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RECEIVING GOD'S GIFT

I have been trying to emphasize the concept of "professionalism" to people with whom I
work.  It is somewhat difficult to put into words and to express to each other our impressions of why
one person appears to be "professional" and another appears to have missed the point and really
comes across as non-professional.  A lot of it has to do with a person's mannerisms, quality of voice,
grammar, grooming, style of clothes, and the list goes on and on.  Some businesses have gone so far
as to have prescribed dress codes.  For example, men in professional jobs could be required to wear
white shirts, stripped ties, dark colored business suits, and lace-up leather shoes.  The problem with
having a set of rules that people are to follow is that one might give an impression of
professionalism by diligently following the rules without ever being professional in his performance
and approach to the job.  The net result is that such a person may deceive other as to the reality of
who he is, but more tragically, he deceives himself.  I guess one could borrow from a quote attributed
to Billy Sunday and say, "Wearing a business suit does not make a person a professional anymore
than going into a garage makes him a car."  Of course, the "other side of the coin" in such
considerations is "if a person is professional, then he should not cover it up by non-professional
behavior and appearance."  

This discussion about professionalism such sound quite familiar to everyone who knows
anything about Christianity.  Many people believe that doing the "right things" and attending worship
services is all there is to being a Christian.  You may know what Billy Sunday really said was "Going
to church does not make a person a Christian anymore than going into a garage makes him a car."
One of the questions that was being debated in the time of the early church was "Who are God's
people?"  The Jews thought they were God's people simply because of their blood line.  They were
physical descendants of Abraham through Isaac and many thought that was all that mattered.  Others
within the Jewish community thought that the "real" people of God were those who diligently keep
all aspects of the Jewish rites and rituals.  They would allow "second-class citizenship" status to
Gentiles who would be circumcised and follow all the other religious observances.  In such beliefs
they had missed the point of what God was doing in His Plan of Salvation.  

ROMANS 4:13-17  When God called Abraham out of Ur of the Chaldeas, no "laws" and
prescribed rituals had been given.  God gave certain promises to Abraham regarding what he and his
descendants would have by virtue of being "God's people."  One of the promises was that Abraham
was to have a son by his wife Sarah and this son was to be his heir.  Abraham believed God would
do what He said and that belief formed the basis of the relationship between them.  Abraham was in
"right relationship" with God as a result of his believing God.  This is what Paul meant by "the
righteousness of faith."  

The argument Paul makes regarding the impossibility of  "inheriting the earth" by keeping the
law was illustrated in the life of Abraham and Sarah by the fact that the trusteeship for God's Plan of
Salvation was passed on to Isaac rather than Ishmael even though Ishmael was Abraham's first born.
If Abraham could have accomplished what God wanted him to do by having a son with Sarah's slave
girl Hagar, then he did not need the miracle that God provided in the birth of Isaac.  As Paul said,
"Faith would not be needed."  We could make a similar argument regarding our being saved by
keeping the law or by doing good works.  If that were possible, then Jesus died in vain.  

The purpose of the law was not to be a pathway to salvation, but was to be the instrument
by which we realized we needed to have the grace of God to deliver us from the consequences of not
keeping the law.  Paul termed these consequences "the wrath of God."  When we hear the word
"wrath" we tend to associate it with an emotional anger.  It is not an emotional thing with God.  It
can be as simple as "cause and effect."  It is well described as the unimpassioned judgment on all
people who have sinned and have refused God's offer of a shared (imputed) righteousness which
would result in redemption and reconciliation.

All the promises were to Abraham and his "seed"  or descendants.  The distinguishing
characteristic of Abraham was his faith.  This means that the true "seed" of Abraham are not confined
to (and does not include all of) his physical descendants.  As Paul stated in Galatians 3:29, "If you
belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise."  



ROMANS 4:17-22  God had referred to Abraham as the father of many nation even before
it happened.  Since God sees the end from the beginning, He knew there would be many physical
descendants of Abraham.  God also knew many would believe even as Abraham believed and both
these were realities to God even though it had not occurred in a historical sense.  If "seeing is
believing" as many say today, then Abraham has no reason to have any hope.  God had told Abraham
to look up into the sky and see if he could count the stars.  His descendants would be as that -- too
many to count.  Based on the physical evidence, it would seem impossible for Sarah and Abraham
to have a child.  Nevertheless, he believed that God would accomplish the promise even though he
could not figure out how it would be done.  As we know from the account given in Genesis, the fact
that Abraham discounted their ability to have a child did not prevent them from trying to help God
accomplish the promise.  Abraham was convinced that what God had promised would happen and
God was pleased with that  trust relationship.  God declared Abraham to be righteous.  

ROMANS 4:23-25  The terms and conditions of salvation have not changed from the
beginning.  God's everlasting covenant with mankind was simply, "If you obey Me, I will be your God
and you will be My people." [Lev 26:2,12; Jer 7:23, 11:4, 30:22; Eze 36:27-28]  Obedience is a result
of faith as expressed in the verse "The just (righteous) shall live by faith."  Since God does not
change, then the same terms and conditions applied to Abraham are applicable to us.  God imputes
His righteousness to us in the same way He did to Abraham when we exercise "the faith of Abraham."
The revelation of the Plan of Salvation has progressed throughout the history of God dealing with
mankind so that the promise to us is not of a physical son to be born to us in our old age, but it is a
promise of everlasting life through the completed work of the Son of God Who died for our sins and
was raised for our justification.  Our faith finds expression in the fact that it is this same Jesus Who
lives in us as we identify with Him in His death on the cross.  As He died and was resurrected, we too
have died to our old nature that we may be raised to a new life with the life source being God's Spirit.

This condition of being rightly related to God is plainly seen to be "not something that we can
earn" but it can be ours only as we receive it as "a gift from God Himself."  Our response is to receive
it and to show our appreciation through obedience to the commands of God.  For those who are born
again, this is not a burden because it is Christ Who lives in us and we become expressions of Him to
the world around us.  


