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From Rags to Riches, Part II

March 16th, Ephesians 2:1-7

Last week I started out my message sharing with you about the journey Joyce and I used to take between the capital of Tajikistan and the city we used to live in.

· It started with a 2½-hour trek over some of the bumpiest roads and bridges I’ve ever seen.  After three hours, you come to the base of the mountain you would spend the next five hours trying to get over.

· You look up at the beautiful mountains… and then you look at the Soviet car and all you can do is think, “how am I going to get over that?!”

· I’ve had some pretty unbelievable experiences along this route… but we always made it to the summit.

· It was there that you could look down more than 10,000 feet into the valley you started from hours before.

· The point was that no matter how beautiful the summit is, the only way you can really appreciate where you are is to understand where it is you came from.

As we look back on Ephesians 2, it was as if Paul has climbed with us from the same deep valley to the summit of that same beautiful mountain.  

· In verses 1-3, he encourages us to look at the valley that we all were in.  

· And then, in verses 4-7, Paul says, “Now do you see why this mountain top is so beautiful?  Not only is it so beautiful here… but when you look at all you have against the backdrop of that terrible valley… you’re able to appreciate it more than you ever could.

· But how was it that we got from that deep valley to the beautiful summit?  From that place of spiritual death to spiritual life? From bondage to freedom?  From God’s wrath to God’s glory? 

Well, through verses 8-10, Paul says, “Let me tell you how you got here… it never was that Soviet car you were driving… in fact, it had nothing to do with you whatsoever.”

· You’re here because of God’s grace alone.  You didn’t earn your way to this beautiful place; in fact, we all belong back down there in that valley of despair.  

· But because of God’s great love for you and His amazing grace, He’s brought you into this place of love and acceptance.
· Look at what he says here… “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.”
· What I’d like to do this morning is to transition from verses 1-7, which we spoke about last week, to verses 8-9, which I’ll be focusing more on next week.   PRAY.

In my experience over the years, there are all different experiences in our lives that lead us to that place of decision, when we turn to God and say, “I know I’m in this hole and I know I can’t get out myself.”

· Let me share with you five different scenarios that move people to see their need for Jesus…

· Those things that help move us from wherever we are to the base of that mountain where we look up and say, “that’s where I need to be.”

1.Some people, for whatever reason, find themselves Seeking after truth.

· In fact, there are some people, who, from time they are born have a passion for spirituality… those who take pilgrimages to the Andes… seeking truth.  

· Look at the New Age section in B&N… seekers.  I bought a book about Jesus there once, the girl behind the counter, a totally sweet hippie type, got really excited and asked me if I read the book called “The Celestial Jesus” and went on to paint a picture of Jesus that really had nothing to do with what the Bible says about Him.

· The flaw is that for so many, their joy is in the “seeking”, not the “finding”.  In fact, in our day, “searching for truth” is cool… finding truth is arrogance.  

· Others are content just knowing about spiritual things.  Understand that knowing about Jesus and knowing Jesus is the difference b/t sitting inside listening to an incredible rainstorm and walking outside “singing in the rain!
· In John 5:39-40, Jesus says, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.”
I’ve spoken with people who have told me things like, “Who cares what you call God… Buddha, Ramah, Krishna?”

· Imagine Bill is sitting in a dimly lit room, and his wife walks seductively toward him, puts her arms around him and gives him a kiss…

· And after she kisses him, she tucks her head on his shoulder and says, “I love you Fred!”

· Are you going to tell me that what name you use doesn’t matter?  You see, it isn’t just the letters than make up the name but who stands behind the name.

For others, the issue is sincerity.  It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you’re sincere.  

· Imagine a man who’s been flying little single-propped planes who sincerely believes he can fly a 747.  Would you step onto that 747 he was going to pilot for the first time… even if he sincerely felt he could do it without any training?  

· Would you let a heart surgeon perform an operation he saw done while watching ER… even though he sincerely felt he could do it?  

· Would you let a person who failed algebra do your taxes… even though he was sincere?  NO!  

· You can be sincere… and yet still be sincerely wrong!
· But to those seekers who are genuinely looking for God, know that God makes you a promise in Jeremiah 29:13 that,  “You will seek me and find me if you seek me with your whole heart.”

2.  Some people find themselves more open to the Gospel because of a Credible Relationship they have with a Christian… that a person they respect has the kind of personal relationship they want.  And so they turn to God saying, “God, I want what they have.”

3.  Other people find themselves genuinely turning to God because of Pain they may be experiencing in their lives.  

· One of the major ways the Spirit communicates with us is thru our pain and brokenness.  In Ps. 103, David writes, “God is near to the brokenhearted.”  

· You may be in pain… going thru a terrible family crisis… prodigal child, marriage problem, sickness, lost job, legal/financial problem… know that God is there.  Why?  Look at what Paul wrote in verses 4-6… Because of the richness of His love, kindness, and mercy.  

If you’ve ever been to Key West, you know that each night, all kinds of hippies are out doing everything from swallowing swords to juggling.  

· I recently heard Rich Nathan tell the story about a Christian guy who was using an elaborate flannel graph to make a presentation about sin and judgment.  

· A young woman asks a question… he cuts her off and says, “later, don’t interrupt.”  She asked a few minutes later, but again said later… commenting, “People are so rude.”  So she walked away.

· A few minutes later, Rich walked around praying he would find her. When he did, he said to her, “I was over there when that guy was so rude to you.  Would you mind telling me what your question was?  What were you going to ask?”  

· After a few remarks about how ridiculous the man was, she told him.  “If God is so good, why did he let my 35 year old husband die of cancer?”

Do we have an answer for her?  We’re not going to have neat and tidy answers to why God allows suffering in this world.  But that doesn’t mean that we don’t have anything to say about suffering.  

· Rich shared with her about how God saw his only Son die that horrible death on the Cross… how desperately He wanted to pull Him from there… but if He had, we would never be able to climb out of that hole we were in.  

· How He knows what it is like to loose someone.  Jesus wept at the death of Lazarus.  

· This isn’t Buddhism symbolized by a smiling meditating Buddha.  Jesus suffered and died… he was abandoned by his friends… was mocked and spit upon by the very people He came to save.

· God isn’t aloof amidst people’s suffering… just the opposite.

Another example of this is the character of Jenny in the movie Forest Gump.  Jenny was a wonderful, decent person… but deeply broken.  

· In the beginning of the movie, we learn that her father was abusing her.

· One day, while the father was drunk and on a rampage, Jenny ran with Forest through the cornfields… she pulled Forest to the ground and she prays, “God, make me a bird so I can fly away.”

· Throughout most of the movie, we see her living out her life in brokenness, living aimlessly, in pain.

· Thoreau says that people live lives of quiet desperation… that’s how Jenny lived her life.  

Through the movie, we see her being abused by men.   She’s thrown out of college b/c of pictures that end up in Playboy; she’s addicted to drugs, attempts suicide… and yet, in spite of all this, no one can look at her and say she was a bad person.

· She was in pain… and only until her mid 30s was she able to face up to that brokenness… and turn to the only person who had truly loved her and been faithful to her… and that’s Forest.

· I think the parallels between the movie and what I’m sharing about here is important.  Before I share any more, let me show you a series of clips from the movie I’ve put together.  SHOW CLIP (6 minutes).

Throughout the movie, at every point of need and desperation in Jenny’s life, Forest was there.

· When Jenny was in college, she told Forest that she dreamed of playing like Joan Baez. And yet, she ends up playing in a strip club to the sleaziest of men.

· While being groped, Forest, who was coming to see her (not having any idea what kind of place she was playing in) protected her and took her out of there.

· You saw on the clip, “Why are you always trying to rescue me?”  “Because I love you.”  “Get away from me.”
· In her brokenness, she gets involved with that nut from Berkeley who, in one scene, slaps her.  Forest takes the guy out!

· For the next day, she finds her peace with Forest… but because she didn’t understand that she was worth his kind of love, she went back with the guy.  

· You saw in the clip what she said, “Why are you so good to me, Forest?”  “Because you’re my girl.”

4. Others cry out to God because they feel Empty inside.  Some aren’t seekers, they’re not in pain… in fact, are doing really well.  And yet, they are dissatisfied & bored with life, bored.  

· When I was talking about those in pain, I was speaking about the “down and outs”.  

· But there are just as many “up and outs”… those who have climbed the corporate ladder and realized that the ladder is leaning up the wrong wall.

· They know there is a void… an ache of the soul that you can’t understand till you experience the emptiness of success.  

· You’re just not happy… even though on the outside, others tell you how good and happy you seem to be.  

· When you have everything and you are still not happy.  You’ve got the car, house, family… all the trappings… and yet you ask, “is this all there is?”  There must be more to life.  

· I was born with nothing, spend my life getting all this, then die with nothing?

5.  People also cry out to God through some unexpected Divine Interruption:  Where, without you even asking him, God shows us.  I may show another clip next week of another principle character of Forest Gump, Lt. Dan.  

· There is a scene where he and Forest are trying to catch shrimp… but are only catching old toilet seat covers!  So, Lt. Dan asks Forest, “Where is your God now?”  

· Then, in the narration, Forest says, “It’s a funny thing that Lt. Dan asked that, because just then, God showed up” and a huge storm blasted them for hours.

· Sometimes, we get blasted into an understanding of God.  

· A pastor told me of a woman shared this story:  She had been thinking to herself, “I wonder how I can know God.”  Then, she turned on the radio and the person on the radio said, “You may be wondering how you can have a relationship with God.”

· Several people in Bolivia, while we were ministering to them, came to Christ.  After sharing prophetic words with them they said, “how do you know all these things about me?”    

Whatever it is that you’re going through in your life, what Paul is saying here is that by faith, we can turn to him… and through faith in His grace (not in our own works), we can ask Jesus into our lives.  

· “For by grace you have been saved by faith, and this not of yourselves.  It is a gift, not a result of works that any man might boast.”

· Obviously, Jenny knew she was in pain… you saw that when she was standing on that balcony ledge. 

· For brief times through her life, she turned to Forest’s love and acceptance. But as wonderful as that time was, she refused his offer to marry him, and left him in the early morning without telling him.

· It would be nearly five years later that she would call Forest.  What we found out was that she had a little baby… and Forest was the father.  

· We also find out that she had AIDS… ultimately, she realized that everything she was ever looking for was right there the whole time… 

· And she asked Forest to marry her.  She told him that she was sick… and what was his response?  He simply said, “I’ll take care of you if you’re sick.”

The point here is that God’s love and grace is available to us today… right now.  We don’t have to go through life alone… but rather, you can enter into a relationship with Him right now.

· The movie closes with Jenny’s death… but it wasn’t the tragic death it would have been if she had taken her life there on the hotel balcony.

· She died surrounded by the love and presence of Forest.  
· David wrote in Ps. 16:11, “In Your presence is fullness of joy.”
· Jesus said in John 10:10, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”

You know, when I first saw Forest Gump back in first came out, Joyce and I were living in Seattle.  I just remember feeling so terrible for the rest of the night.

· I was trying to figure out why… and I realized the next day that is was about the emptiness of Jenny’s life and how tragic it was that it took most of her life to be able to, in the end, accept Forest’s love… and that she was only able to enjoy that for such a short time.

· In that one scene after Forest pulls her out of that strip club, she tells him to leave her alone.  Then she stops a car and asks, “can I have a ride?”  “Where are you going?”  “I don’t care.”  He didn’t create us to live aimlessly… but for intimacy.
· In Deut 33:12, Moses wrote, “Let the beloved of the LORD rest secure in him, for he shields him all day long, and the one the LORD loves rests between his shoulders." 

· That’s where God wants us… sitting on His shoulders… safe in His arms.

I think that Forest’s relationship to his son, “little Forest”.  He’s the one who, from the first time they sit down together, is able to receive Forest’s love.

· That last scene at the bus stop says it all.  Forest is about to tell his son not to talk with strangers… just as his mother had told him.  

· But he stops himself and says, “I just wanted to say I love you… I’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

· And so, Forest waits for him there all day long sitting on that stump.

· Whether you’re seeking Him, whether your in pain, or feeling the emptiness of success, know that God loves you… and that He wants to bring you out of that deep valley and into His eternal love.

How we get there is simple.  Paul says, “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.”

· In verses 1 through 3, Paul says that all of humanity is dead in their trespasses and sin… that even though we might do good, that good could never earn our salvation.

· Paul wrote in Romans 3:23 that we have all fallen short of the glory of God.

· I remember when I was a kid watching Evil Kenevil try to jump the Snake River Canyon.  It wouldn’t have mattered if he “fell short” of the other side by an inch or by a mile.  

· One person may live a better life than another, but we all fall short.

· It may be hard to accept, but just as I shared last week, Christianity has what might be the most pessimistic view of humanity apart from Christ.  BUT, for certain, it has the most optimistic view of humanity with Christ.

Perhaps the most famous line from Forest Gump is that “Life is like a box of chocolates… you never know what you’re gonna get.” 

· It is true… life is that way.  But God’s not.  In Christ, God’s presence, love, and acceptance will always be there for you.  (Invitation to Salvation Prayer). 

· “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.” Jn 5.

What application does this have if you already know Christ as your Lord and Savior?  

· Understand that the way on is the way in.  The way you come to know God is the way you get to know Him better.  

· You get to know God more as you seek Him

· As you turn to Him through the pain we will always experience in this life.

· Through other believers… modeling spiritual maturating

· Or emptiness of success 

· Or through Divine Interruption 

· Way in is the Way on.

AMEN

