The Great Banquet

Obstacles to Grace
Talk Nine 

Overview, Purpose, and Approach to Presentation


This talk deals with the reality of sin.  Sin is separation from God, others and self.  Humanity has chosen disorder and spiritual chaos instead of pursuing God’s prescribed order.  

To set things right God sent Jesus as his ultimate expression of grace.  Embracing God’s gift of forgiveness and newness in Christ removes sin’s ultimate penalty, but sin remains a reality for Christians – in fact, an everyday obstacle to growing in grace.   Our struggle with sin is an obstacle to grace, which continues to generate “dying moments” in our lives.


Through Jesus, however, there is hope of freedom and new life.  He is God’s answer to all of our sin and separation from God.  This talk should end on a positive presentation of the ways in which we can receive God’s grace to confront and overcome our obstacles.

Scripture texts are provided as references and illustrations,

and are not required parts of the talk.

Presentation (25-30 minutes)

A God of Order

God is a God of grace and a God of order.

This is reflected in God’s creation, where natural laws (such as those we

discover in physics, chemistry and biology) govern the world around us.

There are fixed penalties for violating natural laws.  We will be “judged,” for

instance, if we try to break the law of gravity by stepping off a building.

Just as natural laws govern the natural world, spiritual laws govern our

spiritual life.  These laws – the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:1-17

and Jesus’ two great commandments in Luke 10:25-28 – reflect the

spiritual order and the unchanging nature and will of Jesus, who is

“the same yesterday, today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8).

The Reality of Sin


Sin is the breaking of any one of God’s spiritual laws, which means the


violation of God’s order for our lives.  As we break the law, parts of us die,


or we kill others as we sin or are sinned against.  The wages of sin is


death (Romans 6:23).  


We are responsible for our actions.  It therefore follows that we can be


irresponsible in our actions.


Every human being regularly commits sinful actions.  We do so because we


live in an ongoing state or condition of sin.  We sin because we are inherently

sinful.  Little by little, whether by intention or inattention, we break the spiritual

laws that are intended to govern our lives.  Every person has become:



(1) Self-willed instead of following God the Father’s way.



(2) Self-deceived instead of listening to the Spirit’s truth.



(3) Self-centered instead of pursuing Jesus’ perfect life.


Sin generates a series of obstacles to our receiving grace and growing


spiritually as God desires (Romans 3:23).


The consequences of our sins may not be readily apparent, but they


will certainly “find us out” in the end (Galatians 6:7-8).

Three Broken Relationships


The Bible tells us that we live in a fallen world, suffering from the effects


of sinful rebellion.


When we determine that we would rather run our own lives than obey God,


three primary relationships are spoiled by our sinful rebellion.


Our Relationship with God 



Because of our sin we are either afraid to be in relationship with God



or are full of pride and don’t feel the need for God.


Our Relationship with Self



Our sinful nature also causes us to experience feelings of guilt, shame,



worry, fear and doubt, so that we don’t even know ourselves and who



God intends us to be.


Our Relationship with Others



Human history is a long and sad record of continuing rebellion and

disorder in interpersonal relationships.  Because we don’t relate well

to God, we don’t relate well to others or ourselves.


Anyone who is willing to do an honest self-examination will discover major


obstacles to grace in these realms.


Such obstacles bring death.  They generate “dying moments,” or experiences


of separation from God, unless we confront and remove them.   Receiving


Jesus is the first step to restoring these broken relationships.

The World, the Flesh, and the Devil


For centuries the Church has identified three primary sources of obstacles


to grace:


(1) The World (I John 2:15-17)



We all live in environments, communities and families which



tempt us to stumble.



Bad job situations, broken relationships, caring for sick parents,

dealing with difficult children, and the deaths of loved ones



may lead us to feel spiritually overwhelmed.



The world tries to capture our attention – including sports, travel,



entertainment, shopping, and new technologies – and thereby



keep us from paying attention to God.


(2) The Flesh (Galatians 5:16-21)



Many would-be disciples are defeated by deep-seated feelings of



unworthiness and out-of-control emotions, such as anger, a harsh



or critical tongue, negative or judgmental attitudes, doubt, impatience,



hatred, worry and despair.



The antidote to many of these out-of-control emotions comes from



the fruit of the Spirit growing in us (Galatians 5:22-23).



Physical handicaps – such as struggles with hearing, vision, aging



and various physical infirmities – can also be obstacles to grace.



Physical handicaps cause some people to have bitterness,



resentment and anger towards God.



Two obstacles in particular can be the source of great problems in



our lives:  

Unforgiveness can come in the form of not forgiving others,

ourselves, or even God.

Fear paralyzes, neutralizes and keeps us from living life

abundantly.


(3) The Devil (I Peter 5:8)



Our spiritual opponent is real, present, intelligent and active.



Satan works either to prevent us from receiving God’s grace



altogether, or to neutralize us if we have chosen to follow Jesus.


Speaker’s Note:  It is not necessary to address every obstacle mentioned


above.  You might illustrate a few of them in detail, leading perhaps from 


the frailties and brokenness of your own life.  Invite the guests to ponder


the specific patterns, behaviors, or hurts that most keep them from 


experiencing the freedom of following Christ.

God’s Gift of Grace


Sin and disorder are realities in God’s world, but they are not the last word


that God has spoken about this world.


God so loved the world that he sent Jesus as his ultimate gift of grace


(John 3:16).  Jesus came to put things in order for the Father.


Jesus died to take away our sin – our own share of the disorder in God’s


creation.  


Receiving Jesus begins the process of healing in our three key relationships –


God, self, and others.  Jesus came to give us the gift of abundant life (John


10:10) and to show us how to confront every obstacle in our lives.


These three days may be a time for the casting out of obstacles in our lives,


which will leave “empty space” within us spiritually.  Jesus spoke about the


danger of leaving such empty space unaddressed (Luke 11:24-26).  

The Holy Spirit can help us (Matthew 7:7-8):


(1)
Seek a way of life lived in a grace-empowered relationship with God.


(2)
Ask for the truth to direct our lives toward God through study.


(3)
“Knock” by getting into a life of action that helps bring others to Jesus.

Facing Our Obstacles


Prayer

Stay in communication with God.




Be honest with him about your hurts, your needs, and your doubts.




Remember to listen, not just to talk (Philippians 4:6-7).


Spiritual
Sustain a relationship with a spiritually wise person.


Direction
Learn from someone who has already learned much from God.




(2 Timothy 2:2)


Holy Spirit
Ask the Spirit to help you starve the cravings of your old nature,




and to feed the desires of the new nature that is given to




everyone who accepts Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17).


Fellowship
Choose to join a local church.




Continue to meet with others who are pursuing God.




(Hebrews 10:24-25)


Disciplines
Develop and sustain new “habits of the heart” (prayer, Scripture 



study, worship, etc.) that keep you in God’s presence every day 



(Psalm 1).


Forgiveness
Remember that God loves you, even when you fail miserably.




His mercies are new every morning (Lamentations 3:22-23).


Above all, be confident that the life of grace can be lived!


Paul says that those who trust Christ are “more than conquerors” – literally,

super-conquerors – even in the midst of the worst obstacles imaginable.  None


of them is able to “separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our

Lord” (Romans 8:37-39).

“For the wages of sin is death, 

but the gift of God is eternal life in 

Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

(Romans 6:23)
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