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In April–June, we will visit 10 NT cities, see what the church had to be exist and survive in the culture of each city.  One Sunday we will stop on this whirlwind tour and visit Corinth. Corinth has been called the worst city in the world to live like a Christian.   This morning we make a first brief visit to Corinth. 

Someone has graphically suggested that if you were to start with the Red Light district of Amsterdam, and add the sensuality of Las Vegas (gambling and sex) and then add the affluence and consumerism of New York, you would end with Corinth.
If you wanted to be rude to someone, especially about their lifestyle you could say to them “you’re living like a Corinthian.”   That was an insult on their character. 

With that brief background, we can understand when Paul writes to the Corinthian church – 1 Corinthians 6:9-11
9 Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men 10 nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

We might say with righteous indignation “Of course not”, we don’t want people like that in our church. 

Then Paul adds,
11 And that is what some of you were – and such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.

KINGDOM GRACE FREES PEOPLE FROM THE PAST SO THAT THEY CAN CHANGE IN THE FUTURE. 

…And such were some of you.
I was watching Dr. Phil the other day, he was saying as he often says about the matter of human behavior, how people have behaved in the past is the best indicator of how people will behave in the future. 

That is generally true, our past predicts our future.  Unless, there is some major intervention, some paradigm shift that frees us from our unchangeable past and alters the direction of our future, sets us on a new course. 
…and such were some of you – BUT…you were washed, sanctified, justified…

That is what conversion is.  It is a radical change in our lives, its first step is to free us from the past, cut us loose from past and often destructive patterns of behavior, sinful ways of living, negative forces within our own lives, and gives us a fresh start for the future.

We do not have to carry the past around like some invisible burden in our lives, we stand free. 

2 Corinthians 5: 17 – if any one is in Christ – the old has gone – the new has come. 

In a few moments we come to this table of bread and wine, is there anything you have to let go off, something of your past that you are carrying around, leave it at the foot of the cross, you come to this table, washed, sanctified, justified. 

KINGDOM GRACE FREES PEOPLE FROM PERFORMANCE SO THAT THEY CAN DISCOVER ACCEPTANCE IN GRACE. 

At the heart and core of most of our lives is the unspoken desire and need for acceptance, we want to love and be loved in community.  So in a thousand different ways we ask ourselves and each other, what do I need to do to be loved? 
There are sad accounts today of what young people will do to join a gang, they are willing to pay the price of initiation to join, so if they have to steal, they steal.  If they have to beat someone one as the price of initiation, they will beat them up.  If they have to get jumped in, they will allow themselves to be beaten up, in some extreme cases, they may have to do a drive by shooting, so they do that.  It is all in the name of acceptance. 

Most of us as adults are more socially polite, but we can still make people play this acceptance game to become one of the gang.  It is just as ugly and just as deadly. 

There are two sides to this kind of game, and both of them are wrong. 

1 -- Successful performance leads to pride. I have done it, I have arrived, this is how I got in.  So now we make other people play the game. 
2 -- Failed performance leads to guilt and shame. I did not do well enough, and so once we beat ourselves up in failure, there is a great tendency to beat other people up also, if I have failed, you will fail also. 

The alternative is KINGDOM GRACE, one that stops playing the performance game, and stands only on the power and strength of this amazing dynamic called grace.    
Ephesians 2 – 

8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--

9 not by works, so that no one can boast.

10 For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

None of us have done anything, in fact, we have done nothing at all, to receive the grace of God, and so we are free from the twin burdens of pride and guilt.  The only place I stand with you is on the ground of grace. The only thing I can offer you is grace.  This powerful force bears fruit in our lives and relationships. 

Many of us struggle with accepting other people, without knowing that the place we must start lies in acceptance within our own lives. 
I often used to lead worship at our last church; I am an old folk guitar player. When I first started to sing this simple song, it used to move me to tears,I sat at my desk this week, recalled its simple words, and it moved me to tears again. It begins,
Jesus take me as I am 

I can come no other way. 

Take me deeper into you

Make my flesh life melt away. 

Make me like a precious stone

Crystal clear and finely honed

Life of Jesus shining through

Giving glory back to you. 

Or the hymn you used to hear at the end of each Billy Graham Crusade as people come down to receive Christ 

Just as I am without one plea, 

But that your blood was shed for. 

Or an old hymn – 

nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling. 

That is all about coming to receive grace. 
It took me many years to discover who God wanted me to do and to begin to enjoy that. I struggled for years about who God wanted me to be. 

In KINGDOM GRACE, people can accept themselves, and then from that, they can begin to reach out to extend acceptance to one another. 

The tragedy is that there are thousands of churches which have words about grace in their statement of faith, they can sing Amazing Grace in four-part harmony, but they know nothing about how to cultivate an environment of accepting grace. 

Another fruit of kingdom grace is honesty.  Kingdom grace allows us to be honest, starting again with ourselves.  When we live in an environment of “ungrace”, we learn to hide the truth from ourselves and from each other, we wear what I call makeup to hide the blemishes in our lives, in some churches that don’t practice grace, people learn to hide in order to survive and stay accepted.  They become masters at the art of pretending to be spiritual, they become skilled at the outward show of being spiritual.  

But where there is KINGDOM GRACE, where there is a climate of grace, people can be honest, and they can experience grace in spite of their failures. 

Galatians 6

1 Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently

Gently, same word as meek. 

This leads to the next fruit of grace.  Acceptance and honesty are the soil for real change and inner transformation.  KINGDOM GRACE is a place where people are not only accepted,  but it is also where people experience life change.   We need to unpack this in our next statement. 

A KINGDOM GRACE FREES PEOPLE FROM DOING GOOD (MORALITY) SO THAT THEY CAN BECOME GOOD (HOLINESS). 

I read some years ago, a phrase that stopped me in my tracks, “Christianity does not have a moral base”.  It is not based on our standards of morality. It is based solely on the grace of God.  In fact, one of the obstacles to holiness might be our understanding to morality, we think that being moral is good enough. 

All kinds of people do good, they get involved in good causes, they do good things, but God has called us to be his daughters and sons for more than that, more than doing good. He has called us so that we might share in his holiness.  The greatest hindrance to holiness might be morality.  We think that moral living is good enough. 

Ephesians 1:4 

For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.

For many years we have lived in a churched society, people who were not Christians, not part of the church, generally lived pretty much the same as us. They dressed the same, same moral rules, acted the same.  But Christendom is over!  The day of the churched culture is over.  So we can look over the landscape of our society and wonder how we got here, we look at people with multiple earrings on places we can see and sometimes not see, issues of dress, issues of lifestyle, and we shake our heads. 

If we are not careful, we invite people to change their lifestyle rather than come to the cross.  We say, “Come to our church and be like us”. We are trying to get them to change from the outside in that is not the message or the method of grace. 
In the Old Testament, when Samuel was looking for a new king, he comes before all the sons of Jesse, and feels that Eliab is the one who should be king. 

But the LORD says to Samuel, 

“Do not look at his outward appearance or the height if his stature – because I have rejected him.  For God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance but the Lord looks at the heart”. 
KINGDOM GRACE starts at the heart, looks at the heart, works from the heart. 
When we start to walk in the deep soil of grace, the result is more than morality; the fruit is what the Bible call holiness.  It is grace that digs its way into the dark crevices of our lives, exposes the hidden places, and gives us the power and the strength to free us from habits and patterns of ingrained sin, and in their place, gives us healthy and life-giving desires. 

Grace is unafraid to challenge us to change our lives from the inside out.  We can create all the rules we want for people, but we do not have the power to change anyone, the only person we can ever change is ourselves, and only grace will do that. 

When grace takes hold of our hearts, this pure grace will become more demanding, more rigorous, than we ever could.   In Kingdom grace, we cheer each other on to become the people God truly wants us to be. 

This leads us to, 

A KINGDOM GRACE FREES PEOPLE FROM OUR EXPECTATIONS TO DISCOVER THEIR OWN UNIQUENESS. 

We believe that each person as a Christian is gifted by the grace of God, and the task of the church is to be an environment of grace in which these gifts of grace can be discovered, unearthed, and brought to creative fullness.  The church is to be the spiritual womb in which gifts grow and come to birth. 

But this is no always the case, often in an atmosphere of ungrace, the church can see and use people in a utilitarian spirit, people to get the job done, instead of gifted people to be developed. 

People who are overly compliant tend to hide behind the choices that others make for them.  If the choices that they accept turn out for the worst, then complaint people see themselves as victims.  When unhealthy compliance is turned inward in some silent anger, it grows in an environment of ungrace. 

But when we learn to walk in grace in our own lives, and when we allow others to walk in grace, we free people from our selfish expectations, and we help them to discover something that is infinitely richer and greater, which is their own unique gifting.  

Each of us is made in the image of God, and in Christ, we are being restored and renewed according to the image of the Creator through the one who was the perfect image of God, Jesus. 

So instead of being some kind of Christian factory to produce Christians in an assembly line, KINGDOM GRACE becomes a spiritual conservatory that grows people one life at a time, each discovering the unique way in which God has made and stamped them.  

The weaker our unity is, the more we tend to push for conformity, the greater our unity is, the more we allow for and nurture biblical diversity. 

This happens in the soil of healthy relationships fertilized by acceptance and encouragement.  Sadly, Some families provide that for children, some don’t.  Some churches provide that for people,some don’t.  

The church that will survive and prevail in these days in which Christendom has died will need to rediscover that atmosphere of grace in which people can discover and become all that God wants them to be.  It will stimulate people as they find God, also to find their gifts and passions, and use every fragment of their lives to the glory of God.  

In KINGDOM GRACE, when people fail – they know they will be picked up.   In KINGDOM GRACE, when people hurt, they know that someone will come and cry with them.   In KINGDOM GRACE, when people succeed, they know that people will stand and cheer them on. 

Can you imagine a church like that!  That gives me goosebumps. 
But sadly, too few churches are truly places of KINGDOM GRACE.  No matter what their doctrinal statement says about grace, no matter how loudly the sing, amazing grace. 
Churches that breed guilt will die on a bed of guilt.  Churches that grow grace will grow in grace. 
It is not enough to preach grace; we have to practice it with one another. 

It is not enough to define grace, it has to be demonstrated. 

It is not enough to explain grace, it has to be experienced. 

It is not enough to sing about grace, we have to express it. 
But before we can do any of these things, first of all we have to find it.  We have to know it in our own lives. 

In a moment, we pass around a wafer of bread, and a small cup of wine.  We call it communion.  It expresses what Jesus has done for us on the cross. 
But it is really about grace, grace that transforms our lives, not our morality, our education, our background, the only place where you and I can stand this morning is on the ground of grace. 

….Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling. 
Or in the words many of us know well, reminds of how a captain of slave ship could free himself from his ignominious occupation and his shameful past, find his new identity in the grace of Christ. 

Stand, we will sing acapello, Tom will lead. 


AMAZING GRACE HOW SWEET THE SOUND

THAT SAVES A WRETCH LIKE ME

I ONCE WAS LOST BUT NOW I’M FOUND

WAS BLIND BUT NOW I SEE. 
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