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February 22, 2009

“The Preservation of the Believer”

John 6:35-51

FCF:  Fear of letting go.  For if we do, He’ll let go of us.
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) God has promised to preserve us in His grace.
(anchor) We should then thank and trust Him all the more.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

It was August 1987.  On a commuter flight from Portland, Maine, to Boston, Henry Dempsey, the pilot, heard an unusual noise near the rear of the small aircraft.  He turned the controls over to his co-pilot and went back to check it out.  As he reached the tail section, the plane hit an air pocket, and Dempsey was tossed against the rear door.   He quickly discovered the source of the mysterious noise.  The rear door had not been properly latched prior to takeoff, and it flew open.  He was instantly sucked out of the jet.

The co-pilot, seeing the red light that indicated an open door, radioed the nearest airport, requesting permission for an emergency landing.  He reported that the pilot had fallen out of the plane, and he requested a helicopter search of that area of the ocean.  After the plane landed, they found Henry Dempsey holding onto the outdoor ladder of the aircraft.  Somehow he had caught the ladder, held on for ten minutes as the plane flew 200 mph at an altitude of 4,000 feet, and then, at landing, kept his head from hitting the runway, which was a mere twelve inches away.  All of which is pretty stunning.  This is not.  It took airport personnel several minutes to pry Dempsey’s fingers from the ladder.
Think of it.  Henry Dempsey’s grip on that ladder was the only thing that kept him from perishing.  He had to hold on to survive.  He had to.  Now, here’s the question.  Is that our only hope with God – our grip, our holding on to Him?  Or is there more?
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 6:35-51
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

A few weeks ago, we looked at John 6 and the nature of faith.  Jesus tells us it involves eating His flesh, coming to Him, looking upon Him, believing in Him, entrusting ourselves solely to Him, relying upon Him completely and continually.  Powerful images as to the nature of faith.  The question then was raised, “How then does one come to faith?  How does one come to believe in Jesus?”  And the answer we found is pretty stunning.  Our coming to Christ is ultimately traced to our being drawn by the Father.  Our coming to Christ is ultimately traced to our being drawn by the Father.  
Now that said, having been drawn, are we safe?  Can we drift away such that we are then forever lost?  Here again, the answer may surprise you.  But surprising as it may be, it is equally wondrous, beautiful, and a treasure to behold.  God has promised that He will preserve us in His grace.  (READ John 6:37) He will never cast us out.  He will never drive or send us away, expel or banish us from His sight.  (READ John 6:38-39) Jesus has promised that He will lose none given to Him.  The connotation of this “losing” meaning a perishing, being destroyed or ruined.  The idea being, “Stand on the edge of that cliff, look over the brink, and feel the terror.  Let it settle into your bones.  And then know it will never happen.  Because I’ve got you.”  That’s the stunning message here.
God has promised to preserve us in His grace.  No matter what else happens, God has promised to preserve us in His grace.  Which means we should then thank Him and trust Him all the more.  Now, let’s unpack this a bit over the next few minutes.

I. WHAT THIS PRESERVATION ENTAILS
What does this preservation entail?  What does it mean?  What are its effects?
A) We Are Preserved

1. Explanation

Think with me.  The Lord is the Good Shepherd, watching over His flock when we stray.  He is our Father in Heaven, adopting us as His own, loving us unconditionally.  He is the Judge, making a declaration as to our standing before Him.  All this stands to reason.
Even more importantly, it’s taught in Scripture.  For example (READ Ephesians 1:11-14; Philippians 1:6; 1 Peter 1:3-5).  And then elsewhere here in John (READ John 10:27-29).

2. Seeming Exception

“But,” it is often said, “what about those passages that seem to imply one could be cast out, that one could be lost?”  Read out of context, those texts could say that.  But those are warnings to the presumptuous.  Meaning that if one “lost” it, they never really had it.
“But,” it is still said, “I know someone who did this very thing.  They started well and then flamed out.  What then?”  You don’t know their heart.  Only God does.
Again, the overarching message is that, though we stray, if someone has truly put their hope in Christ, they cannot fully and finally be lost.  And we have His Word on it.

Illustration:

Jesus knew we need help in understanding this and told a story (READ Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23).  There are different kinds of soils.  And there is a promise made to the good soil.  Which means then we should earnestly pray, “Lord, make me such a soil!”
B) We Then Persevere

The promise is that those who hear and heed the claims of the gospel – that our sole hope of security and standing before God is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone – the promise is that they are, by God’s work and power, kept and preserved.  And, because they are preserved, they will then persevere.  We will then persevere.
1. In faith

In faith.  Even through times of doubt, they will grow in their knowledge of the gospel.
2. In love

In love.  Even through times of mist and cold, they will grow in love for God and others.
3. In holiness

In holiness.  Even through times of temptation and struggle, they will grow in character.
This is our assurance.  He will preserve us.  And we will then persevere.

Application:

We’ll come back to this in a few minutes.  But let’s stop and consider the implications so far.  This is cause for a deepening humility on our part – both before the Lord and one another.  This perseverance, when you see its signs – remember it has nothing to do with your strength.  It has nothing to do with your merit or deserving.
This assurance of God’s preserving grace should make us humble.  And yet confident.  Emboldened as we go forward.  It means we can attempt great things for Him without fear that failure will mean we have fallen from His favor.  It frees us to move!

This is beautiful and sweeping in its implications!  Again, God has promised to preserve us in His grace.  Which is cause to thank Him and trust Him all the more.

II. WHY THIS PRESERVATION IS IMPORTANT

Now, moving from what this preservation entails to why it is important.  One of the great texts on this is Romans 8 (READ Romans 8:31-39).  Paul has exhausted every possible circumstance.  This is a great promise here.  But the greatness of the promise can really only be appreciated when seen against the backdrop of the greatness of the threats.
A) Temptations of the World

This promise holds against the threat of the temptations of the world.
1. Not the physical world

Not to say the physical world.  Not as though the natural created order was bad in itself.
2. But the world as a fallen realm

But the world as a fallen realm.  Worldviews, philosophies, cultures in opposition to God.
B) The Weaknesses of the Flesh

His work of preservation holds against the threats we face from the temptations of the world.  And the weaknesses of our flesh.  We are so prone to fall.  Left to ourselves, we would.  Touching on this, Francis Schaeffer spoke often of “substantial healing.”

1. Truly made new

Meaning that we have been truly, substantially, made new.  A new heart, a new nature.

2. But not yet fully

We are truly new.  But not yet fully new.  “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it.”

C) The Assaults of the Devil

This promise holds against the temptations of the world, the weaknesses of our flesh, and the assaults of the Devil.  C. S. Lewis wrote (READ The Screwtape Letters):
There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils.  One is to disbelieve in their existence.  The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them.  They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and hail a materialist or a magician with the same delight.

1. Not thinking too much of him

Now thinking too much of the Devil is rarely our problem.  We are such materialists.
2. But not thinking too little either

Thinking too little of him is more our trouble.  Limited though he is, his assaults are real.
But this promise of God’s preserving grace speaks against the threats of the temptations of the world, the weaknesses of our flesh, and the assaults of the Devil.  

Illustration:

Think of it this way.  You’re visiting your grandmother.  She’s laboring in the kitchen with the canning jars and preserves.  And you inquisitively ask, “Grandma, why are you putting that wax over the fruit?”  To which she says, “The wax seals the jar so the fruit won’t be contaminated.  If I didn’t seal it, the fruit would eventually rot.”
Well, there you have it.  We are God’s preserves.  We are God’s preserves.

Application:

What’s called for here is a full perspective of what this promise entails.  First, an awareness that the dangers to our soul – the world, the flesh, and the devil – are real.  They’re real.  And we need the Lord’s protection and preserving to stand in the fight.
So the first thing is an awareness.  And the second is simply relief.  Relief and rest in His care for us.  The assaults are real.  But so too are His promises.  And He has promised to preserve us in His grace.  We should then thank and trust Him all the more.

III. HOW THIS PRESERVATION COMES TO PASS

The last thing is how this preservation comes to pass.  It’s not static.  It’s active.  God preserves us through instrumental means.  Let me put it this way.  He so preserves His own that we will not fall from grace.  But He preserves us through the means that He has appointed.  And by His Spirit, He makes sure that we make good use of those means.

A) Necessity of Our Perseverance

Which brings us to the necessity of perseverance.  In terms of the operations of God’s grace in our lives, His preservation of us is inseparable from our perseverance.

1. The ongoing call to perseverance
We are called to persevere, to continue unswervingly, to adhere firmly, to hold fast, to walk with God and with one another.  It’s a repeated call (READ Hebrews 10:23-25).
2. The sustaining power of perseverance
But the only thing that can sustain this ongoing call to perseverance is a sustaining power to persevere.  Those whom God saves and keeps will and do persevere.  How?  Let me put it this way.  Perseverance is a consequence of preservation.  It is evidence of our salvation.  God’s grace is real and shows up in a changed life (READ Romans 8:28-30).  
B) Means of Our Perseverance

Now I mentioned His “instrumental means.”  What would they include?
1. Ordinary instrumentalities

Such seemingly ordinary things as prayer – a believer communicating with God.  Study of and meditation on His Word – the exhortations, warnings, and promises.  Giving oneself to the fellowship of the Body – living out our interdependency.  Participating in corporate worship and the sacraments – the presentations of the gospel in visible form.  Fasting – denying ourselves to focus on the One we need.  Service and witness – availing ourselves to opportunities to having our spiritual muscles stretched and strengthened.
2. The Spirit’s operating power

All of which finds its effect and impact through the Spirit’s operating power.
The result of His preservation is our perseverance.  The means of our perseverance are these means of grace.  And God is at work in and through each step.

Application:

All of which is to say, “Lay hold of the means.”  These aren’t a list of things to add to a list.  These aren’t duties or drudgeries.  They’re privileges and opportunities.  So joyfully, expectantly, lay hold of the means.  And rest in His work.  He has promised to preserve us in His grace and to enable us to persevere.  Towards which He has given us these beautiful means.  And so we should then thank and trust Him all the more.
CONCLUSION:

Let me close with this.  The story is told of Poland’s famous concert pianist and prime minister, Ignace Paderewski (READ 750 Illustrations, “Service” – 626):
A mother, wishing to encourage her young son’s progress at the piano, bought tickets for a Paderewski performance.  When the night arrived, they found their seats near the front of the concert hall and eyed the majestic Steinway waiting on stage.

Soon the mother found a friend to talk to, and the boy slipped away.  When 8:00 arrived, the spotlights came on, the audience quieted, and only then did they notice the boy up on the bench, innocently picking out “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”  His mother gasped, but before she could retrieve her son, the master appeared on the stage and quickly moved to the keyboard.

“Don’t quit – keep playing,” he whispered to the boy.  Leaning over, Paderewski reached down with his left hand and began filling in the bass part.  Soon his right arm reached around the other side, encircling the child, to add a running obbligato.  Together, the old master and the young novice held the crowd mesmerized.

That is a picture of what Jesus is speaking of here in John 6.  Not only will He not cast us out or lose us.  His followers are assured of His arms around them.  We will be preserved.  He will enable us to persevere, “to keep playing,” to the end.  And that is cause all the more for us to thank Him, trust Him, and joyfully follow Him.

PROPOSITION:  (magnet) God has promised to preserve us in His grace.

(anchor) We should then thank and trust Him all the more.
