Get on Board the Gospel Express!

Pre:

Last week was the first in a two-week mini-series in which I am attempting to describe the relationship that we have with Jesus, from two different perspectives.  Last week I talked about Christ being in us, which I think is the way most Christians think about the relationship.   We receive Christ into our lives.  But there is another way of looking at the relationship that is just as important.  Maybe more so, because it’s gotten less attention.  And in fact this second way of looking at the relationship is the way that the Apostle Paul talks about it the most.  If you are a Christian, Christ is in you.  But it’s also true that you are in Christ.  And that is a powerful reality.  And a powerful challenge.  

I’m going to read three snippets from Paul’s letters to the Corinthians and the Colossians to get you started thinking about being in Christ.  When you get home, I hope that you will take these brief verses and read them in context to get the broader perspective of Paul’s teachings.  But for now, listen for insight on being in Christ.  

(Read 2 Corinthians 5:17, Colossians 1:13, 2:6-7)


A Southern Baptist Minister was completing a temperance sermon.  And with great emphasis he said, “If I had all the beer in the world, I’d take it and pour it into the river.”  He paused, and then raised his voice a few decibels.  “And if I had all the wine in the world, I’d take it and pour it into the river.”  Then, he added a shaking fist to an even louder voice, when he said, “And if I had all the whiskey in the world, I’d take it and pour it into the river.”  Wiping his brow, he sat down.  


The song leader stood up, a little hesitantly, and with a silly grin, she said, “For our closing song, let us sing Hymn #365 ‘Shall We Gather at the River.’”  


I don’t mean to target the Southern Baptists by telling that story.  I think it’s often true that Christians give mixed messages about what the rules his or her behavior.  


I think that this confusion happens in part at least, because people are only thinking about half the story of what it means to be in relationship with Jesus.  They understand that they need to receive Jesus into their lives.  But they do not understand the other side of the coin, that they also need to live in Christ.   So they try their best to get Jesus to “fit” into their lives and belief systems.  

Another way to say that is that people try to co-opt Jesus.   What I mean by co-opting Jesus is that people try to use Jesus for their own agenda.  If Jesus is in me, then he’s supposed to come along with me everywhere I go.  And I’m in the driver’s seat.  Jesus is supposed to adjust to the way I want things, and my idea of what’s right and wrong—and to help me accomplish my goals.  This happens all the time, in small and large ways as we pray for our team to win, or to pass a test or to get a certain job. Those prayers seem pretty innocuous.  But often the stakes are much bigger.  The very first Christians tried to co-opt Jesus into the Jewish faith.  They were Jewish (so was Jesus), so if people wanted to become Christians, they needed to become Jewish as well.  They discovered in time that Jesus is bigger than the Jewish faith.  Christian missionaries in later years sometimes mixed their ideas of Western culture in with their evangelism.  One of the most famous examples was in Hawaii, where the missionaries insisted that the natives put on Western clothing as a sign of their conversion.  Perhaps the most notorious attempt at co-opting Jesus was attempted by Adolph Hitler in the years before and during World War II.  Hitler professed to be a Christian, and he used his so-called “Christian” beliefs to buttress his plans to exterminate the Jews.  He aspired to be the de facto leader of all the churches in Germany, and some went along with him.  On the other side of the ledger, many of those leaders in the churches who didn’t go along with him lost their lives.  


Here’s something that Christians need to understand about Jesus.  He is not under any civil government, nor under any particular denomination, nor any person.  Jesus is Lord.  Sovereign.  The BIG BOSS.  


So. . . . if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!


Christians are in Christ.  So what does it mean to be in Christ?  


There are lots of things that you may be in.  

You might be in school.  In school there is much to learn.  There are required courses as well as electives.  There are certain rules and parameters to learn and abide by, a primary one simply being to show up, and to do your assignments.  


You could be in the army, or navy or air force.   If you are in one branch of the military, you are under authority.  You will have to go where the authorities send you.  


Or maybe you’re in love.   Suppose a young man, in love with his girl friend, proposes marriage on Valentine’s Day.  That sets in motion a whole lifetime of commitment and decisions and love and work.  


If you are in Christ, that reality puts you in a new place.  Paul says that he has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son.   

Like the Israelites who were taken out of slavery in Egypt and set on a path to the Promised Land, each one of us has been lifted out of a dark place where we had no power and has placed us under the loving sovereignty of Jesus Christ where we are empowered to live an effective and joyful life.  Lifted out of our limitations into limitless possibilities, out of our very small world, into God’s immeasurable universe, out of our bondage and into Christ’s freedom.  


When you are in Christ, you are a part of something that is much bigger than you are (the kingdom of Gods’ beloved Son), and you have a significant role to play in what Jesus is doing in the world.  You can’t stand apart and just watch.  You’re a part of the action.  You need to learn his rules, show up for duty, and go where he sends you.  It’s a lifetime of commitment.  


Do you remember the story of The Lord of the Rings?  It strikes me that Christians have a lot to learn from the experience of the Hobbits in that story.  Hobbits are, by nature, homebodies.  They prefer a quiet, undisturbed life, somewhat isolated from the rest of the world. But some of them get drawn in to what is going on in the world.  And what is going on in the world is not good.  Sauron, who is evil incarnate, is on a tear.  His desire is to overtake the world and control everyone in it.  The focal point of the story is a ring that represents power.  The power of the ring is seductive, and many succumb to it.  It has to be destroyed, or the world itself will be destroyed.  The young Hobbit Frodo became what was called the ring-bearer, and he came to understand that he had a very important and risky job to do.  So the homebody Hobbit goes off on a quest for the salvation of the world. His friends get drawn in too, first as his supporters, and eventually they discover roles of their own.  They have a mission, and that mission is bigger than they are.  


And so it is for those who are in Christ.  Your world expands and the very standards by which you live, change.  It’s not so much about rules anymore as it is about staying close to Jesus, seeking to understand what he is doing in the world, and entering into that work.  


Alexander the Great was known for his incredible leadership, and the loyalty of his troops.   On one occasion, Alexander and a small company of soldiers approached a strongly fortified walled city.  Alexander, standing outside the walls, raised his voice and demanded to see the king.  When the king arrived, Alexander insisted that the king surrender the city and its inhabitants to Alexander and his little band of fighting men.  The king laughed.  “Why should I surrender to you? You can’t do us any harm!”  But Alexander offered to give the king a demonstration.  He ordered his men to line up single file and start marching.  He marched them straight toward a cheer cliff.  The townspeople gathered on the wall and watched in shocked silence as, one by one, Alexander’s soldiers marched without hesitation right off the cliff to their deaths!  After ten soldiers died, Alexander ordered the rest of the men to return to his side.  The townspeople and the king immediately surrendered to Alexander the Great.  They realized that if a few men were actually willing to commit suicide at the command of this dynamic leader, then nothing could stop his eventual victory.  (illustrations unlimited, 102-103)  It’s startling how soldiers could be that loyal to a man whose goal was to conquer the world.  How many Christians are unwilling to even give up their morning cup of coffee or their evening TV shows, much less their lives, for the cause of Christ?   


As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in him. . .  Continue to live your lives in him.  Like so many other things, this is not automatic.  You have to be intentional about living in Christ.  You have to get on board the Gospel Express.  And stay on for the duration of the trip.  There may be a pleasant stop or two along the way, and you will be tempted to sort of settle down and stop moving forward. Lots of people do that.  They learn wonderful things, and absorb them, and then stop learning.  The end, I’ve arrived.  But that’s not the way it works.  The train keeps moving, Jesus keeps going forward.  Stay on track.  


Did you see the movie The Polar Express this year?  I saw it twice.  There’s a great scene near the beginning of the movie when the little boy is standing outside his house in his pajamas, beside the train, astounded by what he is seeing, but not quite ready to buy into it.  The conductor has shouted All Aboard!  more than once.   And the little boy just stands there, not sure he wants to get on.  What were you thinking when you watched that scene?  I know what I was thinking.  I was cheering him on.  “Get on board!  It will be great, you’ll see.  Don’t miss the train.  Get on!”  I get that same feeling a lot of times when I am talking to you, and watching you react to what I’m saying, and seeing that God is active in your life.  I want everybody to get on board Gospel Express.  Don’t miss out!  It will be great, you’ll see.   Get on board the Gospel Express!  Sure there will be some risks, and it will cost you something.  But it will be quite a ride.  
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