TWENTIETH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST    PHILIPPIANS 3:12-21                      OCTOBER 2, 2005

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     ONE OF THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN A CHILD AND AN ADULT IS SUPPOSED TO BE MATURITY.   A HUMAN BODY GROWS FROM BEING A CHILD TO A MATURE ADULT BODY.  BUT OF COURSE, A PERSON WITH A FULL ADULT BODY MIGHT NOT ACT LIKE A MATURE ADULT. MATURITY IS KIND OF HARD TO DEFINE BUT WE CERTAINLY KNOW IT WHEN WE SEE IT AND WE CAN EASILY TELL WHEN IT’S MISSING.  MATURITY HAS TO DO WITH HOW A PERSONS THINKS AND ACTS.  CHILDREN DON’T THINK OR ACT LIKE MATURE ADULTS AND MATURE ADULTS DON’T THINK OR ACT LIKE CHILDREN.   AND THIS IS ALSO TRUE OF CHRISTIANS.  WHILE ALL CHRISTIANS ARE SAVED BY FAITH IN JESUS, NOT ALL CHRISTIANS ARE MATURE.  SOME ARE WEAK. SOME ARE STRONG.  SOME ARE CHILDLIKE, SOME ARE MATURE.  AND JUST LIKE WE ARE TO GROW FROM BEING CHILDREN TO MATURE ADULTS, SO IT IS WITH OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH.  IN HIS LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS PAUL ACCUSED MANY IN THAT CONGREGATION AS BEING “MERE INFANTS IN CHRIST.”    IN OUR LESSON FOR THIS MORNING PAUL IS TALKING ABOUT CHRISTIANS “WHO ARE MATURE.”  WOULD YOU CONSIDER YOURSELF A “MATURE CHRISTIAN”?  HOW DO WE KNOW IF WE ARE A “MATURE CHRISTIAN”?  WELL, THIS MORNING WE LEARN IF WE ARE A  “MATURE CHRISTIAN” AS WE “FOLLOW THE EXAMPLE OF PAUL.”

I.   A MATURE CHRISTIAN KNOWS THAT HE CAN NEVER EXCUSE, DEFEND, TOLERATE OR ACCEPT SIN IN HIS LIFE.   AND IT DOESN’T MATTER WHAT THE SIN IS:  WHETHER IT IS BIG …OR SMALL, WHETHER IT IS OF THOUGHT, WORD, OR DEED…….A  MATURE CHRISTIAN KNOWS SIN IS NEVER ACCEPTABLE.

     A.  IN OUR LESSON PAUL DESCRIBES SOME IMMATURE CHRISTIANS:  “FOR…I NOW SAY AGAIN EVEN WITH TEARS, MANY LIVE AS ENEMIES OF THE CROSS OF CHRIST. …THEIR GOD IS THEIR STOMACH, AND THEIR GLORY IS IN THEIR SHAME.  THEIR MIND IS ON EARTHLY THINGS.”  IMMATURE CHRISTIANS ARE NOT CONCERNED ABOUT HOW THEY LIVE.  PERHAPS THEY THINK THAT BECAUSE GOD FORGIVES THEM THEY CAN DO WHATEVER THEY WANT TO DO.  OR BECAUSE THEY HAVE BEEN TAUGHT THAT THEY ARE SAVED BY FAITH ALONE IN JESUS AND NOT BY HOW THEY LIVE, THEY THINK THAT SIN DOESN’T MATTER.  THIS KIND OF IMMATURE CHRISTIAN THINKING HAS BEEN AROUND EVER SINCE THE DAYS OF PAUL.  FOR EXAMPLE, PAUL WROTE TO THE CORINTHIANS: “IT IS ACTUALLY REPORTED THAT THERE IS SEXUAL IMMORALITY AMONG YOU, AND OF A KIND THAT DOES NOT OCCUR EVEN AMONG PAGANS:  A MAN HAS HIS FATHER’S WIFE.  AND YOU ARE PROUD!  SHOULDN’T YOU RATHER HAVE BEEN FILLED WITH GRIEF AND HAVE PUT OUT OF YOUR FELLOWSHIP THE MAN WHO DID THIS?”  IMMATURE CHRISTIANS HAVE THE WRONG ATTITUDE TOWARD SIN.  FOR WHATEVER REASON, THEY EXCUSE, DEFEND IT, TOLERATE OR ACCEPT IT.   THEY DON’T REMEMBER THAT JESUS HAD TO DIE ON THE CROSS FOR THE SINS THEY WANT TO ACCEPT…THAT’S WHY PAUL CALLS THESE CHRISTIANS “ENEMIES OF THE CROSS OF CHRIST.”  BY ACCEPTING AND TOLERATING THEIR SIN THEY ARE SPITTING ON THE CROSS OF CHRIST.  THE MINDS OF SUCH IMMATURE CHRISTIANS ARE NOT ON SPIRITUAL THINGS BUT AS PAUL SAYS, “EARTHLY THINGS.”   THE THINGS OF THE WORLD IMPRESS THEM MORE THAN THE THINGS OF GOD.  THEY LIVE THEIR LIVES AS IF THIS IS THE ONLY LIFE THERE IS.  THEY LIVE THEIR LIVES AS IF JESUS IS NOT COMING BACK TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD. THEY DO NOT LIVE THEIR LIVES AS CITIZENS OF HEAVEN.

     B.  BUT SUCH A VIEW TOWARD SIN IS NOT ONLY CHILDISH AND IMMATURE---IT IS DISASTROUS TO OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD AND HIS SALVATION IN JESUS CHRIST, JUST AS PAUL SAYS:  “THEIR DESTINY IS DESTRUCTION.”  PAUL IS REFERRING TO HELL AND ETERNAL DAMNATION.  SUCH CHRISTIANS WILL NOT BE SAVED ON THE JUDGMENT DAY WHEN JESUS RETURNS.  WHY NOT?  BECAUSE FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST CANNOT BE MAINTAINED WHERE SIN IS ACCEPTED.  IMMATURE CHRISTIANS DO NOT UNDERSTAND THAT THEIR WHOLE LIFE IS TO BE A LIFE OF REPENTANCE AND TRUST IN JESUS.  AND THEIR LIFE SHOWS IT.  IN ROMANS PAUL SAYS,  “FOR IF YOU LIVE ACCORDING TO YOUR SINFUL NATURE, YOU WILL DIE, BUT IF BY THE SPIRIT YOU PUT TO DEATH THE MISDEEDS OF THE BODY, YOU WILL LIVE.”   IN GALATIANS HE SAYS, YOU, MY BROTHERS HAVE BEEN CALLED TO FREEDOM.  BUT DO NOT USE YOUR FREEDOM TO INDULGE THE SINFUL NATURE.”  AND IN THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT OUR LORD JESUS SAYS, “NOT EVERYONE WHO CALLS ME ‘LORD’, ‘LORD’, WILL ENTER THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN….I WILL TELL THEM PLAINLY, ‘I NEVER KNEW YOU.’”    MATURE CHRISTIANS KNOW THAT NOT EVEN THE SMALLEST SIN CAN BE TOLERATED, MUCH LESS BIG ONES.  IMMATURE CHRISTIANS DO NOT UNDERSTAND OR ACCEPT THIS.

II.  BUT MATURE CHRISTIANS ALSO KNOW THAT EVEN THOUGH WE TRY OUR BEST TO LIVE FOR GOD IN THIS WORLD, WE ALWAYS FALL SHORT OF OUR GOAL.  MATURE CHRISTIANS KNOW THAT WE NEVER LIVE A PERFECT, SINLESS LIFE FOR OUR DEAR LORD JESUS.  WE NEVER COMPLETELY LIVE UP TO GOD’S PERFECT EXPECTATIONS.

     A.  AND YET, THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN IMMATURE CHRISTIANS WHO THINK THAT THEY CAN LIVE A COMPLETELY SINLESS LIFE FOR GOD.    SUCH A TEACHING HAS BEEN PRESENTED AS  “COMPLETE OR ENTIRE SANCTIFICATION” AND HAS ALSO BEEN KNOWN AS “PERFECTIONISM”.   SUCH PEOPLE THINK THEY CAN LIVE DAYS WITHOUT EVER SINNING. THIS IS A DANGEROUS TEACHING BECAUSE IT ELIMINATES THE NEED FOR DAILY REPENTANCE AND DAILY TRUST IN JESUS FOR FORGIVENESS.  SUCH A TEACHING LEADS EITHER TO SELF-RIGHTEOUS DEPENDENCE ON GOOD WORKS OR TO DESPAIR-- BECAUSE SOONER OR LATER THE REALITY OF THEIR SIN WILL BREAK THROUGH THEIR CONSCIOUSNESS AND THEY WILL THINK THEY ARE DAMNED.  BUT WHAT DOES PAUL SAY? “NOT THAT I HAVE ALREADY OBTAINED ALL THIS OR HAVE ALREADY BEEN MADE PERFECT…I DO NOT CONSIDER MYSELF YET TO HAVE TAKE HOLD OF IT.”  AND SO JOHN SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER: “IF WE CLAIM TO BE WITHOUT SIN, WE DECEIVE OURSELVES AND THE TRUTH IS NOT IN US….”   THE TRUTH IS THAT ALL OF OUR LIFE WE WILL HAVE TO BATTLE AGAINST SIN AND TEMPTATION AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS “WHEN I WANT TO DO GOOD, EVIL IS RIGHT THERE WITH ME.  FOR IN MY INNER BEING I DELIGHT IN GOD’S LAW; BUT I SEE ANOTHER LAW AT WORK IN THE MEMBERS OF MY BODY, WAGING WAR AGAINST THE LAW OF MY MIND AND MAKING ME A PRISONER OF THE LAW OF SIN AT WORK WITHIN MY MEMBERS.”  AND IN GALATIANS HE SAYS:  “FOR THE SINFUL NATURE DESIRES WHAT IS CONTRARY TO THE SPIRIT AND THE SPIRIT WHAT IS CONTRARY TO THE SINFUL NATURE.  THEY ARE IN CONFLICT WITH EACH OTHER, SO YOU DO NOT DO WHAT YOU WANT TO DO.”  

     B.  SO THEN WHAT DO WE DO?  WHAT IS THE ANSWER?  WELL, OBVIOUSLY THAT ANSWER IS NOT TO ACCEPT OUR SIN.  WE’VE ALREADY MADE THAT CLEAR.  BUT PAUL DOES TELL US WHAT TO DO:   “BUT I PRESS ON TO TAKE HOLD OF THAT FOR WHICH CHRIST JESUS TOOK HOLD OF ME…. FORGETTING WHAT IS BEHIND AND STRAINING TOWARD WHAT IS AHEAD, I PRESS ON TOWARD THE GOAL TO WIN THE PRIZE FOR WHICH GOD HAS CALLED ME HEAVENWARD IN CHRIST JESUS.”   IN JESUS CHRIST WE HAVE GOD’S PROMISE THAT BECAUSE OF HIS DEATH ON THE CROSS ALL OF OUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN AND WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD.  WE HAVE HIS PROMISE THAT WHEN JESUS CHRIST RETURNS TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND DEAD HE WILL “BY THE POWER THAT ENABLES HIM TO BRING EVERYTHING UNDER HIS CONTROL, TRANSFORM OUR LOWLY BODIES SO THAT THEY WILL BE LIKE HIS GLORIOUS BODY”.   MATURE CHRISTIANS KNOW THAT BEING A CHRISTIAN IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN BEING AN AMERICAN BECAUSE “OUR CITIZENSHIP IS IN HEAVEN.”  ALL OF THIS IS OURS BY DAILY REPENTING OF OUR SINS, DAILY HATING OUR SINS, DAILY CONFESSING OUR SINS--------AND DAILY TRUSTING IN JESUS CHRIST FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS.  MATURE CHRISTIANS TAKE THEIR SINS SERIOUSLY.  BUT MATURE CHRISTIANS ALSO BELIEVE THAT THEIR SIN IS FORGIVEN.  THAT’S WHAT PAUL MEANS WHEN HE SAYS:  “FORGETTING WHAT IS BEHIND.”    BUT SOMETIMES OUR GUILT OVER SIN WON’T LET US “FORGET WHAT IS BEHIND.”   IMMATURE CHRISTIANS STILL FEEL GUILTY OVER THEIR SINS EVEN THOUGH THEY ARE FORGIVEN.  MATURE CHRISTIANS FORGET THE GUILT OF THEIR SIN---BECAUSE GOD HAS FORGIVEN THEM. JUST AS JOHN SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER:  “IF WE CONFESS OUR SINS, HE IS FAITHFUL AND JUST AND WILL FORGIVE US OUR SINS.”    AND SO, LIKE PAUL, WE CAN LET GO OF THE GUILT AND SHAME OF OUR SINS, WE CAN “FORGET WHAT IS BEHIND” BECAUSE OUR SIN HAS ALREADY BEEN PUNISHED AND PAID FOR WITH JESUS’ DEATH ON THE CROSS AND WASHED AWAY IN THE WATERS OF OUR BAPTISM.  AND THIS MORNING YOU WILL COME TO HIS TABLE TO RECEIVE THE VERY BODY AND BLOOD THAT CANCELED YOUR DEBT FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF YOUR SINS SO THAT WHEN YOU LEAVE HIS TABLE YOU CAN “FORGET WHAT IS BEHIND.”    GOD REALLY DOES FORGIVE YOU.  EACH TIME YOU CONFESS YOUR SIN…YOU CAN LEAVE IT BEHIND.  AND SO PAUL SAYS, “FORGETTING WHAT IS BEHIND AND STRAINING TOWARD WHAT IS AHEAD, I PRESS ON TOWARD THE GOAL TO WIN THE PRIZE FOR WHICH GOD HAS CALLED ME HEAVENWARD IN CHRIST JESUS.”  IN OTHER WORDS EACH AND EVERY DAY OF OUR LIVES HAS MEANING AND PURPOSE, COMFORT AND HOPE AS IT IS LIVED FOR JESUS CHRIST OUR LORD AND SAVIOR.  EACH DAY IS A NEW DAY.  EACH DAY WE START WITH A CLEAN SLATE FROM GOD.  EACH NIGHT ENDS WITH A CLEAN SLATE AS THE SINS OF THE DAY ARE FORGIVEN AND WASHED AWAY.  WE LIVE EACH DAY KNOWING THE THIS WORLD IS TEMPORARY AND THAT “OUR CITIZENSHIP IS IN HEAVEN.”   BECAUSE OUR SINS IS FORGIVEN WE TRY EACH AND EVERY DAY TO LIVE THAT DAY FOR JESUS CHRIST, OUR GOD AND SAVIOR.  IN OTHER WORDS, EACH DAY WE TRY TO LIVE AS CITIZENS OF HEAVEN EVEN THOUGH WE ARE STILL IN THIS WORLD.

CONCLUSION:    PAUL SAYS THAT HE IS AN EXAMPLE OF A MATURE CHRISTIAN.  AND SO HE SAYS TO ALL OF US HERE THIS MORNING:  “JOIN WITH OTHERS, IN FOLLOWING MY EXAMPLE BROTHERS, AND TAKE NOTE OF THOSE WHO LIVE ACCORDING TO THE PATTERN WE GAVE YOU.”   AND WHAT IS IT WE HAVE LEARNED FROM PAUL THAT WE ARE TO FOLLOW?  WE HAVE LEARNED THIS:  MATURE CHRISTIANS NEVER DEFEND, EXCUSE, TOLERATE OR ACCEPT SIN IN THEIR LIVES.  IT DOESN’T MATTER WHAT THE SIN IS, BIG OR SMALL…OF THOUGHT, WORD, OR DEED, IT IS SIN.  MATURE CHRISTIANS ALSO KNOW THAT THEY WILL NEVER LIVE A PERFECT SINLESS LIFE ACCORDING TO GOD’S STANDARD….NOT EVEN ONE DAY.    BUT MATURE CHRISTIANS ALSO KNOW AND BELIEVE THE GOSPEL, THAT THEIR SIN HAS BEEN FORGIVEN….ALL OF IT.  MATURE CHRISTIANS LIVE EVERY DAY BY—“FORGETTING WHAT IS BEHIND.”.  AND MATURE CHRISTIANS   “PRESS ON TO TAKE HOLD OF THAT FOR WHICH CHRIST JESUS TOOK HOLD OF [THEM]…TOWARD THE GOAL TO WIN THE PRIZE FOR WHICH GOD HAS CALLED [THEM] HEAVENWARD IN CHRIST JESUS.”   THIS IS THE PATTERN PAUL HAS GIVEN US TO FOLLOW.  AND FINALLY HE SAYS:  “AND IF ON SOME POINT YOU THINK DIFFERENTLY, THAT TOO GOD WILL MAKE CLEAR TO YOU.  ONLY LET US LIVE UP TO WHAT WE HAVE ALREADY ATTAINED.”  AMEN.

