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“Change That Makes a Difference”

2 Corinthians 5:17
The leaves and changing colors; the temperatures are falling.  For football fans, it means the beginning of a season; for baseball fans it means the end of a season; for Cub fans it marks the beginning of another long winter, muttering, “Wait ‘til next century!”

It also marks the beginning of the end of the political campaign season.  Election Day is (mercifully) a month away, and over the next four weeks we will be bombarded with ads by various candidates.  Democrat or Republican, liberal or conservative, black or white, male or female—they’ll all have one basic message: “It’s time for change.”

But answer this question:  How much has really changed in American politics and government?  Oh, sure, we’ve had different parties in power in the White House and on Capitol Hill.  But have we seen true change or real reform in our government?

Let’s bring this to a local level.  How much real change do we see in our state, our counties, or even our communities?  The basic problems that have plagues society for ages are still problems now.  The details may have changed somewhat, but the root cause is the same.  What is that root cause?  To quote the cartoon character Pogo, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”

The Terrible Crisis

Put another way, “the heart of the problem is the problem of the heart.”
  I like the way The Living Bible paraphrases Jeremiah 17:9-10, 

The heart is the most deceitful thing there is and desperately wicked. No one can really know how bad it is! Only the Lord knows! He searches all hearts and examines deepest motives so he can give to each person his right reward, according to his deeds—how he has lived. 

How many times do you read the newspaper or hear the evening news about some horrific crime and think, “I don’t understand how anyone could do such a thing!”  That is what Jeremiah states about the human heart.  It is, in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “the devious and perverse thing that no one can understand.”
  Warren Wiersbe adds,

We often say, “Well, if I know my own heart,” but we don’t know our own hearts. God does. He searches the heart and mind and knows exactly how to reward each person. If we want to know what our hearts are like, we must read the Word and let the Spirit teach us.
 

So what does the Word of God tell us about the human condition?  In addition to the verse we read from Jeremiah, Jesus taught in Matthew 15:19, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.”  Notice what Jesus did not say:  Evil thoughts and actions do not come out from video games, rock ‘n’ roll music, television, movies, or the Internet!  These things cannot be blamed on our society, our parents (or grandparents) or the amount of junk food we consume!  


Ever notice how much we try to shift responsibility away from ourselves?  In the past week I have heard two separate ads on the radio—one about diets that fail and one about bad credit ratings—and each of them boldly announced, “It’s not your fault!”  Much of secular psychology is built around this mantra, so that the patient feels better about himself.

But this is the opposite of what the Bible teaches!  Paul goes into great detail about mankind in Romans chapter three:

As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:10-12, 23).


Pretty well sums it up, doesn’t it?  If we want to see the terrible crisis of mankind, look in a newspaper.  If you want to see the true cause of this terrible crisis, look in a mirror.  “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”

The Temporary Cure


So what do we do about this terrible crisis?  Many have taken the approach of President John F. Kennedy who stated, “Our problems are man-made, therefore they may be solved by man. No problem of human destiny is beyond human beings.”
  These folks—including many committed, evangelical Christians—have devoted tremendous amounts of time, energy, and resources into affecting change through the political process.  Their motives may be pure, but does this bring about true change or just a temporary cure?


This past week I cam across a book written by John MacArthur entitled, Can God Bless America?  Under a section entitled, “Why Human ‘Goodness’ Won’t Solve Our Nation’s Problems,” he writes, 
As Christians, of course we support morality. We’re certainly not in favor of immorality. I’m not against those who hate evil and wickedness; I am among them. There are occasionally some temporal, superficial benefits to be gained by using the democratic process to mitigate public indecency and to oppose immoral policies. I don’t oppose such efforts within their proper limits. But they cannot become the church’s main strategy for influencing our nation. “For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:4–5). In other words, we are engaged in a battle for the truth against lies. And the best way to thwart the lies of demons and men is by answering those lies with God’s revealed truth. That means our best weapon in this warfare is not the carnal political process, but the mighty proclamation of God’s Word—preaching the gospel in particular. Moral reform and legislative efforts that leave people in unbelief are worthless for any eternal good.

“Worthless”?  That sounds strong and harsh!  How can he say that?  Later he writes, “Our energies should not be spent just trying to make sinners better people. We need to be telling them the solution to sin and the way of salvation.”
 

Think about it this way:  If (hypothetically speaking) we were able to pass legislation that made abortion, homosexuality, pornography all illegal, our society might see some improvement (though how much is debatable.  Just remember Prohibition!) Yet millions of Americans would still be going to Hell!  This is what MacArthur meant when he wrote that, “Moral reform and legislative efforts that leave people in unbelief are worthless for any eternal good” (emphasis added).  It would only be a temporary cure.

But turn it around: If (hypothetically) we were able to convert an entire community, or state, or even our country to Christ, what kind of an impact would that have on the terrible crisis we see in our culture?  Wouldn’t there be a dramatic decrease in abortion, homosexuality, pornography, and other vices that tear at the fabric of our society?  That would be true change!

And so we can agree with MacArthur’s conclusion:

We’re not interested in making cosmetic changes to our nation’s moral climate. We ought to be proclaiming the saving gospel of Jesus Christ through which God saves people from their sins and gives them new hearts and eternal life.
 

The True Change


Politicians preach their own brand of change, but there is only one true change, and that is found in the message of Christianity. Consider 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” Talk about change!  Can it be more radical than that?


One way or another, change is coming to Washington.  On January 20, 2009, there will be a new President of the United States sworn into office.  One of the two candidates who are now talking about the changes they will make will then have the opportunity to back it up.


But how many of us truly believe it will happen—regardless of who wins the election in November?  Why are we so skeptical?  Because we’ve seen it all before.  Why is there so little change?  Because the problem is bigger than any one man—even “the most powerful man on earth,” as the U. S. President is often referred to as.

In the same way, we cannot fix the terrible crisis of humanity ourselves.  As much as I like and respect the late President Kennedy, I must disagree with his statement quoted earlier.  He is correct at first—“Our problems are man-made”—but his conclusion is faulty—“therefore they may be solved by man.”  It just doesn’t work that way.

Have you ever heard the phrase, “He pulled himself up by his own bootstraps”?  I’m here to tell you that that is an absolute impossibility!  It simply can’t be done!  (If you don’t believe me, try it sometime!)  Why?  We cannot overcome the force of gravity.  We may try to pull ourselves up, but gravity is pulling us down.  On our own, we cannot overcome it.

The same is true with the real problem of mankind, namely sin.  I liken sin to “moral gravity” that constantly pulls us down.  From the passage in Jeremiah mentioned earlier we see that “sin has power beyond man’s capacity to understand, let alone conquer, without God’s help.”
 

Herein lies the key to true change: It must include a power beyond our own.  Mankind cannot solve the problem; mankind is the problem!  Political activism is not the answer.  Religion is not the answer.  Human morality is not the answer.  These only bring temporary relief (if any relief at all).

Suppose you go to your doctor and say, “I feel cold all the time and I seem to have little energy.”  He runs a battery of tests and informs you, “You have a diseased heart, and it is beyond repair.  I can give you vitamins to increase your energy level and a blanket to keep you warmer.”  Would you be satisfied with that diagnosis and prescription?  Hardly!  The answer is a heart transplant; you need a new heart that is not diseased—and then you’ll have more energy and better circulation!

God has a similar treatment for our heart problem.  We read in Ezekiel 36:25-28,

I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be your God. 

That is true change!

I am not for one moment suggesting that we should be unconcerned or uninvolved in our democracy.  (Just don’t ask me who to vote for—I’m not in a position to tell anyone that!)  But we need to remember what we as Christians are called to be.  We are called to be Christ’s ambassadors, not advocates of the Liberal Left or the Religious Right.  Our message is not so much about change as it is about conversion.  People need Jesus Christ more than they need anything our state or federal government can offer.

There is nothing wrong with political involvement or public service.  Whatever degree we commit our time, energies, and resources to that, though, we ought to be even more committed to fulfilling the Great Commission of making disciples of all nations.  Only then will we see the kind of change that truly makes a difference! 
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