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“Intentionally Christian: Looking Like Jesus”
Galatians 5:22-26
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
I am a liar. I don’t know if you knew that or not. But I lied once. Okay, there is a good possibility that I lied more than once, but let me tell you about the time I distinctly remember. I was in sixth grade. Our year was the first sixth grade to be taken out of elementary school and put in the Junior High. It was the beginning of what we now call Middle School. They cloistered us from the rest of the Junior High. We had our own little enclave. I think they were uncertain whether they should let this young set mix with the “older” kids, so they kept us separate. We had our own set of bathrooms, and between classes the bathrooms were quite a busy place. It is also the place we got to goof off, and one of the most important classrooms. It was there that you learned many things that were not taught in the teacher-led classrooms.

For example, we learned how to whistle through our hands. There was a group of us in the bathroom once, and some were showing others how to whistle through their hands. It just goes to show how smart we were not. This tiled bathroom was cool because this whistling echoed loudly all around. Why did we think that couldn’t be heard outside of the bathroom? In fact the hard surfaces of the hallway probably even amplified the sound as it made its way to the vice principal’s office, who soon showed up in the bathroom. We were all invited to Mr. Supinger’s office one by one.

I was asked if I participated in the noise-making in the bathroom. I came “clean.” I said, “I tried, but I couldn’t do it.” The fact of the matter was I could do it very well, and was doing it very well. In the end, it didn’t matter that I lied. I had to stay after school anyway.

Here’s the point. We’ve been looking at what it means to be Intentionally Christian. I want us to consider today that maybe it has less to do with what you do, than the attitude and motivation that you bring to it. So in my example, it isn’t so much that I lied, as why I lied.

A quick recap:
We spent some time earlier this year looking at how the church might be getting it wrong. There are definitely some things that we need to work on as an institution. But we also talked last week that an institution is only as good as what the individuals who make up that institution are willing to put into it.

Only because it is more fun to point our fingers at others and to mock their problems as opposed to working on our own issues, it is sort of like government. I love it when our congress-men and -women stand up in front of the cameras or their constituencies and decry that we cannot not trust the government with our money, or with our programs, or what ever the new hot topic might be.

I keep thinking to myself, “Didn’t we elect you to occupy the role of our governing body? When you say, ‘You can’t trust the government,’ aren’t you saying, ‘You can’t trust me.’?” It seems like I need to remember that during the next election.

Unfortunately the same is true for the church. If we are getting it wrong, then we have to take a look at ourselves as individuals, because we are the church. Church is not something beyond ourselves as individuals. We get out of it what we put into it. And so we are taking the time to look at what it means to be intentionally Christian. Not just a label; not just one more thing that we are. But the thing that we are, which gives meaning to everything else we are.

For Dallas Willard in his book “The Great Omission: Reclaiming Jesus Teachings on Discipleship,” it is the difference between simply being “Christian” or being a disciple of Jesus Christ. He claims that in our time and in our culture there is a difference between the two.

He outlines what Dietrich Bonhoeffer calls “cheap grace” in his book “Cost of Discipleship.” According to Bonhoeffer, “cheap grace is hearing the Gospel this way: ‘Of course you have sinned, but now everything is forgiven, so you can stay as you are and enjoy the consolations of forgiveness.’ ” The problem with such a proclamation is that it contains no demand for discipleship. Or more succinctly, Christianity without discipleship is Christianity without Christ, and it becomes hollow and meaningless.

In contrast to this is what Bonhoeffer calls “costly grace,” which confronts us as a gracious call to follow Jesus, to be like Jesus. And, yes, it comes as a word of forgiveness to the broken spirit and the contrite heart. But it is costly because it compels us to submit to the yoke of Christ and follow him, to be like him. And Bonhoeffer uses the Sermon on the Mount to describe what that means.

Bonhoeffer, of course, lived out this costly grace by not succumbing to the demands of his homeland during Nazi Germany. In fact he became part of the resistance and was imprisoned and killed for standing up to the evils of Hitler. 
And while Willard would concur whole-heartedly with Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the cost of Discipleship, he approaches it from a slightly different direction and asks, “Isn’t the real issue the cost of non-discipleship?” And by that he means missing out altogether on Christ’s abiding peace, a life penetrated throughout by love and faith. You would miss the opportunity to be able to see everything in the light and hopefulness that is Christ. In short, Willard says, being a Christian without discipleship costs you exactly that abundance of life Jesus said he came to bring.

So what’s the issue? The issue is that we bit – hook, line, and sinker – that Jesus died for our sins, and that is absolutely true. But there is absolutely nothing in what Jesus himself or his early followers taught that suggest you can decide just to enjoy forgiveness at Jesus’ expense and have nothing more to do with him.

It’s like saying, “Thank you, Jesus, for dying for me. I appreciate the forgiveness, but now if you will excuse me, I want to get on with my life. I’ll see you in heaven.” Do you really think that is what Jesus was hoping for with his life, death, and resurrection? I think one of the heresies of the church is that it has created an impression that it is okay to accept that we are put right with God through Christ, but it demands nothing more of us than that intellectual assent. Jesus calls us to be his disciples. That means to look like him, to act like him, to be like him.

Willard comments that if you stop to think about it how could one actually trust Jesus for forgiveness of sins while not trusting Jesus for much more than that? Can you trust him for your salvation without also trusting him that he has the key to every aspect of your life here on earth?

So we become apprentices, which is one of Willard’s words for discipleship that I like very much. We become apprentices in kingdom living. Apprentices don’t fully know the trade. There is a lot of learning to do. There are mistakes to be made. And while we have to suffer some of the consequences of our mistakes, we have a master of the trade who ultimately will make things right. Unless, of course, we refuse to take direction from the master on how to limit our mistakes.

I think that is the place most of us Christians find ourselves. I started our time together telling you that I am a liar. I’ll be honest. That’s not how I think of myself. I don’t go around introducing myself, “Hi, I’m Doug Paterson. I’m a liar.” We have all lied before. Do you think yourself as a liar?

We want to do good, but we are prepared to do evil, and are ready to rationalize doing so should the circumstance “require” it. And all too often we find that it is required. But Jesus said that those who practice sin are actually slaves of it (John 8:34).

Jesus’ point is that we are what we practice. If we are ready to do evil, then we are evil. Jesus said there is another way. Be my apprentices. Be ready to do good, and you will be good. But he also says do that from the inside out, not the outside in. Don’t do it like the Pharisees who do everything so it looks good on the outside. In Matthew 23 Jesus says “Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of extortion and selfishness. You blind Pharisee! First cleanse the inside of the cup and of the plate, that the outside also may be clean.”
When we study with Jesus it is the inside that gets changed, washed, cleansed. And the transparency of our lives is amazing. What is on the inside, does show on the outside. We really do fool very few people.

Here’s the thing about the Pharisees. They really were good people. Or at least they wanted to be good people. Jesus was hard on them because he expected more from them. But here was their problem. They located their goodness in behavior and, therefore, tried to secure the faithful by careful management at the behavioral level. For instance, if the Law said you could only walk so far on the Sabbath, the Pharisees would institute a stricter rule so there wasn’t a chance to break the Law accidentally. What Jesus was saying is that can’t be done. We can’t just set up rules around us that will make us good because our behavior, our goodness, comes from the secret dimension of our humanness, from the depth of our personality and soul, and what is present there will escape.

As apprentices of Jesus, when we work at being like him and looking like him, we have at our disposal the power of the Spirit. Jesus said in John 14 that soon he would not be with us, but he would not leave us orphaned. He would pray to God to send the Spirit to be our Counselor forever. And in contrast to what the Pharisees attempted to do by controlling behavior but never changing the inside, the fruit of the spirit doesn’t consist of actions, but of attitudes and works upon that part of us that is hidden that makes us what we are. “Love” captures this fruit in one word.

Our Scripture for today expands on that a bit. Galatians 5 talks about the fruit of the spirit being love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. The point is that our walk with Christ, if our lives are to be good, and fruitful, and meaningful, is a process of spiritual formation, not just behavioral control. We should be conscientiously growing in the likeness of Christ, not just relying on God’s forgiveness at the expense of Christ. “Our aim,” using the words of Dallas Willard, “is to be pervasively possessed by Jesus through constant companionship with him,” that from the inside, “our lives might naturally and transparently flow.”
He continues:

But someone will say, can I not be “saved” – that is, get into heaven when I die – without this? Perhaps you can. God’s goodness is so great, I am sure that He will let you in if He can find any basis at all to do so. But you might wish to think about what your life amounts to before you die, about what kind of person you are becoming, and about whether you really would be comfortable for eternity in the presence of One whose company you have not found especially desirable for the few hours and days of your earthly existence. And He is, after all, One who says to you now, “Follow me.” (pg. 17)

Intentionally Christian:


Sunday, March 21, 2010, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

LOOKING LIKE JESUS





First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor


Page 4

