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CHAPTER ONE: REALLY GOOD NEWS FOR TODAY
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‘Houston, we have a problem,’ is a piece of United States space program jargon that’s become an instantly recognisible expression well beyond the US. Many of us have been held as if spellbound viewing a live televised transmission of some daring space mission. I can recall during my final year in junior school the teacher bringing a television set into the classroom so we could watch the historic drama of the first moon-landing being played out. At times like that, if those astronauts in their fragile space vessel way out in space should communicate with the space centre in Houston saying ‘Houston, we have a problem,’ then our hearts miss a beat – their lives could be hanging in the balance.

Yes, some problems can be serious. And communications at times like that can be critical. The Bible is God’s communication to us, in which he tells us that we have a problem (Romans 6:23; Ephesians 2:1). Before I come to that, allow me, if you will, another reminiscence.  I remember in January 2004 while I was in the Philippines, reading in the Philippine Inquirer newspaper about a moratorium on drug dealers. As a result of an appeal by the Pope their death sentence was postponed. The newspaper described those who were on death row and who were waiting for their fate to be determined as being ‘the living dead of the Philippines.’ Some newspaper headlines are very effective. That must have been one, because I’ve never forgotten it. 

But here’s the point: I’ve some really Good News for you today, from the Bible, and it comes to you from the God who knows your name and loves you – but before you can appreciate this good news, you first need to realize that you’re under a worse death sentence than those drug-dealers. As sinners in God’s sight, everyone born - not only in the Philippines but anywhere in the world today - is born with an eternal death sentence hanging over their head – in other words, we’re all the living dead of this planet! ‘Dead in sins’ is how the Bible in Ephesians chapter 2 begins to describe those who don’t know God. Now, I’m not here to tell you about how it can be postponed, but to tell you about how God has actually made a way back to life for you – and that’s a way back to experiencing life in its fullest sense for ever.

And that’s because, in that same Bible chapter of Ephesians chapter 2, but this time in verses 8 & 9, there’s an announcement about God’s grace, which is the undeserved favour he shows us.  But even as the Bible here tells us about God’s amazing grace towards sinners (which is all of us), it also mentions that our own good works can’t save us. This is because, as we’ve seen, we’re actually dead in God’s sight because of our sins. That’s why we can’t even begin to hope that God will be pleased by our good works and let us into heaven. 

Please allow me to illustrate how many people think, so that we can realize for ourselves how utterly hopeless this kind of thinking is. Let’s imagine a dispute between neighbours which comes before a local magistrate. One man is accused of stealing his neighbour’s motorbike. This is what he says to the magistrate: ‘I am here today to demand justice. I don’t want mercy or compassion, I simply want justice. In connection with the theft of the motorbike which I’m being accused of, I admit that I did it. But there have been many other days when I did not steal his motorbike. I have even done some good things for him on a few occasions. So, on that basis, I demand justice. I demand to be declared innocent and free to go!’ 

Now, let me ask you, what do you think the magistrate will say? Will he be convinced by this argument? No, of course not! And neither will God be if we plead that our good works should cancel out our sins. But I’m here to tell you positively that there’s a way back to life with God - and Calvary’s cross where Jesus, God’s Son, died for you, is the place where you begin.  You see, it was there where Jesus died that God solved our problem for us (1 Corinthians 15:3,4). What’s more, Jesus came back from the dead to be our risen, living Saviour. 

Please allow me to tell you another story of how – in another sense – a person came back to life. In 1997, the house Luz lived in was badly damaged by fire. This, it was suspected, was due to a faulty power cable. Her daughter Delimar’s bedroom was so totally destroyed by the intense heat that no trace of Delimar’s dead body was ever found. Later, 6 years later in fact, Luz was attending a party where a 6-year-old girl was present. Instantly and impossibly, but with a mother’s intuition, she knew she was looking at her very own daughter. She pretended there was gum stuck to her hair and cut out a few strands for DNA testing which confirmed this was indeed her daughter! What had happened was that someone known to the family, a person called Carolyn Correa, had visited just after baby Delimar’s birth claiming she was pregnant. Police believe she snatched the child and then set fire to the baby’s bedroom to cover up her kidnap. Still more amazingly, Jesus in reality came back from the dead physically, so we can come back from the dead spiritually. He is God’s provision for our problem, the problem we’re unable to fix on our own.

So, you may say, what exactly am I supposed to do? Well, this is how we must now respond – I want to use a story Jesus himself told in Luke 15:17-21. You see, we’re asking: How does Jesus’ death on the cross come to save us? We need to hear again the moral of the story of the prodigal son which Jesus told in Luke 15 – it’s all about the boy who took his father’s money and ran away from home. Later, he was sorry and came back. The father, when welcoming him home again, said about his son that it was as if he was alive again. Now, let me tell you this - God is like that father; but in order for things to be right again between us and God, we must come back to God the very same way that prodigal returned to his father – in other words, by not boasting about the good works we like to remember, but by admitting our bad deeds, the ones we’d prefer to forget. 

The prodigal did this after the Bible says he ‘came to himself’ – in other words after he came to his senses. You can read in Luke’s Gospel how his father ‘had compassion’ – which confirms the boy was in big trouble from every point of view. Then, finally, the son admitted: ‘I’m not worthy.’ May I ask: Have you spoken to God like that? That’s the true way to come back to God as if from the dead – turning your life round to find the way to life. The father said of his boy that it was as if he’d been dead and was now alive again.

We’ve by now made it clear, I hope, that we’re not good enough for heaven, but in case anyone here thinks the opposite - that they’re too bad for heaven, let me tell you about a young girl on a plane who was obviously travelling to visit her dad. Let me describe her to you: she’s in a pretty dress with pink ribbons in her hair and black, shiny shoes. All the time she’s singing loudly ‘I’m going to see daddy ...’ Every chance she gets while on the plane she has a Pepsi and a cake. She keeps bouncing up and down with excitement, until well ... you can guess what happened. She exploded. I mean she was violently sick. Now the little girl with pink ribbons in her hair and nice dress and black shiny shoes was in a terrible mess. When people got out of the plane as soon as it landed, escaping in a hurry from the mess and smell, they were interested to see a man in a light-coloured suit of immaculate clothes heading for the plane – surely, this was her dad coming to meet his daughter. 

How was he going to react, when he saw the disgusting mess she was in now? The little girl saw him and rushed towards him. In a split second, he saw the terrible mess she was in ... but he didn’t hesitate – he stretched out his arms and hugged her close. And that’s how God in his grace welcomes us, as in fact the farmer did his rebel boy. There’s no life that’s too messed up. God wants to welcome you back – as someone who was effectively dead to him, but who’s alive again. Yes, today, right where you are, you can find your way back to life with God through Jesus’ death and all by God’s grace. According to John 5:24 just by hearing and believing you can pass in a moment from death to life.

This is Good News for all, for everyone, but you must come on your own, when you come to God through Jesus.
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CHAPTER TWO: GOD’S THOUGHTS ARE NOT OUR THOUGHTS
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In one way or another, we’re all pretty good at ‘keeping up appearances.’ There may be a strain in relationships within the family, but when visitors call we’re able to perform in such a way as to avoid it being detected. Behaving like this – or at least attempting to do so – goes all the way back, almost to the dawn of time. The Bible tells us that when our very first parents sinned by disobeying God’s original command not to eat the fruit of the forbidden tree, they discovered they were naked. Their instinctive response at that time, it seems, was to make themselves a covering for their nakedness by using fig leaves. We don’t read that they were in despair or deeply sorrowful for what they’d done. Perhaps, its enormity hadn’t hit them yet. We’re left wondering if they really thought a quick fix was possible. 

“Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loin coverings” (Genesis 3:7).  This was the original cover-up operation. Such a flimsy attempted repair of such a catastrophic failure. Their thinking was at the level of trying only to deal with the external appearances. An attempt to look good was the offered solution. But God’s searching questions, and their expulsion from the garden paradise, soon made it devastatingly obvious that this human solution was hopelessly inadequate. It made no difference as far as God was concerned.

Would the next generation fare any better? They would surely have been told by Adam and Eve of all that happened leading up to when God made the first coats of animal skin for them. This would have involved sacrifice, with some animal’s blood staining the still new planet. I think we can fairly assume God made this into a teaching opportunity. He surely taught our first parents the great principle that would come to run through the whole Bible. And what is that? Some refer to it as the red or scarlet thread. Hebrews 9:22 contains the words: all things are cleansed with blood, and without shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. 

This referred to the multitude of the various prescribed Old Testament blood sacrifices. And ultimately it was the blood of Christ that all these Old Testament offerings were pointing forward to. With each of those sacrifices there was a passing over of sins; but when Christ died on the cross that was when the sins of each believer on him were finally put away. Many Old Testament rituals involved blood or even things stained or sprinkled with blood, so as to become coloured red, and all these things in a rich variety of ways form part of what we’re styling as ‘the red thread’ that runs throughout the whole Bible. Ultimately, of course, it leads us to the cross where Christ died. And we affirm that in his death alone forgiveness can be obtained from God.

Cain and Abel, the children of Adam and Eve, couldn’t fail to have had this lesson impressed upon them, I suggest. I think that’s as good as confirmed by Hebrews 11 in the place where Abel gets an honourable mention for his faith. It was his faith, you see, that led him to draw near to God in worship with a lamb that he’d taken from his own flocks. The Bible tells us (in Romans 10) that faith invariably acts upon a word from the Lord. And in this case, I’m presuming that word came to Abel via his parents. He responded by complying with God’s instruction, and sacrificed a lamb. But Cain was not compliant. He’d other ideas. It appears his thinking was like the thinking of a great many people who’d come after him, right down to the present time. 

Seemingly rejecting what he’d heard, Cain figured it ought to be enough, more than enough perhaps, to bring the fruit of his own labours to present to God – literally he brought crops he’d grown and these formed his offering. In a similar way, ever since, people have likewise felt they need to do something to try to make themselves acceptable to God - taking some pride possibly in the idea that they were making some contribution at least. But are they right to think like this? There’s only one verdict that counts, and
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