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Earlier this week, a local bank representative called me up and asked if I would be interested in opening a checking account with them.  I told her that that won’t be necessary since I already have a checking account…from another bank.  Then she said, “you can always get another checking account!  It doesn’t really cost you anything.  Our bank is having a special promotion if you open a new checking account.  We would offer you $200 in statement credit as long as you keep the account open for 6 months?”  

Well, chances are many of us would still be a little skeptical about these offers.  We want to know what’s the catch, what’s written in all the fine print, especially when these offers seem too good to be true.  Unless we’re absolutely sure….NO DEAL! 

Sometimes we look upon our spiritual life and our salvation also as a FREE gift from God - an offer that is also too good to be true.  We don't deserve such offer but God gives it to us anyway.  We have a term for this, it’s called GRACE.  The only condition that God asks of us is to simply accept and believe. 

Our two appointed passages for this 4th Sunday in Lent center our thoughts at the core of our Christian faith.  First we have John 3:16, the ubiquitous verse that many Christians have committed to their heart in memory, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  However, the verse that immediately follows, John 3:17, in my opinion, is just as important and should not be neglected either.  One cannot be read without the other.  “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”

These two verses are packed with a number of key action verbs – Love, Gave/Send, Believe, Condemn, and Save.  They suggests to us that it is not enough that we say what we will do, but we must back it up with our actions.  “Don’t just talk the talk, we must walk the talk as well.”  What good is it, if we do not follow through with our claim?  

John 3:16-17 serve as the foundation of our faith and about our salvation.  God did not just say that He loves the world, God followed through with a plan of action.  The “LOVE” that this passage talks about is a universal kind of love…not an exclusive love to a particular individual but rather an inclusive love for ALL of God’s people.  

It is easy for us to express LOVE to those whom we can get along with, those who look like us, think like us, or to share common values like us.  Unfortunately that’s not how God defines LOVE for us.  We have a tendency to categorize and differentiate those who may be “IN” and those who may be “OUT”.  But who is to say?  Only God!  The LOVE that God exhibits to the world is a universal, unconditional, “in spite of” kind of love.  It is the LOVE that encompasses and extends to ALL, even those whom we may not see eye-to-eye or when the others falsely accused you of wrongs.  Instead of looking to get even, we must seek reconciliation and forgiveness of our enemies and those who persecute us.  That’s the kind of LOVE and GRACE that God requires of us.  We can look straight into the eyes of someone you “hate” and say it to him or her, “I still LOVE you” in spite of what you’ve done.  I’m willing to forgive you and love you because God has First Loved Us.  

This LOVE is also an embracing, welcoming, and non-judgemental kind of LOVE.  This week, I had an opportunity to engage in a conversation with a committee that are tasked to develop questions that examine candidates who are seeking to be ordained as pastors in the Presbyterian Church.  There are series of exams that one must take and pass in order to be ordained.  During our consultation, we tackled a number of difficult, yet important issues pertaining to the systemic and subtle racism within our church, from how we develop questions to examine our candidates, to how to train our exam readers with a keen and culturally sensitive eyes.  We address issues such as how not everyone is being treated the same, even though we may call ourselves sisters and brothers in a “beloved” community.  We recognized that due to our human sinfulness, we’ve abandoned God’s love to us ALL.  We’ve failed to live up to God’s expectation in us.  

We recognize that some candidates are at a disadvantage simply because of who they are, where they came from, or that English may not be their mother tongue, how they were raised, their value and culture of their upbringing, or the accessibility to proper training resources and study materials.  All of these contribute to the system of uneven playing field for different candidates. 

Ultimately the goal of this committee is to create a more hospitable and a welcoming church for ALL who are obedient to their calling.  Through our consultation we are reminded that God’s grace is applicable to us all, despite our privileges, our past injustice and challenges that may still linger among us today.  We affirm our commitment to build a more inclusive community of faith rather than an exclusive clique that benefits only a few.  That’s what grace is….and that’s what God’s love calls for all of us to demonstrate today.

Furthermore, as our gospel passage from John reminded us that although the light of Christ has been shone to us, people are still living in the world of darkness
 and that many of us are still not FREE.  According to Romans, all of us are sinners and have fallen short of God’s glory.  None of us are perfect in light of our seeking of faith in our perfect God.


The context of our gospel reading from John was based on the visit by Nicodemus - a tax collector who came to visit Jesus alone at night.  He probably didn’t want others to see him coming to Jesus.  His visit to Jesus was significant.  Those who have sinned need Jesus as much as others do.  Awareness of one’s sin, repentance and confession serve as the basis of one’s road towards salvation, while under the grace of God.  ALL of us can identify ourselves as Nicodemus who is in need of God’s grace, mercy and forgiveness.    

Sins and evil still and will continue to exist in our world.  Unfortunately we do not need to look far to identify evil that is still prevalent in our world today.  Through intolerable hateful speeches, systemic social injustice and racism imposed upon one another, we as a human race, are ALL guilty of our trespasses.  Together we must confess and pray for those who persecute us, those who seek violence and hate rather and peace and love for humanity.  “Even when we were dead through our trespasses, God has made us alive together with Christ.”
   It all makes sense after all…..that Christ must die, in order that we may live.

In the same way, when the Apostle Paul wrote to the early church in Ephesus, explaining the nature and purpose of the church, Paul wrote to rally the church that despite their differences, they must stand firmly together for the sake of the unity of the body.  God’s grace and mercy triumph over our human differences.  We’re all recipients this GIFT of God, as we are all ultimately “saved by God’s grace through faith”. 

“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.  For we are what [God] has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”


We receive this this gift of God not because of our own accomplishment but we receive purely out of the graceful act of God.  We accept it through our faith because it’s a FREE gift to us all.  We are therefore commissioned for good works that God has prepared before us.  We give of ourselves not out of guilt of our conscience or obligation, or expecting anything in return, but we give because it is an honor for us to give back through the way of our service.  This is what our Christian life is all about.  It’s about receiving and fulfilling God’s grace through others.  We focus not upon our own needs but instead upon the needs of others first, as Christ commanded us to do - love others as we love ourselves.

Throughout these 40 days of Lent, we are encouraged to take time out of our busy lives, to honestly and humbly reflect upon not only what God has done for us, but also what we may be called to do to benefit others around us.  All of us must realize that we are vulnerable to sins and we are in need of God’s help through God’s grace.  We are called not only to receive grace but to joyfully give grace (to pay it forward) to others, as God continues to perfect in our lives.  Through God(s blessings that were poured out in our lives, we are called to take part of this new chapter of God(s doing in sharing graceful giving and blessings to one other.  It is through our generous giving and sharing with others that we receive the greatest reward and joy from God.

During this season of Lent, we have a number of opportunities in which we can share what we have with others – through our participation of the One Great Hour of Sharing special offering of the Presbyterian Church, as you see in your bulletin insert today that describes one of the programs that this special offering benefits.  For years, thanks to the generous support of many, these special offerings have transformed the lives of others both near and afar. 

 Locally God has also called us to share what we have and to extend God’s love and hospitality to those who are in need of special hope and encouragement, as we make the palm crosses and distribute them at the nearby local nursing home residents on Palm Sunday.  This is our way of giving back instead of taking it all in, we are willing to share with others.  The more we give of ourselves, the more we receive in blessings and abuncance  “For we are what God has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”


Friends, our ability to respond in faith is indeed part of God’s grace towards us.  It is a privilege for us to give and to share what God has given to us.  Like Nicodemus who realized his own shortfalls and imperfections, we too must come to God’s full embrace and plead for God’s mercy and grace.   We confidently accept this FREE gift of new life through Christ.  May we honor God’s commands to us – to love others as we love ourselves, to share what we have with those who are in need.   For God so loved the world that [even God] gave his only begotten Son…Thanks be to God.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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