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SCRIPTURE: 
Mark 1:4-11 TC \l1 "



Acts 19:1-7

Then Paul placed his hands on them. The Holy Spirit was given to them, and they spoke unknown languages and prophesied.

Acts 19:6 (CEV) TC \l5 "
THE CHALLENGE OF CONVERSION TC \l2 "
A NEW SERIES TC \l4 "
The passage that I just read from the book of Acts tells the story of how a dozen or so men who were described as, “some of the Lord’s followers,” met Paul. Paul asked them if they had received the Holy Spirit. They told him that they had never heard of the Holy Spirit. So Paul taught them about the Spirit. They listened and they ended up being baptized in the Spirit. After this, they began to speak in tongues and prophecy as the Spirit enabled them.

This, believe it or not, is what I would call a story of conversion. It is story of conversion because people’s lives were dramatically changed. That is inevitably the result of conversion experiences. People’s lives are changed. In this particular story people’s lives were changed when they were filled with the Holy Spirit. 

There are many, many other conversion stories in the Bible and over the next four weeks we are going to be looking at some of them. What we are going to discover is that what the Bible speaks of as conversion may or may not be what most people in the Church today think of as conversion. In fact, what we discover from the Bible is that conversions comes in many shapes, sizes and patterns. There is no single monolithic means of being converted. 

What does it mean to go through a conversion? How does it happen? When does it happen? How do we know when someone is truly converted? Those are all good questions and the truth is that most of us rather take the answers for granted. What I hope to do in the next few weeks is to look at some of these important questions and develop a deeper understanding of what the Bible means when it speaks of conversion.

Today, as an introduction to this series, I’m going to take a look at the common understanding of conversion with the view of setting the table for the rest of this series. As we look at where our current understandings came from, I also will challenge some of the things that you may have thought were written in stone. Are you ready? Let’s go.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY CONVERSION?
So what is our common understanding of the term conversion? Much of what we in the evangelical world understand about conversion came to us through the ministry of Charles Finney. Finney was born in 1792 and died in 1875. His ministry spanned some 50 years of service to Christ. He was an ordained Presbyterian minister, an evangelist and an author. He was also a professor and later president at Oberlin College. Interestingly, he was very active in the movements to abolish slavery and provide equal rights for women. Those were big church causes in the mid-18th century. Oberlin College, in fact, was one of the first American Colleges to co-educate blacks and women together with white men. That may not seem like such a big deal today, but it was a huge step back in those days.

So besides being a pretty good guy, what’s the big deal with Charles Finney? The big deal is that he was also a leader in what has been called the Second Great Awakening and  has often been referred to, himself, as the Father of Modern Revivalism. 

What does that mean? Do you remember back a couple of years ago when Robin Sullivan came to speak here. She’s one of the hosts at the Christian radio station WMUZ out of Detroit. If you were here, you might remember that she gave us a rather hard sell approach to the Gospel. She went on for rather a long period of time. Her pitch was, shall we say, somewhat Bible-thumpish. And she ended the evening with an altar call when she invited people to come to the front of the church so that they could give their hearts to Jesus. A few people accepted that invitation and went forward.

What Robin Sullivan did here was pioneered by people like Charles Finney. He developed the technique of calling people forward as an act of faith. In this one-size-fits-all approach to evangelism, he believed that if the evangelist asked the right questions, led people through the right series of statements, guided them through the sinners prayer, that the result would almost inevitably be a new convert to Jesus Christ. It seemed simple enough and it was. It was also extremely effective. Between 1820 and 1860 literally millions of people in North America gave their hearts to Jesus. Church attendance soared. Whole new denominations were created. It was the glory days of the Church.

ARE CONVERSION AND SALVATION THE SAME THING?


As we experienced in the ministry of Robin Sullivan, people still practice this type of revivalist evangelism today and they bring with it a very distinct notion of conversion. They believes first of all that conversion is the same thing as salvation. They believe that to be converted is to be saved. Before a person is converted, that person is not saved. Once people are converted, they are saved. It’s as simple as that.

There is, however, a challenge with this idea. The Bible does not necessarily say that salvation and conversion are the same thing. The New Testament is abundantly clear that it is only through a conversion experience that anyone can be confident that they are a child of God. We can all say yes to that. The trouble with this, however, is that it always puts salvation in the past tense. For a Christian, salvation happened in the past, when he or she was converted. But what do evangelicals do with a verse like Philippians 2:12 which talks about, “working out your salvation with fear and trembling.” This is no longer past tense. It is very much present and future. Could it be that salvation is not something in the past but is, rather, an ongoing process? That’s one of the challenges that we will address.

DOES CONVERSION HAPPEN IN A MOMENT IN TIME?
Revivalists also believes that conversion happens in a moment in time. When someone decides to go to the front of the church to give his life to Christ, that is the moment of conversion. Before that decision point, the person was not converted and hence not saved. After that decision, the person is converted and therefore saved. According to Revivalists like Finney, most people should be able to point to the moment of their conversion by remembering when they made the decision to accept Jesus into their hearts. In fact, I know that if I was to ask for a show of hands of those who can point to the moment of their conversion, a bunch of people here today would feel quite comfortable doing that. You know when you gave your life to Christ.

But here’s the challenge: does conversion really happen in a moment in time or can it be that for some people it is a process that may take months or even years to complete? During this process, people ask questions and seek answers. The think and re-think, doubt and overcome doubt, struggle with feelings of guilt and shame and wonder what following Christ really means. Is conversion all about going forward during an altar call or is the altar call merely one more step along the journey of conversion. That’s another challenge that we will be addressing over the next few weeks.

IS CONVERSION AN ACT OF THE HUMAN WILL?
Those are the first two things that Revivalist believed. First, that salvation and conversion are the same thing and, second, that conversion happens in a moment it time. What else do they believe? Third, they believe that conversion is primarily an act of the human will. That means that individual people have to make a choice. The message might be preached, the Gospel may be heard but it is up the individual person to make the decision to say, “Yes,” to Christ and surrender his will to him. 

I could not agree more. Each person must make a decision for Christ. You aren’t a Christian because you worship in the right church, sit on the right committee, or even read the Bible or pray. You are a Christian because at some point you gave your life to Christ.

There are two problems with this and both have to do with how we understand the own will. Revivalists believe that to surrender our wills to God is to ask God to break our wills and to replace them with his will. That’s what the decision is about. In conversion we decide to set aside our own wills and to submit to God’s will in everything that we do.

From this standpoint, the human will itself is a problem. A strong willed person, we would assume, would have a much more difficult time surrendering his will than would a weak willed person. That means that most Christians rather than being strong willed, would be rather compliant and passive.

If that were true, than how do we explain the plethora of biblical figures and saints whose strength of character was matched by their strength of will. These people, rather than being nice little compliant people, surprise us with their capacity to engaged God on important matters. How many times did Moses question God? How many times did the prophets question God? How many times did the disciples question what was going on around them? It happened a lot.

The Bible is filled with strong willed people because it took people of incredible strength of character and will to do what had to be done. When it came to following Christ in those days, weak willed compliant people need not apply. It was just too hard to be a Christian. That’s a challenge.

The second problem is this. If someone really has surrendered his will to God then how do we explain the fact that Christians still sin? Here’s the issue. If you have truly given your life to Christ and if you live by the guidance of the Holy Spirit, than sin for you should be a thing of the past. But it’s not. How do we explain that? Here’s what the Revivalists will say: If after someone makes a decision for Christ, that person continues to sin, the assumption is that the individual has not totally surrendered all of his will to Christ. People who sin, sin because they are still holding on to part of their will. Back in the days of Charles Finney people got used to hearing the preacher say something like, “Is your all at the altar?” which asked if people had surrendered their entire will to God or just part of it. If all of the will was not surrendered, the unsurrendered part was the part that could still sin. But how do you surrender half your life to Christ? I don’t read anywhere in the Bible where that is possible. Just like you can’t be half pregnant, neither can you be half Christian.

In a nut shell, here’s the issue. Is conversion simply a decision of the human will or does it have more to do with the grace of God? That is often what Revivalists forget about. Where does God fit into the whole idea of conversion? That’s another challenge that we will be addressing in this series.

DOES GOD HAVE ANY GRANDCHILDREN?
Time for a quick review. Revivalist believe, first of all, that salvation is the same thing as conversion. Second, they believe that conversion happens in a moment in time. Third, they believe that conversion is essentially an act of the human will. Here’s a fourth thing they believe. They believe that God has no grandchildren. 

Revivalists believe that every person has to make his or her own conscious decision. Your parents might be Christians. Your grandparents might be Christians. Your aunts and uncles might be Christians. Your sisters and brothers might be Christians. But that has no effect upon you and your salvation. This perspective rightly recognizes that becoming an adult means that a person has to take responsibility for his or her own life and that no one can ride the coat tails of their parents forever. Faith in Christ is not inherited. It is not part of our DNA. It does not part of our genogram at the moment of conception. Everyone must choose individually to be a follower of Jesus Christ. No one can do that for you, not even your parents. 

We recognize that when we baptize infants. During that sacrament, parents make promises based on their faith in Jesus Christ to raise their child in the faith. The church as the faith community, makes promises that it will support the family in this adventure of raising a child in the faith. The parents must be able to affirm four simple statements. The first two are these: number one: “Desiring the freedom of new life in Christ do you promise to resist evil and to live in love and justice?” The parents have to be able to say, “Yes,” to this. The second question is, “Do you turn to Jesus Christ and accept him as Saviour and Lord.” They also have to affirm that statement. 

Both of these statements have to do with conversion, changing lives. The first one is about repentance and turning away from sin. The second one is about moving in a new direction and turning toward Christ by giving your life to him. That is what the parents have to affirm if they want to have a child baptized. 

Years later, when that person who was baptized as an infant wants to make a public profession of faith during confirmation, guess what promises are used? The exact same ones. In confirmation, the person is confirming the promises that the parents made during the baptism. That’s why it’s called confirmation. It is confirming the baptismal vows. Do you see what is happening here? There is a recognition that children cannot call themselves Christians based solely on the faith of their parents. At some point, they have to claim the faith as their own. 

The challenge, however, is this. Revivalist theology often fails to take into consideration the distinct experience of second generation Christians who have been raised in a faith community. I know all kinds of people who are Christians, not because they remember making a decision for Christ but simply because they have always known Jesus in their hearts. For them, they have been so involved in a faith community from such a young age that they simply cannot remember it being any other way. There may have been a point where they went forward during an altar call but that was not their point of conversion. It was simply their public profession of a faith that had always existed. The point is this: the spiritual identity of the children of believing Christians is very different from that of children whose parents were not Christians. Revivalist theology does not always take this into consideration. That’s another challenge that we will be addressing over the next few weeks.

Four questions: Are conversion and salvation the same thing? Does conversion really happen in a moment in time or is it a process? Is conversion merely an act of the human will or does it also have something to do with the grace of God? And finally, does God have grandchildren or is there a difference between the experience of first generation and second generation Christians? Good questions. I think that the next three weeks are going to be fun? Are you ready? I am. Next week is part two.

PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE

Saviour Jesus, hear our prayers and the thanksgiving of our hearts. We are amazed at your capacity to care for us and your desire to heal our wounded bodies, souls, spirits and relationship. You care for every one of us. You know us by name. You have counted every hair, every pore of our skin, every blood vessel. You see our pain and you reach out to us with your Holy Hands and offer the soothing balm of your Spirit.

Thank you for this new year as we prepare for what you will bring our way. We don’t know what this year will bring but we know that you will be in it offering us strength and guidance and hope. Remind us our your presence and remind us that we are not alone. We have other brothers and sisters in the faith who rejoice with us, hear the cries of our hearts, and keep us in constant prayer.

Our prayers go to you for the people of the Middle East, Afghanistan, North and South Korea as they continue to suffer though uncertainty and violence. So many lives have been needlessly lost and for no real purpose. Your peace is needed, O God. Touch their hearts and bring reconciliation and healing to that region. 

We continue to pray for Canadian soldiers throughout the world who put themselves in harm’s way in an effort to bring peace and justice to war torn areas. May conflicts cease and your peace reign. We know that this will not be fulfilled until Jesus’ return but we would be bold to ask for a glimpse of it even now.

We lift up in prayer those who need your special blessing at this time. Some are sick and suffering. Others are mourning and grieving. But you, O God, can bring healing into these situations and to these people. Bring it now God by your great love.

Holy God, thank you for loving us as you do. Even though there are times when others may not treat us as valuable, and we may wonder about our own value, help us to understand the awesome value you see in each and every one of us. We know you are faithful to do everything you have promised. Help us to learn to trust you completely in every area of our lives. Hear our prayers and answer in the name of Jesus, the Christ. Amen.
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SCRIPTURE

Genesis 1:1-5; Psalm 29; Mark 1:4-11; Acts 19:1-7

CALL TO WORSHIP
God’s glory is in the heavens;

God’s power is in the earth.

God’s love is in our hearts;

God’s wisdom is in our Spirits.

Let us worship the One who gives us life;

Come, let us give our praise to God.

PRAYER OF APPROACH
We come before your throne, O God, seeking your presence in our worship. Your voice, full of majesty and might, covers the ocean waters. Your words are like tongues of fire which shake the wilderness and cause the hills to skip and jump. How great is your compassion and mercy. How wonderful is your wisdom. How redeeming is your love. Sit upon the throne of our hearts this day and give us the strength to be your people. Amen.

PRAYER OF CONFESSION
The life that you call us to live is full of joy and laughter. Forgive us when we are miserable and forget about the good gifts of Creation. When pain comes our way, you are there. Forgive us for forgetting about you and trying to find comfort in the things of this world. In your arms, we are safe. In your love, we are redeemed. In your vision, we are perfected in Jesus Christ. Hear our confessions and cleanse our spirits.
Amen

ASSURANCE OF PARDON
Jesus, the Sinless One, gave himself as a sacrifice for all people. In his actions, the price of our sinfulness was paid. All who come to the mercy seat of God and confess their sins are forgiven and made new in Christ Jesus our Saviour.

DEDICATION OF OFFERING
Jesus gave himself for us. Without reserve or regret he gave all that he had. Bless our gifts, God of Love, and enable us to be generous givers, trusting in you to put our tithes to the purposes of your Kingdom. Amen.

COMMISSIONING
May the blessings of God who fills our lives with love, bring us to ever greater heights of faith and compassion. May we share the Word as we serve our God.
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