Reece Frith 23 —3-25

“Hiding or Seeking?”
Jeremiah 9:23 - 24; John 17:3

In 2017 the Bible Society of New Zealand undertook a survey.

In an increasingly non-Christian landscape they wanted to capture how New
Zealander’s understood and felt about the Bible.

So to do this they surveyed 1,208 people over 13 years of age.

They’ve done this many times over the years and their findings were quite
revealing.

What they found, for example, is that 30% of those surveyed indentified
themselves as Christian.

18% said they attended church at least once a month.

Another 1 in 5 said they used to attend church but no longer do so.

So this is a very recent survey and it is from here.

When it came to the Bible they found that 3 in 5 people said they own a Bible and
7 percent read it every day.

One question they asked in particular that caught my attention was this, “What
do you think is the main message of the Bible?”

How would you answer that question?
Have a chat to the person beside.

| don’t know what you said but this is what the Bible Society found.

So what they did with the results is they created ‘word clouds’.



Response from the General Population

So from the general population the word cloud looked like this:
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How it works is the more often a word or phrase occurred, the larger it appears in
the word cloud.

So in this case the ‘love’ and “don’t know’ were the main responses from the
general population.

From there they created sub-groups.
Response from those who are “sure there is no god”.

The main response here was, “don’t know”.
As you might expect it was that there is “no message”, it’s “fiction” and even
“believe in God”.
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Then we had this one.

To the question “What do you think is the main message of the Bible?” these
were the responses from people “that are not religious but believe in God.”
The majority of people here said, “Be good to others”, “be a good person”,
“believe in God”, “The Golden Rule”, “love” and “don’t know”.

Response from those that are not religious but believe in God.
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Then we have a final group responses from those who self-identify as Christians:

Jesus saves us
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What do you think is the number one response?

“God loves us”, “Jesus died for us” and “love one another”.
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“Don’t know” was in their too.

These were those who self-identified as Christians... and the number one
response was ‘Be good to others’.

Jesus saves us
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Friends, that is not the core message of the Bible.
It’s the fruit of the core message, but it is not at the heart of the Bible.

| would say this: Scripture is the grand story of God’s love for all creation,
especially humanity, expressed fully in His Son Jesus and experienced through the
Holy Spirit.

That’s the story — the true story the Bible tells.

Scripture tells us about God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the life, ministry,
death and resurrection, ascension and return of Jesus, heaven, eternal
punishment and life in the age to come.

The Bible tells us that this God has made himself known and is knowable.

He is the focal point of Scripture.

Even in the Old Testament where the distance between us and God is more
prominent, there are still these times where closeness with God is spoken of.

Like in the words of Jeremiah:
“Let the one who boasts boast about this:
that they understand and know me.”

That people understand and know who | am and what | am about.
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That this is a God who is at His core a God who is kind, who always act justly and
rightly.

In contrast with what is normally valued — shrewdness, wealth and power —
knowing God and being close to Him is to be most valued of all.

And this closeness is brought to the forefront in the New Testament and in these
words of Jesus we heard this morning:
“Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ, whom you have sent.”

Eternal life is more than endless existence.
It’s about enjoying a quality of life that only God has, both in the present in the
life to come.
We gain this life by knowing Him.
In fact, in the original language of Greek, the word “know” that Jesus uses means
this:

“...to have an intimate experience of”

If you were to read this verse in the original language, it would be this:
“Now this is eternal life: that they intimately experience you, the only true
God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”
Followers of Jesus believe that the Jesus who was crucified and buried and rose
from the dead is alive and present and waits to be prayerfully invited into an
intimate relationship.

This God is not distant or disinterested.

God is a God who can be known personally and experientially.
The Christian faith is an experiential faith.

So where are we at?

In terms of what Jesus is saying, do you know Him?



Conversion Spectrum !
So here’s the thing: everyone is on a journey.
Asleep

There are people who are asleep to spiritual realities.

Any thought of the spiritual or supernatural has been pushed out of mind and out
of sight.

God-stuff doesn’t even come into their reckoning.

The material things are the things only really matter.

They are sleep-walking through life.

Awakening

But then for many people there is a crisis in the life and they wake up.
Often it’s to do with four things — life, law, love and livelihood.

And with that they suddenly become aware there is more to life that matters.
And they say to themselves, “There must be other realities in life.”

They must be Something or Someone out there.

They are not sure what that “Something” or Someone is, but they know it’s there.

You know, for me as far back as | can remember, | was in this category.
| always knew there was “Something” out there. | don’t know how | knew
it, but | just did, even as a child from a non-Christian home.

So people here, what do they do?

They go
Searching

Where do people go searching?

Eastern mysticism, drugs sometimes, meditation, New Age practices, the Occult.

All sorts of areas.
For me | was intrigued by the occult, although | didn’t delve too deeply into
it. And as I've mentioned before | got into horror movies, especially with
supernatural themes, and games like “Dungeons & Dragons”.

11 am indebted to Mick Duncan for the following idea.
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So many, many people are searching.
And with that searching though comes
Awareness

There’s a profound moment or moments of awareness that they are not
right with God and the world around them.

They can’t quite name what that un-rightness is, but they know it’s there.
For some people it comes through their conscience, for others through exposure
to some form of religious teaching, or knowing a Christian person.

So what happens next?
Well this profound sense of wrongness, means something has to be done.
It leads to

Striving

People attempt to change themselves or the world around them or both.

So they devote themselves to religion, especially religions that tell them that
working hard, do good stuff will change you and make you acceptable.

Or they commit themselves to self-help programmes.

Or they give themselves to some form of community involvement.

Or they give themselves to a noble cause.

What people often discover though, if they’re honest, is that what they’re trying
to use to help themselves is not working.

And so at this point many people meet with
Jesus

And they go, “At last, this is who | was looking for.”

I’'ve been a follower of Jesus for over 30 years. It was through Scripture that
| meet with King Jesus in personal way in this little blue Bible with writing
that seems to have gotten smaller over the years ©.

It was the that Bible that led me into knowing God in a living, vital and
personal way.

And with Jesus they find he offers two things: a gift and invitation.

He offers Pardon
Jesus offers the gift of forgiveness through Himself.



The bears the penalty, He takes the hit, on our behalf as our Representative
before God.

Such a good gift to have clear conscience and to know nothing stands
between you and God.

And Jesus also says, “Follow Me”

He invites us to take part in what He is doing in the world.

Jesus says, “Come and partner with me in my mission on this planet.
Become a part of what I’'m doing.”

It’s through Jesus’ gift of forgiveness and invitation that we come to know and
intimately experience who God is.

The thing is, you can’t have one without the other. Jesus is Lord and Saviour,
Leader and Forgiver.

Of course it’s not the end of the journey.
Knowing Jesus leads to gathering with others, baptism and service.

So what do you think?
It’s not my spectrum but is it helpful?

Now it isn’t meant to be overly formulaic and restricting.
It’s about each person developing a responsive and ever deepening relationship
with God.

What | think is great about this is that though the details may vary, everyone can
be found somewhere on the spectrum — a cause for celebration — it affirms your
story!
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So there are three questions that come out of this.

The first is one is one to answer for yourself, not with anyone else.
It’s this: where are you at on this spectrum?

What needs to be said is this: don’t get stuck.

It’s great that people are on a journey.

But what did Jesus say?
“Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ, whom you have sent.”

Eternal life is not found in searching or striving but in Jesus alone.
The second question is: where do you think the average Kiwi is at?

And the third is: where do you think church people, church attendees, get
stuck?

Have a chat those two questions this morning.

| would say that the “average” Kiwi is the former part — either asleep, denying
spiritual realities, or awakened to some concept of God but content with that, or
on a search.

Church people on other hand get stuck, | think, in two places.

One is in the place of striving.

You know, they’re people who are doing a lot of things in church. They’re on
committees, helping out others, involved in different groups. But it all comes from
a place of striving, either trying to change themselves, to make themselves more
acceptable or the world around them.

Seventy years ago that’s how it was in many mainline churches —
Presbyterian, Methodist, Anglican. For many people going to church in
mainline churches, going to church meant you were a Christian. And
Christian in that sense was all about doing good and social justice and so
on.

And these are good things. The problem lay in the fact that for many
people it didn’t flow out of knowing God.

It was acts of striving; either to please God or change the society.
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It took the arrival of who on the shores of New Zealand in the 1950’s for a
lot of people to give up their striving? Who was it?

Billy Graham came and preached about having a personal relationship with
God. And a lot of people involved in mainline churches met with Jesus for
the first time in their lives.

Even today, there are people in churches who are stuck in a place of striving, of
doing, of being involved, but don’t know Jesus.
Do you know Him this morning?

The other place where | think church people get stuck is in the place of pardon.
They’ve come to Jesus and the received this fantastic news about forgiveness but
that’s where it’s ended.

But of course as | pointed out before, you can’t have one without the other.
Being a Christian means being a follower of Jesus. He takes the lead in our lives.

Let me finish with this: what is the one game where searching in the right place to
find someone is what the game is all about? Hide and seek.

Who here has memories of playing it as a child?

One person seeks, everyone else hides.

Which is more fun — to hide or seek?

It’s most fun for those who hide. When you hide, you choose where you go.
When you hide, you get to keep your eyes open. Those who hide are in control.
Everyone wants to hide.

The hard job is being the seeker. The seeker deliberately allows those who hide to
get away. The seeker has to search on and on for those who are hiding. No one
wants to be a seeker.

Here is the question this morning?
Is God hiding or is He the seeker?

Most people today think that God is in hiding.

That he is deliberately hiding out in some distant corner of the cosmos and our
job is try and find Him, hunt Him out.

Look behind this religion, search for Him in another country, try and discover Him
in yourself.

That is a very common idea on religion these days.
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The Christian message is different.

We read in 1 John 4:
“This is love: not that we loved God, but that he [first] loved us and sent his
Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”

We read the story of a shepherd who loses a sheep, 1 out of 100. So what he do?
Rather than cut his losses he goes after and finds the lost sheep.
We read of a father with a rebellious son who one day decides to return home,
his life in tatters.
What do we read?

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was

filled
with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around
him and kissed him.”

Let’s look at the last book of the Bible, Revelation chapter 3 verse 20:

Jesus says, “Here | am. | stand at the door and... knock. If anyone hears my
voice and opens the door, | will come in and eat with him, and he with me.”

God is not a hider, he is a seeker.
Jesus comes to the very doorstep of our lives; He seeks us out.
So the final question is: have you opened that door?

Let’s pray.
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