community that they sent a journalist, Henry Morton Stanley, to find him. He did, greeting him with the now famous words: ‘Dr. Livingstone, I presume?’ Later, Livingstone continued his search for the source of the Nile, eventually dying in what is now modern Zambia in 1873.


Identifying the source of something is important. I’d like you to examine with me the source of the Gospel of God. In this series of studies, we’re taking a look at the Christian Gospel, the good news message offered through the Bible to each and every one of us. All the points that define what we’re talking about are to be found in Paul’s writing to someone called Titus. This letter is found near to the back of our Bibles. We’re studying its third chapter and verses 3 to 8. These verses form such a complete summary of the Christian message – conveyed in so few words - that some scholars have suggested that they may be based on what was an early Christian creed. Whether that hunch is correct or not doesn’t really matter since these verses are included within the Bible - and that’s what does really matter.


Previously, we began by considering verse 3 and we saw from there the four ugly twins of disobedience and deceit; lusts and pleasures; malice and envy; and hateful and hating. We saw that together these present to us - very clearly - our need for the Gospel. Now from verse 4, I’d like us to identify the source of this much needed Gospel. That’s what we find in verse 4: “But when the kindness and the love of God our Saviour toward man appeared.” What a change from the previous verse with all those ugly twins! - those things which show us the extent of our need before God. We certainly can’t expect to find the source of salvation within ourselves, given that our nature is as corrupted as verse 3 has made out. That’s why the New Age philosophy – and, in fact, all self-help systems promising salvation by our own works – they’re hopelessly and totally wrong - we cannot save ourselves. Instead we’re in need of help which originates outside of ourselves.


Immediately after the text describing our depraved condition, we read “But when the kindness and the love of God our Saviour toward man appeared.” This is one of some great Bible verses that begin with the word ‘but.’ There’s another similar one I came across the
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