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Howr to Have a Personal Relationship with God
& sermon preached by Ted Atkinsen, Minister , Oxford Presbyterian Church, Dxford, P4 on the third
Sugda_g in Lent, March 18, 1990, Seripture Lessons: Exodus 17:3-7; Psalm 23; Romans 3:1-11; John
v fn the Hame of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Do you have & personal relationship to God? How would you answer
someone who asked you that point-blank®? Suppose You answer, "Yes, |
belong to the Oxford Presbyterian Church.” But what if your questicher
were to say, "why, | know old so and so whose been a member of that
church for years and never goes. Do you mean to tell me simply belonging
to that church gives you a personal relationship to God?" Church
tnembership is ho guarantee that we have @ personal relationship to God.

The ward that the Bible uses to explain how we're brought into a
personal relationship to God is jus?/7icatian Listen again to what St
Paul wrote to the church in Rome. "Since we have been justified through
faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ”
Justification brings us into a personal relationship.

Justification is a word every Christian ought to know. I1t's @ word
that's played an extremely important role in the life of the church,
especially Presbyterian and Reformed churches. Justification isn't
necessarily a word that you should use when talking with people who
sren't familiar with the Bible but it's an important word for Christians to
know and have some understanding of. My boys are learning new
vocabulary words every week. Every new word broadens their
understanding of the world. When Christians learn biblical vocabulary
words we hrasden our understanding of who God is and we're able to read
the Bible with greater understanding.

The Westminster Shorter Catechism asks, "what is justification?” The

answer:



. A

Juztification iz anserof God's free grace,
by which he perdensall our sins,
and sccepteus as righteous in his sight,
anly for the rightecusness of Christ imputed to vz,
and received by faith alone.

Let's take & Took at that definition.

L Jusiiticetian is & et af fagd's free grece. That means that
God is under no obligation to enter into & personsl relationship to us. Yet
God does so out of sheer grace, out of pure love for us. God is always the

one wha initistes the personal relationship. God revesls himself 1o us.

God sends pruﬁhets o tell us who he is. God, in the person of Jesus, comes

ta ug, proclaims his love for us, calls us to trust hirn, of fers us his
friendship. God creates the church to tell the world that he desires &
personal relationship wilh him.

God is like an unwanted friend who stops over to vigit but we're tao
busi Lo take time ToF hifn afid so we tell him {o call agsin. He calls us the
next day to ga out for lunch but we've alresdy made other plans. Like an
unyanted friend, God comes to us smiling, with his hand extended, and we
say, "Oh, no. There he is again” and we try to ignore hirm snd act as if he
isn't there.

Francis Thornpson describes our natural relationship to God so well in
his classic poem, FThe Sound aif Kasyan.

| fled Hirm, down the nights and down the days;
| fled Him, down the arches of the uears;
{ fled Hirm, down the 1abyrinthine ways
0f ray own mind; and in the mist of tears
| hid from Him, snd under running laughter,
Up wistaed hopes | aped;
&nd shot, precipitated,
adow n Titanic glooms of chasmed fears,
From thuse strong Feet that followed, followed after.

5 Justification is en act of God's free grace &y Wwaich he perdons
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the Fighleausness of Christ impuled (e us.

St Paul uses three words to describe the relationship we have with God
before he justifies us. He says, for one thing, that Christ died for the
urgadly. We were urgedly, he says. That simply means that we had a
hatural tendency to leave God out. Seven-up is called the un-cola because
it doesn't include cola, as in Pepsi or Coca Cola. Paul says we were
ungadly because we didn't include God in our plans.

Secondly St Paul says “While we were 5till sinners, Christ died for us.”
we were simrersPaul writes. That doesn't mean we were all murderers
or rapists. |t simply means that we were people who failed to do what God
required of us and who did the things God forbids.

The third and strongest word St Paul uses is eremies. "We weare
Gad's enemies " he says. Our natural relationship to God was one of
hostility, enmity. That doesn’'t mean that we shoak our fists at God.
Sometimes we simply ighore the people we hate. The way most peaple
express their hostility toward God is simply through ignaring him.

Nowe, if this was true of us you'd think God would want to do us in. But
it's precisely while we were ungodly, sinners and God's enemies that
Christ died for us, the righteous for the unrighteous. God demonstrates his
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3. So justification is an act of God's free grace, by which he pardons
all our sins, and accepts us as righteous in his sight, only for the
righteousness of Christ imputed to us, &54 received by 1&ilh slane.

St Paul doesn't say, "Trust God and he'll pardon and accept you." He
says, "God already loves unu God a}Lé has pﬁrdnnec% yaur qm% and ¢ JeaSin
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accepted you through E-hl]ot fecause th1s is true, trust h1rr| Qur fcnth
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doesn't force God to love us, rather it's our way of acknowledging,
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receiving, enjoying - and returning - the love Christ had for us long before

we ever thought of believing in hitn and Javing him.

The big question iz how can we have that kind of faith? Feith is gift

God gives. We can no more simply decide to trust God than we can decide

to trust any human by sheer will power. Faith is o gift. This doesm't mea,

however, that we have to adopt & fatalistic attitude. There are same
things we can do to put ourselves in e situation where the gift of faith is
pramised and received.

Firat, if we want a faith that trusts in the Jove of God we can admit
honestly that none of us has such faith, at lesst not always. Even those
who don't have intellectual doubts don't have such confidence in God's love
that thpure free from all feur and never trJ to ]umfu thpmuew 15, None
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unbeliefl”

Secondly, faith becomes possible when we put ourselves in the
situation where we can hesr shout snd experience God's love aver shd aver
again. That situstion is sbove al) the church, the community of God's
people, Just as our children need to hear aver and aver again from parents
that theyre laved, so we Christians need to hear over and over again the

ownTha beann
unbelievably good news thet God loves, forgives and accepts us'despite
everything we've been ar done or failed to do.

Third, we can risk doing what faith requires. Faith in Christ is only
nossible when we live by faith. How can we really trust God if we're not
willing to obey him? Faith comes with cbedience. Without ghedignce,
there can be no faith.

Mow lets go back to the question that we began with, Do you have a
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personal relationship with God? According to the doctrine of
justification, those who have a personal relationship to God are--

| those who know that they're quilty of offending God and of hurting
ather people and themselves by their attempts to justify themselves;

2. They believe that nevertheless, despite everything, they're forgiven,
laved and accepted by God's grace in Jesus Christ. And as they experience
freedom from the angious or proud need to justify themselves, they also
experience a personal relationship with God and a new freedom to accept
ahd be themselves.

Ye rejoice in you, 0 Lord, through whom we have not received reconciliation. Amen.
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