
Basics of Faith:  A Refresher



Salvation

Our lives are awash in offers for salvation.  Got too much credit card debt--call this number.  Upside down on your mortgage?  Take advantage of this program.

Kids having trouble in school?  Call this after school tutoring program.  

What ever the problem, there appears to be a fix;  it can be salvaged; it can be saved.

In a very basic level, Christian Faith offers a “save” to an identifiable problem.  Two weeks ago, I discussed incarnation and presented a foundational belief for Christians.  God is incarnate in creation but our fullest revelation of God comes from the incarnation in Jesus Christ.

But something is amiss in the creation.  Last week I discussed sin.  Despite this good creation, we find ourselves at a distance from the creator.  This is a state of sin.  That state of sin, which encompasses us all, is manifested in our individual actions, our sins.  But God did not abandon God’s creation; God did not abandon us, but sent the son to take human form.  In the incarnation of Jesus Christ, we find the measuring stick to gauge which of our individual actions are sinful.  If our actions are out of balance between the love of God, self, and neighbor, then they are sinful.

Jesus Christ, then, is foundational to our understanding salvation.  By accepting Christ into our lives and following his dictates to bring a balance of love of God, self, and neighbor to our living, we work toward closing the distance between ourselves and God.  In the incarnation of Jesus Christ, God is reaching across the chasm that separates us; by accepting Christ and following his dictates, we are reaching back.

But just as with incarnation and sin, salvation has both corporate and individual components.  And we can not comprehend how the faith impacts our lives without seeing the larger picture of how God’s grace impacts the creation.  Christ came for the world, to redeem the creation and return it to an original sense of peace; what our Jewish friends call “shalom.”  This salvation cannot be reduced to simple individual conversions.

Salvation is holistic.  It involves not only ourselves but the communities in which we live.  There is a connection between individual salvation and discipleship.  If we are saved--redeemed from sin and liberated from its power--then we must put that grace into action.  Bringing our actions into a balance between the love of God, self and neighbors, and joining those actions with fellow Christians, helps spread “shalom” and works to restoring creation to that original “Garden of Eden” state.  In Christ, we live in covenant with God and one another that is a continuation of the covenant God first established with the Hebrews.  Christ’s mission and ministry is not the salvation of individuals, but the redemption of God’s creation.  Remember that most famous verse:  “God so loved the world that he gave his only son…”  As individuals, we are part of that world.

In United Methodist terms, we speak of God’s grace of salvation in three movements:  prevenient grace, justifying grace, and sanctifying grace.  Prevenient grace is God’s incarnation in creation, the love of God that surrounds us before we are even aware of it.

Justifying grace is when we accept Jesus Christ and find forgiveness for our sins and redemption from that state of sin--the separation from God.  Now that does not mean that we will never again participate in sinful actions nor does it mean that we and God are now one.  But we are forgiven and in Christ, we are shown the way to reach out toward God and God reaches out toward us.

Finally, sanctifying grace is the power of the Holy Spirit working within us increasing a sense of discipleship.  Sanctifying grace give us hearts “habitually filled with the love of God and neighbor” and minds that have “the mind of Christ” and feet that “walk as [Christ] walked.”  (2008 Discipline, pg 47.)  For United Methodists, salvation is not complete until it is brought to fruition by the way we live our lives.

Again, from our Discipline:  “We assert that God’s grace is manifest in all creation even though suffering, violence, and evil are everywhere present.  The goodness of creation is fulfilled in human begins, who are called to covenant partnership with God.  God has endowed us with dignity and freedom and has summoned us to responsibility for our lives and the life of the world.

In God’s self-revelation, Jesus Christ, we see the splendor of our true humanity.  Even our sin, with its destructive consequences for all creation, does not alter God’s intention for us--holiness and happiness of heart.  Nor does it diminish our accountability for the way we live.” (pg 46)

Now look again at Paul and the gospels.  In this morning’s epistle, Paul cautions against false teachings and encourages the faithful to stay in Christ and stay in the church.  “Continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.”  

Paul tells them that in the church, they are inheritors of God’s covenant but with a spiritual circumcision rather than a physical circumcision.  As redeemed people, our sin was nailed to the cross--don’t let people condemn you for the other things you may do.  But stay strong in the church, holding “fast to the head (I.e. Christ) from whom the body…grows with the growth that is from God.”
In the gospel story, we see the same lesson with Zacchaeus.  Jesus called Zacchaeus out.  He went to his house.  He ignored the criticisms of others.  But all that was not sufficient.  Jesus did not pronounce salvation until Zacchaeus promises to pay back all whom he defrauded and then give away half of his wealth to the poor.  Salvation is not an intellectual assent or a willing to trust.  Salvation is a reality where the scope and direction of life changes.  We die to the old way of life and are raised to new life in Christ recreated for good works, a live lived in that state of shalom.

So far, I have spoken about salvation in terms of present responsibility.  Reading the gospels and listening to the teachings of Christ make this truth apparent.  When you read the words of salvation in the gospels, they are almost always in the present tense.  

Eternal life starts now.  It is the quality, the character, of our life today that changes. 

But most of us think of eternal life as future oriented.  In reading Paul, the words of salvation are almost always future oriented.

In the Christian faith, both tenses are present in salvation.  It is both here and now, demanding our faithful discipleship toward God and neighbor; and it is yet to come, in the life after death.

To get at this, look at an affirmation of faith from the early church.  Turn to #880 in the hymnal where we find the Nicene Creed.

In the first stanza, we find a belief in God the creator.  In the second stanza, we find the belief in Jesus Christ.  Notice how the opening description sounds similar to the prologue of John’s gospel.  In the middle of the stanza, it speaks of Christ and salvation.  His death, resurrection and ascension were for us.

But notice in that last three lines of the second stanza that Christ did not complete his mission with his death, resurrection, and ascension.  He will come again.  Now if we find our individual salvation in Christ and fulfill that salvation within the church, what remains?  Why must Christ return?  Because the creation is not yet fully redeemed.

Because God’s creation is good, but tainted by sin, Christ’s ministry is to redeem creation.  As Christians, we believe that will happen.  And when that happens, when that state represented by the Garden of Eden is restored, the kingdom will have no end and we believe that we will be part of it.

That belief is reinforced in the third stanza proclaiming belief in the Holy Spirit, as a guide for contemporary living.  The Spirit has spoken through the prophets of old as well as through the church today.  It is in the church that we experience the reality of forgiveness of sins; shalom.

Then comes the final two lines.  “We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.”  

When God completes the redemption of creation, we believe that all the faithful will be raised; resurrected from the dead.  Now it does not matter if our bodies were interred in the ocean or earth or reduced to ashes, God will take the remains and resurrect the body.  Not resuscitate, but resurrect.  The resurrected body will not be like our flesh and blood body, but free from the taint of sin and the prospect of death.

As humans, we hold a special place in creation--we were created in God’s image.  As Christians, we believe that we will have a special place in the redeemed creation--Jesus, at the last supper, said that he would not eat the Passover meal or drink the cup again until the kingdom is fulfilled--we will experience the presence of Christ at a future table as we do today at this table each month.

Mountains and seas appear and disappear; peoples and cultures come and go.  As Christians, we believe God is the constant in all that change.  God is the good that pervades creation.  Sin has tainted that creation and is manifested in many actions and attitudes of our lives.  But God continues to move creation toward an ultimate wholeness--a state of shalom.  What we do in our lives matters to God.  Accepting Christ and following his teachings enriches the divine experience and introduces us to the joy of eternal life, a life not defined by longevity, but by a willingness to always and everywhere pursue the good.

In Christ, we have life and have it abundantly.  That is salvation.  Let us give thanks.

Our hymn is “We Know that Christ is Raised” #610 in the hymnal.


