                PROPER LIVING ‑ Glorifying God #7

     John Chapman stood all alone outside that little white church in a small Massachusets town at the beginning of the 19th century.  There should have been a smile on his face, but instead tears were running down his cheeks.  This was the day that he and Sarah had chosen to be their wedding day almost a year ago when they had announced their engagement.  Instead, Sarah Crawford had died a few days ago.  So John Chapman was attending her funeral on the very day that was to have been their wedding day.  John held in his hands a fragile spray of apple blossoms.  They were Sarah's favorite, she had chosen them to have been her wedding bouquet.  It was then and there that John Chapman decided to build a monument for his departed fiance, Sarah Crawford.

     So John packed a few clothes, and his Bible.   He begged a sack of seeds from the local cider mill.  And off John went, traveling west.  He went deep into mountains, he crossed miles of plains, he waded through thick forests.  He made friends with Indians, and with other settlers he met.  He traveled through Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and then into Michigan.  And everywhere he went, he planted seeds, Apple seeds.  Settlers and Indians of the Midwest grew to know and love John Chapman.  His thick black hair and bushy beard were familiar sights on the frontier.  And wherever he went, children would sit for hours on end and listen spellbound to his stories‑ Bible stories, stories of friendly Indians, stories of wild creatures of the forest whom he had befriended.  But everyone who knew him admired him and respected him.  And few actually knew of the tragedy that had motivated him to journey west, and the grief that he had chosen to turn into a memorial.  Our own state has enjoyed numerous apple orchards that were planted as a testimony to the love of John Chapman for Sarah Crawford, the man almost everyone just called Johnny Appleseed.  

     Love is a very powerful motivator.  And when love motivates properly, it should motivate us for good results.  

     What is true in earthly relationships should be true also in our heavenly relationship.  Our love for God , our love for Jesus Christ our Savior, our love for the indwelling Spirit of God should motivate us in our living.  This is especially true as we grow in our realization that one of the ways in which we can bring glory to God is through proper living, allowing the love of God to flow through our lives.

     We have been looking at specific ways from the Scriptures in which we can achieve our ultimate purpose in life.  "What is the chief end of man?" the Westminster Catechism asks as its first question.  The answer:  "Man's chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever."  We find our ultimate meaning in bringing glory to our creator, God, and enjoying his fellowship.  One of the ways in which we can bring glory to God is through proper living‑ we want to address this subject this morning.

     1.  God designed that the Christian life be lived by faith.  "The just shall continually be living by faith" is a phrase that is found 4 times in the Bible, in the O.T. prophet Habakkuk, and the N.T. epistles, Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews.  Each of the N.T. epistles emphasize a different aspect of living by faith.  Romans teaches us what it means to be just, justified, declared to be righteous in the eyes of God.  The just shall live by faith.  Galatians instructs us in the way to live pleasing in the sight of the Lord.  The just shall live by faith.  And Hebrews gives a definition of faith to us and examples of great faith, people who have already passed on who have pleased God by the lives of faith which they lived.  The just shall live by faith.  The fact that living by faith is emphasized in the Bible as the proper lifestyle for the Christian cannot be disputed.

     Now Biblical faith is just accepting God at his word and doing our best to put God’s word into practice in our lives.  Believing what He says to be true and acting upon that belief, that is what faith is all about in the Bible.  And the Bible says that if we live our lives by faith, if we believe God's word and act upon what He has said, then we bring glory to God.

     We find a clear example of this principle in John 11. Here we find one of the most touching, yet most powerful stories in all of the bible‑ Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead.  But it is interesting to look at this story from the aspect of glorifying God through living a life of faith.  Follow this theme with me if you will throughout this story.

     Notice first of all verse 4.  Jesus has just heard word that his friend Lazarus was very ill.  Mary and Martha, Lazarus' sisters, had sent word to Christ.  The obvious implication was that they were requesting Jesus to come quickly to heal his beloved friend, Lazarus.  But note Christ's response in verse 4:  "When he heard this, Jesus said, This sickness will not end in death.  No, it is for God's glory so that God's son may be glorified through it."  Then John goes on to record in verses 5 and 6, "Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.  Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was 2 more days."  Interesting response wasn't it?  Jesus considered this family to be very special to him, yet when he heard of their severe need, he purposefully delayed so that Lazarus would die.  Why would he have done this?  Well, he answers that question, doesn't he?  He was going to teach Mary and Martha a lesson in living by faith, and God was going to be glorified as a result of it.

     Now let's move on in our story.  Lazarus has now died, and Jesus finally decides to go to the house.  Verse 11: "Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I am going there to wake him up."  And Christ adds in plain language : "Lazarus is dead, and for your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe." (11:14,15)  The responses of Mary and Martha are predictable when Jesus arrives in Bethany.  Both are disappointed that he had not been able to come earlier, when something could have possibly been done to save their brother Lazarus.  

     But then in the midst of their great grief, Jesus gives a statement that will live on to give comfort and hope to people for thousands of years.  He says in verses 25 & 26: "I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.  Do you believe this?"  Now the response of Martha is very important to note here.  She immediately answers in 11:27, "Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world."  Martha responded in faith to Christ's statement.  She believed his words, and publicly acknowledged that belief.

     But Christ was not done yet.  He wanted her to act on that belief.  So he asked her to authorize the removal of the stone from the mouth of the grave.  Now Martha frankly was not ready for this‑ and she hesitated.  11:39 "But Lord, Martha argued, by this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there 4 days."  Later, Martha would realize the reason why Christ tarried and allowed Lazarus to die and be buried for 4 days so that his body would begin to decompose and there could be no question that Christ had actually raised him from the dead.  But right at the moment, Martha wasn't too sure about this whole matter of opening up the tomb.  She believed that Christ would raise the dead in the end times, but she wasn't too sure about his raising Lazarus right now.

     Now listen to Christ's words to her recorded in verse 40: Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God.”  Now Martha responds in an act of faith‑ she authorizes the removal of the stone.  And Christ calls out in a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out", and her brother is restored back into the land of the living.

     Now Christ's words, and the sequence in which they were given are very important here, because he was teaching this family that was very precious to him a lesson in living by faith in order to glorify God.  As Martha believed Christ's words, and as she was willing to act on that belief, her faith was accepted by God as an invitation for His power to flow forth into the life of her family.  And the end result was that God was glorified because she exercised her faith publicly in her daily living.  

     Now we know that this was a special, unique event in the life of this Bethany family.  They didn't experience resurrections of family members every day.  And we won't either.  But the principles that we see here are indispensable to our daily living if we are to glorify God by living lives of faith.  God desires that we respond to his word by accepting it and acting upon it.  When we do that in our lives, God responds by accepting our response as an invitation for his power to flow into our lives.  The end result is that we live our lives by the supernatural power of God, and this kind of life brings glory to God.

     The opposite is also true.  When we resist God's word in our hearts.  When we choose not to believe it and act upon it, the Bible says that we miss out on the grace and power that God would like to give us for daily living.  And the result is that we live naturally powered lives just like everyone else which doesn't glorify God at all.  The author of Hebrews writes a very interesting verse in Hebrews 12:15‑ "See to it that no one misses (or resists in the KJV) the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many."  God's grace which brings supernatural power into our lives can be resisted.  It is resisted when we fail to live the life of faith ‑ Hebrews 12 comes right after Hebrews 11.

     Now this pattern begins right from our new birth into the family of God.  The Bible says that we are born with a sinful nature and that we all sin against the perfect nature of God.  Our sin alienates us from God and hinders any possibility of fellowship with him.  But God has told us in his word that while we were still sinners, God demonstrated his love for us in sending Jesus Christ to die upon the cross for our sins.  Romans 5:8.  So God simply tells us in his word to "believe in the Lord Jesus, and we will be saved."  Acts 16:31.  God has given to us his truth concerning our spiritual state, and he has given to us his remedy as well.  Now when we believe God's word to us, that Jesus Christ died upon the cross for our sins, and when we act upon that belief by accepting God's free gift of salvation to us, God then accepts our response of faith and obedience as an invitation for his grace and power to flow into our lives‑ he saves us, he makes us to be a new creation, and we become the temples of God's own spirit.  Those of us who have received Jesus Christ as our personal savior know that this process works‑ and that it is a life changing process.  And that is the reason for our encouraging others who have not yet trusted in Christ to do so.  A person doesn't have to accept God's word and act upon it.  A person can choose not to believe and accept God's remedy for their sins.  But in responding in that way, that person resists the grace of God, and God's power does not then flow into that person's life.

     Now we must realize that this same pattern continues throughout a Christian's life.  Paul wrote to the church at Colossae: "So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him."  Col. 2:6.  How do we do that?  We do that just as Martha did.  We accept what God tells us in his word, and we act upon that belief.  As we obey his word, God's grace which brings with it his power is released into our lives.  This then allows us to live in his power and strength‑ and the end result is that God receives glory in our lives.

     2.  Now what is going to happen when we consistently live lives of faith?  Well, there will be at least 2 results.  And we want to look at these briefly  as our 2 concluding points.

     First, by living lives of faith, by allowing the grace and power of God to flow into our lives, we will be continuously growing into the character of Jesus Christ himself so that we will be manifesting fruit.  Godly characteristics will not be something that we will have to conjure up and try to hypocritically manufacture‑ they will be just as natural as living itself.  And people will see this godly fruit that is supernaturally produced in our lives, and this will bring glory to God.

     Listen to this exhortation from the Apostle Peter found in 1 Peter 2:12:  "Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us."

     Jesus gave a similar command in his famous sermon on the mount.  "In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see you good deeds, and glorify or praise your Father in heaven."  Matt. 5:16.

     Now the key response on our part as God's power flows into our lives in response to our faith and obedience is to be sure that we direct the glory to him, and not to accept the praise and glory ourselves and become puffed up in pride.  If we do the later, we sin, of course.  Then we are not obedient in this area of our lives, and as we cease to live by faith in this area, we resist the grace of God and his power is hindered.  But as we let our lights shine to the glory of God in heaven, God's grace and power continues to flow into our lives.

     3.  But we must be realistic enough to realize that everyone who sees God's character being developed will not be eager and ready to glorify God in heaven.  No, many will be angered and embittered by the grace of God that is given to one of his children.  Their response will be fight against the work of God that they see.  They will try to discredit it, they will try to hinder it, they will try to resist it in any way possible.  In their anger towards God, they will persecute those who claim to be his followers.  But even the persecution that a Christian receives for being a follower of Jesus Christ can bring glory to God.

1PE 4:12 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. 13 But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.

Peter was writing to some early Christians who were suffering for their faith.  They had received Jesus Christ as the promised Messiah and their lives had been changed forever.  Some were very impressed with the changes and recognized that God had done a great work in their lives.  Many of these gave glory to God and became followers of Jesus Christ themselves.  But then there were others who looked upon these Christians as a threat to their security.  The Jewish Religious leaders felt that these new Christians were stealing members from traditional Jewish belief, and they initiated persecutions of these Christians.  The Apostle Paul was one such persecutor until the radiant joy of the martyrs convinced him that the Christians had the real truth.  Some of the Roman Governmental leaders looked at the Christians as a threat to the Roman Empire, and they initiated persecutions against the Christians.  But in spite of the persecutions, the church of Jesus Christ grew and prospered.  In fact, Tertullian, one of the early Church leaders, said that the blood of the martyrs was the seed of the church.  These early Christians realized that one of the ways that they could bring glory to God was following in the footsteps of their Savior, Jesus Christ.  Just as he suffered unjustly, so they endured persecution with courage.  They learned that they could bring glory to God even in their suffering, as they responded in the proper manner when falsely accused.  

     We find a beautiful picture of glorifying God through living a life of faith in Acts 16.  Paul and Silas had been preaching the necessity of having faith in the Lord Jesus Christ in the city of Philippi.  Now Philippi was a roman colony in Eastern Macedonia.  Paul had decided to come into Macedonia because of a vision that God had shown him.  A man from Macedonia had called out to him to come over and help him.  Paul had not planned to go into this area, but realizing that God wanted him to head this direction, he made a decision of faith and followed the leading of God.  Now, in the first city that he entered in Macedonia, Paul and Silas encountered trouble.  Some unscrupulous business men fearful of the gospel robbing them of their ungodly livelihood, and some Roman officials incited a crowd to attack Paul and Silas.  Because of the uproar, both of them were beaten severely and thrown into the highest security jail.  We might think that Paul and Silas would have had second thoughts about their decision of faith, following the Lord's clear leading into the region of Macedonia.  But they did not.  They recognized that their persecution could bring glory to God, so they rejoiced in being able to suffer affliction for the cause of Christ, and the Bible records that they were singing praises at midnight, in the prison where they were being held.  

     Then, a miraculous event occured.  An earthquake shook the ground and the foundations of the prison.  All of the chains fell free from the prisoners arms, and the doors which held them captive shook open.  The jailer knew that according to Roman law he would pay for a prisoner's escape with his own life, so he was preparing to avoid the humiliation and personal suffering by committing suicide.  But then Paul cried out to him to spare his life because none of the prisoners had escaped. They had realized their need to be submissive to authority, and they had chosen to remain in their cells.  Do you remember what then happened in the life of that Jailer?  Seeing the character in the lives of Paul and Silas, he trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ, and then he took these prisoners into his own home, and cleaned their wounded backs, and eventually his whole family trusted in Jesus Christ, and a church was started there in the city of Philippi, a church that would later receive an epistle from the pen of the Apostle Paul to the Philippians.   

     2 men living a life of faith, following the leading of the Lord‑ Paul and Silas.  2 responses to those who saw their light, their good character.  Some persecuted them.  But others glorified God and trusted in Jesus Christ.  But Paul and Silas' choices to live by faith, their patient endurance of persecution and the testimony of their good character, all brought glory to God in heaven.

     So it is in our lives.  As we choose to live by faith, as the fruit of godly character is developed in our lives, and as we choose to suffer unjust persecution (whatever it might be) with patience and endurance, we bring glory to God in heaven, and we can have the assurance that we are fulfilling our ultimate purpose in life‑ to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.
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