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I’ve been reading a new book recently with this interesting title: “The Christian Atheist: Believing In God But Living As If He Doesn’t Exist.”  As the author points out, the title of the book probably describes the majority of us who call ourselves followers of Jesus.  We believe in the existence of God.  We believe that Jesus is the Son of God, that Jesus walked this earth, died on the cross, and rose from the dead.  We believe the Bible is the Word of God.  But here’s the question we need to ask ourselves – would our lives be any different if we didn’t believe those things?  If I didn’t believe in God, would I conduct myself at work any differently?  Would I treat my spouse any differently?  Would my goals be different?  Would I watch different TV shows, or take different vacations, or spend my money differently?  Or, if I’m honest, would my life be pretty much the same whether I believed in God or not?
Here are some of the chapter titles from this book; see if any of them resonate with you at all:  “When you believe in God, but not in prayer … When you believe in God, but don’t really know him … When you believe in God, but won’t forgive … When you believe in God, but don’t think you can change … When you believe in God, but still worry all the time … When you believe in God, but still trust in money … When you believe in God, but pursue happiness at any cost.” 

Have you ever been part of a church that recited the Apostle’s Creed?  For two years I was an associate pastor at a Presbyterian Church in Minneapolis, and every Sunday we recited the Apostle’s Creed, a concise statement of what we as followers of Jesus believe.  Here’s what it says:

I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth. 

And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, 

who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary, 

suffered under Pontius Pilate, 

was crucified, died and was buried. 

He descended into hell. 

On the third day He rose again from the dead. 

He ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of the Father. 

From thence He will come to judge the living and the dead. 

I believe in the Holy Spirit, 

the Holy catholic Church, 

the communion of saints, 

the forgiveness of sins, 

the resurrection of the body, 

and the life everlasting. Amen.
That creed can be traced back to about the year 180 A.D.  It is a statement of our faith, an expression of our core beliefs as followers of Jesus.  Frankly I don’t think it would a bad idea for us to recite that as a church every Sunday; what we believe matters, and I think it’s valuable to remind ourselves of what our beliefs are.
But here’s the other side of it; here’s what we all know to be true – we can believe all the right things, and yet not live a bit differently.  Years ago I heard a youth pastor give a sermon with the longest title I’ve ever seen.  His entire message was contained in the title, and this is what it was: “What We Do Is What We Believe – All The Rest Is Just Religious Talk.”  That’s a very perceptive point, don’t you think?  If we really believe something, then we’ll do something about it.  If we say we believe in prayer, then we’ll pray – otherwise, all our talk about prayer is just that – religious talk.  What we do is what we believe – all the rest is just religious talk.
There’s a verse in a letter called 2nd Corinthians that describes what happens to a person who becomes a follower of Jesus; it says this: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”  A Christian is far more that a person who believes the right things.  Please understand – what you believe is important.  Belief in God is important; belief in the claims of Jesus is important; belief in the teachings of the Bible is important.  But while being a Christian starts with what we belief, it doesn’t end there.  A Christian is a person who has been made brand new.  He is a new creation.  A Christian is someone who has been transformed by Jesus.  It means that you’ve changed – your attitudes have changed, your values have changed, your habits have changed, and your destiny has changed.  Our goal at Cornerstone is not simply to see people’s beliefs changed; our goal is to see people’s lives changed, because that’s what Jesus came to do – to change our lives and to make us new.
There’s a word the Bible uses to describe the kind of people Jesus has called us to become – it’s the word “disciple.”  For many years the Billy Graham organization has had this slogan: “Disciples, not decisions.”  Over the years millions of people have gone forward at a Billy Graham to make a decision to follow Jesus.  Decisions are important, but decisions are just the beginning.  The point, Billy Graham has often said, is not merely to make a decision for Christ; the point is to become a disciple of Christ’s.  

We have a mission statement at our church.  It isn’t just churches that have mission statements; most businesses have mission statements.  Here’s Burger King’s mission statement, just for an example:
We will prepare and sell quick service food to fulfill our guest's needs more accurately, quickly, courteously, and in a cleaner environment than our competitors. We will conduct all our business affairs ethically, and with the best employees. We will continue to grow profitably and responsibly, and provide career advancement opportunities for every willing member of our organization.
Now I happen to like Burger King, but I’m not a big fan of their mission statement, for a very simple reason – it’s too long.  I mean, is that a mission statement you would ever remember?  I sure wouldn’t.  So let’s try another one; let me pick one at random from, oh, let’s say … Arby’s: “To provide an exceptional dining experience that satisfies our guest’s grown-up tastes by being a ‘cut-above’ in everything we do.”  Now that’s better, if you ask me.  For one thing, it’s true – Arby’s does provide an exceptional dining experience that satisfies their guest’s grown-up tastes.  But it’s still fairly long; I’d have to work pretty hard to memorize that.

So here’s our mission statement.  We wanted a mission statement that was easy to remember, and that captured the heart of what we’re trying to do.  It’s this – “to help genuine doubters become true disciples.”   That’s simple enough, don’t you think?  We want to help doubters become disciples.  First, we want to welcome into our church people who have genuine doubts about God and Jesus and the Bible.  You don’t have to have everything figured out before you walk into the door of our church.  We encourage you to bring your questions with you to church and to ask them fearlessly and openly.  And it is our mission to help people get reasonable answers to their genuine doubts.  But notice that our mission doesn’t end with helping people get answers to their questions.  And our mission doesn’t end with convincing people to believe what the Bible teaches about God and Jesus and life and death.  Our mission is not to help genuine doubters become true believers; our mission is to help genuine doubters become true disciples. Our mission is not simply to persuade people to make a decision to believe in Jesus; our mission is to help people to become disciples of Jesus. 

 So then the question becomes this – just what does a true disciple look like?  I mean, if being a Christian was all about believing the right things, that would be fairly easy to measure.  Here’s the Apostle’s Creed – these are the things Christians believe, so if you believe these things, then I guess that means you’re a Christian.  But that’s a great example of what philosophers would call a logical fallacy.  It commits the “necessary but not sufficient” error.  Here’s an example of this kind of fallacy: Premise A says, “All cars have tires.”  That’s a true premise, wouldn’t you agree?  Premise B says, “My bicycle has tires.”  That is also true.  But would you then be able to make this conclusion: “Therefore, my bicycle is a car”?  No, of course not.  Having tires is a necessary condition to being classified as a car, but having tires is not a sufficient condition to being classified as a car.  And while believing in God and believing that Jesus rose from the dead are necessary conditions to being a Christian, they are not sufficient to being a Christian.
What you believe matters, but a true disciple is far more than a person who believes certain things about God and his risen Son Jesus.  So in trying to help us understand what it means to be a true disciple, we’ve come up with what we call “the 5 Gs.”  Now we are very aware that the 5 Gs didn’t come to us directly from God.  We aren’t claiming that these are divinely inspired.  We don’t even claim that they’re original.  But we use them because we’ve found that they help us to better visualize what it means to be a true disciple.  We say that a true disciple is someone who is living out the 5 Gs of grace, group, growth, gifts and guide.  A true disciple has experienced God’s grace, is committed to a group, practices the daily disciplines of spiritual growth, is using his/her gifts to serve, and is a guide to others as they pursue their own spiritual journey.  Grace, group, growth, gifts and guide – those are the 5 Gs.  
Now please understand that we’re not rigid about this.  For example, if you’ve experienced God’s grace and you’re practicing the disciplines of growth and you’re using your gifts to serve and you’re a guide to someone who is seeking God but you aren’t currently in a group of some kind, we wouldn’t say, “Get out of here!  We don’t want your kind around here!  What in the world is the matter with you?”  But we do believe being part of a group is important.  In fact, we don’t think you can grow in your walk with God without the involvement and support of other people.  So we’re not going to shun you or put a black mark next to your name in the directory, but we might well try to help you find a group of people who can love you and pray with you and encourage you.
For a number of years, each fall we have embarked as a church on a spiritual growth journey of some kinds.  We’ve participated in 40 Days of Purpose a couple of times; we participated in the 40 Days of Community a few years ago.  One fall we made up our own series and called it 40 Days of Prayer.  And this year we’re embarking on another home-grown spiritual growth journey we’re calling, “All In: Following Jesus For All You’re Worth.”  Since I’m kind of a slow learner, this isn’t going to get done in 40 days – we’re going to take ten weeks, which, if my math is right, is 70 days.  For the next ten weeks we are going to go one by one through the five Gs, spending two weeks on each of them.  If any of us are Christian atheists at the start of this series, it is my hope and prayer that we won’t be by the end; it is my hope and prayer that come mid-November, we will be far more than believers – we will have become true disciples.  We don’t want to merely believe that God exists; we want to invite the living, almighty God to do a miraculous work in our lives.  We want to become new people, changed people, transformed people.  We want Jesus to be able to point at us and say, “That’s what it looks like to follow me.  That’s what it looks like to be a true disciple.”

So let’s start at the beginning; let’s start with grace.  A true disciple is someone who has experienced, and who continues to experience, God’s grace.  So what is grace?  I could give you a definition; over the years I’ve offered a number of definitions of grace.  One of my favorites is still this, from Philip Yancey’s book “What’s So Amazing About Grace?” – “Grace means there’s nothing I can do to make God love me more, and there’s nothing I can do to make God love me less.”  That definition really helps me understand that God’s love for me is absolutely unconditional.  I don’t have to try to earn his love, since there’s nothing I can do to make him love me more.  He just loves me.  And I don’t have to worry about doing something that will cause God to stop loving me; I have sinned plenty in my life, and God still loves me through and through.  Grace means there’s nothing I can do to make God love me more, and there’s nothing I can do to make God love me less.
But I’ve always found stories to be more helpful than definitions when I’m trying to wrap my head around truth.  So here’s a story I came across about a month ago that gave me a fresh insight into what grace looks like.  It’s a true story, and it comes from Scotland.  Some workmen were blasting rock in a quarry in Scotland.  On this particular day the workers had placed the explosives in the quarry, set the fuse, and then hurried off to a safe place to wait for the explosives to detonate.  One of the workers looked back and noticed a three year old wandering dangerously close to the blasting area.  The workers tried yelling to the youngster to go back; they tried waving their arms to try to communicate to him that he shouldn’t be where he was.  But nothing they said or did mattered – the young boy just smiled at them and kept on walking.  The men thought of running to the boy to rescue him, but they knew the blast was imminent and that they would only get themselves killed in the attempt.
Just then the three year old’s mother came around the corner and quickly caught on to just how serious the problem was.  At first the workers were puzzled by the mother, because she didn’t yell to her son to come to her, nor did she going running off to attempt to rescue him.  Instead she did what her mother’s heart and mind told her to do – she knelt down, opened her arms and gave her son a big smile so he would know he would be welcomed in his mother’s loving embrace.  Without hesitation the youngster ran to his mom and jumped into her arms, just in time for the two of them to find a protected area and survive the blast.

And that’s grace.  In the person of his Son Jesus, God knelt down to our level, and on a hill called Golgotha he opened his arms to let us know we would be welcome in his embrace.  To experience God’s grace is to jump into his open and waiting arms.  God doesn’t force himself on us.  God gives us all the evidence we need to know that he’s there, to know that he’s good, to know that he loves us and wants to have a relationship with us. But he doesn’t overpower our will.  He gives us a choice. He opens up his arms and waits for us to choose whether or not we want in.
And here’s the point we’re trying to embrace this morning – the true disciple doesn’t merely believe that God is there; the true disciple has taken the leap and jumped wholeheartedly into the arms of his loving Father.  The true disciple experienced God’s grace when he went all in, when he took the leap and allowed the God of the Bible to rescue him from the destructive power of sin.  Perhaps the clearest verses in the Bible on this matter of grace come from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians when he said, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9)   Grace is God’s open arms.  It’s those arms that save us.  But the only way we can be saved is to by faith jump into those arms.  We are saved by grace through faith.
Jesus used a meal to illustrate what grace means, to give us a taste of God’s grace.  We call it the Lord’s Supper, or communion.  On the night before he died, Jesus shared a last meal with his disciples – his last supper, it has been called.  It was a Passover meal, a celebration of God’s miraculous deliverance of his people from their slavery to the Egyptians.  During the Passover meal people would drink wine together and would eat bread together and they would eat the meat of an unblemished, innocent lamb.  On this night, at the last supper, Jesus changed things a bit.  He told his disciples that the bread was his body, which he was about to give up for them on the cross, and that the cup was his blood, which he was about to shed on the cross for the forgiveness of their sin.
Grace means that Jesus has prepared the table for us, that Jesus has invited us to share a meal with him.  We didn’t do anything to earn this meal; Jesus paid for it all.  But that meal is of no value until we eat it, until we jump in, until we accept Jesus’ invitation.  To help us understand what this meal we call the Lord’s Supper is all about, I want to show you a video called “Suppertime.”  We’ve shown this once before, a number of years ago.  But I think it’s a great illustration of why we share in this meal and how we can experience a taste of God’s grace by eating it.  Watch this:
Video – “Suppertime” (5:09)
When we come to this table we ask our Heavenly Father this question: “May I be excused, please?”  And the Father tells us that because of his Son’s death on the cross for our sin, the answer is, “Yes, you can be excused.  Yes, you are forgiven.”  And that’s grace.  
So this morning I’m going to invite you to share this meal with us, just as followers of Jesus have done for the last 2000 years.  The taste of the bread on your lips and the juice on your tongue is the taste of grace.  Sharing in this meal is one way of telling our Lord, “I’m all in.  I accept your invitation.  I want to be a follower.  I want to be a true disciple.  I want you to change my life and make me new.”  This is where the journey starts, the journey to becoming a fully devoted follower of Jesus.  It starts, and it ends, with grace.  
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