Pre:

As a follow-up of our series on the Ten Commandments, we are looking at our life journey now from a New Testament perspective. From the perspective of our calling to follow Jesus. And the question really is: what difference does it make that you are a Christian? I don’t mean what difference will it make when you die. I mean, what difference does it make now, in how you live? 


Last week we talked about the great commandment: love God, love your neighbor. And we discovered that loving God and loving one’s neighbor can involve some serious risk-taking.  Today we will discover that those who follow Jesus get a character makeover. 
Our message comes from the letter of Colossians, wisdom from the Apostle Paul. 

Early in the letter Paul gives some very powerful words about what God has done for us in Jesus:

1:13-14--He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

2:12—when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 
These are accomplished facts. We are rescued, we are forgiven, we are alive in him. Now we just need to live like we believe it! (read Colossians 3:1-17) 

A New Lifestyle for New People

Colossians 3:1-17

In the book Mere Christianity, CS Lewis asks this question: If Christianity is true why are not all Christians obviously nicer than all non-Christians? 

Here’s his answer: 

We all start at different points. So it follows that a person who becomes a Christian will be nicer than he or she was before. He compares two hypothetical people: Miss Bates, who is a Christian but who has what Lewis describes as an “unkinder tongue” than unbeliever, Dick Firkin, who is a really nice guy.  The point is that Dick Firkin started out nicer than Miss Bates might ever become! But think what Miss Bates might have been, had she not started on the journey with Jesus. 
How many of you recognize the name Mickey Rooney? Mickey Rooney will turn 90 in September, and he is known to most of us because of his long career in acting and comedy. For a very long time he was also known for his hard-drinking, and his crude, angry and insulting manner; and he was known for not being able to stay married. But something happened to him, and people started noticing a change in his behavior. He explained the change this way on a TV interview: “I don’t mean to sound ecclesiastical, but recently I gave my life to the Lord Jesus Christ and now my past is gone.” (Interpreter’s Commentary, in loc)

We all start at different points. And, for most of us, this character makeover doesn’t happen all at once. You don’t wake up one sunny morning saying, OK, now my life belongs to Jesus, and suddenly you are completely changed and  no going backward. 

One of the great difficulties of the Christian life is simply this: God does not immediately scoop us up to heaven when we make a commitment to Jesus. That would make things a lot easier, wouldn’t it?

But the fact is that when you decide to follow Jesus, you still live in this world, in the same family, with the same neighbors, and in the same job. You have already worn some deep ruts into the road of life, and it’s tough to climb out of those ruts. 

So what do you do in order to have integrity in your life with God, while still living in this present world?

Well, let’s put this in context with your life journey again.  It’s like it was for the Israelites traveling from Egypt to the Promised Land. God has set you on a journey. You have said yes to this journey. 
Wait a minute. 
Have you said yes? If you have not said yes, well, then no wonder it’s tough to make changes in your life! The yes comes first. God helps you make the changes that need to come. But God doesn’t force you to change. Your part is to allow the changes to come. This character development business is like on the job training. You go to work and learn along the way. 
So if you have said yes to the journey, then you need to learn what it means to be a follower of Jesus, a disciple. Because being a Christian isn’t about saying a “sinner’s prayer” and then going on with your life as if nothing had happened to you. You have a calling, you have a mission, you have a destination. That means you have a certain kind of life to live.  And you need to learn what to bring along on the journey, and what to leave behind. 

In 1845 the Franklin Expedition left England in several sailing vessels in an attempt to reach the North Pole. Here’s what they took with them: “Each sailing vessel carried an auxiliary steam engine and a 12-day supply of coal for the entire projected 2- or 3- year voyage. Instead of additional coal. . .each ship made room for a 1,200 volume library, a hand-organ playing 50 tunes, china  place settings for officers and men, cut-glass wine goblets, and sterling silver flatware. The expedition carried no special clothing for the Arctic, only the uniforms of Her Majesty’s Navy.” (Annie Dillard, Teaching a Stone to Talk)

Needless to say, they didn’t make it. 

So, what are you taking along on your life journey? Are these things helping you to get to your destination, or are they a hindrance and a hazard? 

Here’s how serious this is: Paul says there are some things that need to be put to death so that you can truly live. This is the language of baptism—for you have died, Paul said, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.  Baptism is symbolic of the transformation. 
Notice that the language Paul uses is emphatic and underscores a completed reality: you have died, your life is hidden with Christ in God. God has done what you could not do—forgiving your sins and giving you new life in Jesus. What you must do now is to live into this new reality. You need to let go of the things that get in the way, and you need to take on the values of the kingdom of God and make them your own. 

What is it that needs to die? It’s an ugly list of suspects, but a familiar one: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry!); anger, wrath, malice, slander and abusive language.  I hope you won’t just chalk these up to another puritanical list of don’ts that no longer apply to people today. I hope instead that you will take an honest look at this list and ask God to show you whether any of these words describe an issue that you need to deal with.  I think the point is that there are certain types of behaviors that emerge from a heart that is turned in on itself (that is, away from God). Behaviors that keep a person from truly being the light in the world that Jesus calls us to be. 
I was intrigued by Michael Riley’s column in Friday’s Asbury Park Press. He was writing about his son Christopher who had returned home after spending a significant amount of time in Wyoming. It seemed that a lot of Wyoming had rubbed off on Christopher. And yet. . . Here’s how Riley described his son: He seemed now as lean and laconic as the land out of which he had come [that is, Wyoming]. But he was still a Riley, and we are Jersey born and bred, East Coast impatient, surly is our default position and gallows cynicism the air we breathe.(Asbury Park Press, 8-27-10)

Isn’t that the way it is with a lot of church folks? A lot of God’s kingdom has rubbed off on them, yet they are acting like tourists in God’s kingdom who are still “Jersey born.” But that needs to turn around, because we have a new home state. 
The whole point of Paul’s dissertation is that, if we are Jesus-followers, then God has rescued us from the powers of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son. That kingdom is our homeland now, and we need, more and more each day, to reflect the values and the attitudes and the behaviors of this home: 
Compassion, 
kindness, 
humility, 
meekness, 
patience, 
forbearance, 
forgiveness, 
love, 
peace. 

Paul speaks of this in terms of a wardrobe change, taking off the old and putting on the new. But I don’t want you to get the impression that this is as easy as throwing off your bathing suit and putting on a pair of chinos and a polo shirt to go out to dinner. No, this is a major wardrobe change. And this is not sissy clothing, either. These are endurance clothes, made to last the whole journey. 

 I’ve been watching the fledgling birds who come to our back deck to get seeds. They are all scruffy right now, because they are still losing their dull colored baby fluff and growing in their colorful adult feathers.  Those feathers are the first thing you and I usually notice about a bird, and they make the bird recognizable as a blue jay or a cardinal or a dove.  Their new clothing comes from the inside out, and it is an integral part of the bird. 
And I think that’s how it is with you. You give your life to Jesus and things begin to change inside. You grow some new feathers of compassion and kindness. Some of the old feathers of hatred and greed start to drop away. And maybe right now, like the fledgling birds, you look a little scruffy. But the change is happening, because you have said yes to Jesus.

So here’s the challenge: keep on saying yes to Jesus. God won’t force you to change. But God will enable you to make the changes you need to make as you continue to follow Jesus.  
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