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CHRIST MOST EXCELLENT (3)

(John 3:31-36)

SUBJECT: Christ, faith in. 



F.C.F: Why should I give my whole life to Jesus? 
PROPOSITION: Since Christ is incomparable, we must readjust our whole life around him.
INTRODUCTION:


A. If you will, let me share with you a few “trade secrets” about preaching God’s Word. The goal when you study a passage in preparation for preaching is to look for both the indicative and the imperative. You are looking for whatever truth is the main subject of that text, generally a truth about God since he is the subject of the whole Bible. That’s the indicative. And you are also looking for the response, what we must do about that great truth. This is the imperative. It may not be explicitly stated in the text but only implied. 

And in preparing to preach or to teach that text from God’s Word we want to combine both of these in a sentence that begins with “since” or “because” and has “therefore” in the middle. The truth is to lead to response, the indicative leads to the imperative, the “since” leads to a “therefore.” And let me assure you that this is not artificial or made up or imposed upon God’s Word, but it is the regular pattern of God’s Word itself. Several of the epistles, for example, like Romans and Ephesians and 1 Peter begin with great truths about God and his salvation in Christ, and then you will literally find the word “therefore” and the application of imperative will follow. 


B. The key sentence or proposition we were working off last time was this “since Christ is incomparable (truth or indicative), therefore we must readjust our whole life around him (response or imperative).” Then the only question is which sermon you are going to preach, because there are always two full sermons in this method. There is a sermon in which you develop the indicative, in this case, reasons why Christ is incomparable; and there is the other sermon in which you develop the indicative, “what we must do about it” or in this case how we are to readjust our whole life around this incomparable Christ.


What I will often do is to extend the introduction to develop the indicative or truth aspect of the text, and then the main body of the sermon or message is the imperative, how we are to respond to this truth. Or, if you have a very patient and intelligent congregation, you can do both—but it will take a while to do it justice.


C. So last week we looked at the truth or indicative, the wonderful nature of Christ’s incomparable glory. And we said that,    


Christ is above all.


Christ alone speaks from firsthand knowledge.


Christ alone possesses the Spirit without 


measure.


Christ alone is the true object of the Father’s 

love and has all things in his hand.


Christ alone has life in himself. 


D. Since this is all true, and gloriously so, how are we to respond? And what we said is that we must readjust our whole life around him. And we get this from the text itself in verse 33: “Whoever receives his testimony sets his seal to this, that God is true.” To receive his testimony is to accept his Word as the authentic Word of God. By definition, this requires far more than mere intellectual assent or acknowledgment: “Okay, Jesus was telling the truth.” The reason, of course, is because his claims are so grand and comprehensive and so demanding that we cannot really say we receive his testimony unless we act upon it. If you were home and someone called to you that the house was on fire, you could not simply give intellectual assent, “Yes, I believe you when you say the house is on fire.” If you truly believed this word you would run out to the neighbor’s and call the fire department. Or if a friend called you on the phone and said, “Hey, their giving away gold bars down at city hall as many as you can carry,” you could not simply say, “I believe what you say is true,” without actually running to city hall carrying a large bucket.


But it’s even more serious than this, and here’s where Jesus mercifully forces the issue. What’s implied by the statement in verse 33? “Whoever receives his testimony sets his seal to this, that God is true”? What’s implied is that whoever does not receive this testimony, that is, whoever even lives as though this were not true, refuses to set his seal (to solemnly swear, to sign your name to the fact) that God is true, which is to call God a liar, for God has solemnly sworn that it is true. I hope you see this. Unbelief, which is demonstrated by disobedience according to verse 36, is to accuse God of lying, and that’s a very serious matter. 

So how do we receive his testimony or readjust our whole life around Jesus Christ? We respond to him, not just partly, but with the whole person, of course. Truth leads to action, and most commonly through our affections. God’s truth energizes the mind, which enflames the affections, which engages the will. It involves the response of the whole person. Jesus doesn’t just want our unfeeling intellectual precision, our unproductive passion, or our unthinking performance. He wants all of us, mind, affection, and will.

I. WE MUST BELIEVE CHRIST COMPREHENSIVELY.


A. The first part of receiving his testimony is, yes, to acknowledge that what he has said is indeed the truth. But it’s even more than that. It means that we actively seek and search out every glorious aspect of his truth and then apply that truth to our everyday situation. And the reason we must do this is that we are all born with a script written on our hearts, a sinful and self-centered default mode from birth. This is only reinforced continually by the world, and it is from this understanding that we evaluate all of life. And this sinful script must be scratched out and replaced, line by line, by the Word of God. All of our natural responses to various situations have been tainted by sin, and se we must go back and re-examine every aspect of our lives in the light of God’s Word. 

Let’s just take the first truth that we found last time, that he who is from above is above all. The Word came from above, from the Father’s side, and so he is above all, that is in glory, priority, and authority. He rules over all, for example. Now if he rules over all, does that mean that he rules over even our physical health? Yes, it does. Does that mean that he rules over the scary circumstances we are going to face tomorrow or this coming week? Yes, it does. Does that mean that Christ rules over a culture gone wild and out of control? Yes, it does. Does that mean that he rules over death, so that even death has to do his bidding? Yes, it does.  

B. So this is how we respond to this glorious truth that Christ above all. We go ahead and make a list of all the things that fall under the category of “all.” You say, “Well, all means all! So this seems pointless.” But the truth is that we frequently face something frightening or enticing and we forget that it also is in the category of all. So we needlessly worry and fret, or we faithlessly refuse to reach out or strike off on some new endeavor because we have not actually worked out the full implications of God’s truth. 

And then error or unapplied truth leads to misguided passions which in turn drive us to faithless and sinful actions. So it all begins with truth. 

C. I think that much of the problem lies here. We are often lazy intellectually. We refuse to receive his testimony and respond by working out all of the implications of his glorious truth. Like most Americans, we fall back on our default mode, what comes naturally, usually our feelings. We trust our gut, as it were instead of receiving his testimony and believing his Word, and so allow ourselves to be led about and energized by sinful passions, which in turn lead to faithless actions. 
I’m not saying that you have to get a degree in theology or biblical studies (but, why not, if you can swing it?). Rather, I mean that we need to turn off the TV and the internet for a while so that we can give serious focus to what God has said. You know how disrespectful it is when someone doesn’t listen to what you have to say. And you know how honoring it is when people give rapt and full attention to your thoughts and ideas. Imagine what we are saying to God when we allow whole days and even weeks to pass without giving rapt and full attention to his Word, to the very words of God, to what God is saying right now! God’s truth energizes the mind, which enflames the affections, which engages the will. 


And so…
II. WE MUST LOVE CHRIST ARDENTLY.


A. I was in a church service some time ago and we were singing a lively song, and I happened to notice a woman nearby, and she was really getting into it. She was so exuberant that I’m afraid I stared a bit, and she caught my eye and looked a little pained, as though I was thinking something like, “What’s wrong with her?” But I wasn’t thinking that at all. I was thinking, “What’s wrong with me?” The truth conveyed in the message of the song was truly glorious. And the beat was pretty fast as well. Why was I so dull that I was not truly rejoicing with gladness at the glory of it all? 

B. Again, it is God’s truth that enflames the affections. All of the truths conveyed in God’s Word are deeply moving, every one of them. How could they not be since they are the very words of God and involve such a dramatic matter? One of my favorite quotations is from British writer Dorothy L. Sayers regarding Christ’s resurrection: “‘And the third day he rose again.’ What are we to make of this? One thing is certain: if [Jesus] were God and nothing else, his immortality means nothing to us; if he was man and no more, his death is no more important than yours or mine. But if he really was both God and man, then when the man Jesus died, God died too; and when the God Jesus rose from the dead, man rose too, because they were one and the same person. ... There is the essential doctrine, of which the whole elaborate structure of Christian faith and morals is only the logical consequence. Now we may call that doctrine exhilarating, or we may call it devastating; we may call it revelation, or we may call it rubbish; but if we call it dull, then words have no meaning at all.”


One of the great curses of our day is boredom. And I think this is inevitable since we devote ourselves continually to such trivial matters. We ignore the greatest drama of the ages: God coming in Christ to rescue his people from his own wrath. Dorothy Sayers also said that this drama is so engaging and absorbing that only the Anglican clergy could possibly make it dull. The point is that we must respond to Christ with our whole being. We must take greatest delight when he is exalted and embraced; and we must shed bitter tears of grief when he is ignored and rejected. Oh, what a terrible, terrible waste! Oh, what an incalculable loss! 


If we are not moved regularly by God’s truth, then I think we need a mortician. We’re already dead; we just don’t know it. 


C. Let me caution you, though, for there has been a long tradition of revivalism now in the churches of North America. Revivalism goes directly for the emotions. Through artificial means, loud, lively and repetitive movement, lots of gripping, emotional stories, even drama, movie clips, special lighting and mood music, the revivalists seek to bypass the mind and appeal to the emotions, the sinful passions, really. And while this may be able to whoop up a crowd for a bit, as in a rally, it will not last because it’s sheer emotion based on nothing. It has no foundation of the indicative and so whatever imperative is issued is short lived. 


Again, Christ’s surpassing greatness requires that we “receive his testimony.” We respond with the whole person. It begins with truth which must necessarily lead to a response. The indicative grounds the imperative. God’s truth energizes the mind, which enflames the affections, which engages the will.  
 
And so…
III. WE MUST OBEY CHRIST RADICALLY.


A. “Radical” has become a popular term in Christian circles recently. Generally it refers to Christians, usually young and idealistic Christians, who want to live in some larger, extraordinary, perhaps sacrificial way. It is a rejection of a common life of the so-called American dream of a rich job, a nice home in the suburbs, 2.4 kids who go to the right schools, luxurious vacations, and an early and very comfortable retirement. 


B. And rightly, this self-centered American dream ought to be rejected. Yet what is offered as a substitute? I’m afraid that often is not much better. The “radical” substitute for a life of comfort and ease is often another kind of thoroughly self-centered life of personal glory through self-sacrifice. Perhaps I’m overstating this, but I see the danger. Often this “radical” Christian lifestyle calls for accomplishing something big, groundbreaking, noteworthy, starting some new work, a new ministry based on personality, with a goal of making a name for yourself, leaving your mark on the world, making your impression, which, of course, is all about you. 

I think that preachers are a bit to blame for this as we try to illustrate and use dramatic stories of those who have sacrificed greatly or accomplished remarkable things, and that only something heroic, the stuff that movies are made of, is living an authentic Christian life. 

C. But this is a misunderstanding of the word itself.  “Radical” is from “radix” meaning root, from which we get our word, “radish,” for example. To be radical is not to be “way out there” on the fringe or the cutting edge, but it is to go back to the root and source. Again, it’s about Christ. It’s about receiving his testimony and obeying his Word. A radical Christian would be deeply concerned about personal holiness, for example, Bible study and prayer that leads to the deliberate imitation of the character of Christ for his glory. A radical Christian would pursue love above all, quietly sacrificing her life in a thousand ways so that others may prosper in Christ. A radical Christian would, according to 1 Timothy 2:2, ardently pray to be able to “lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way,” and, according to 1 Thessalonians 4:11 “aspire to live quietly, and to mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands.” 


C. I think when we all settle down in heaven and God tells the whole story and fits the part of each believer into that story, we will be more astonished by the tales of the ordinary, as countless people sacrificed their needs, wants, and desires for their children, or for the sake of their neighbor, or to support a missionary who gains the headlines while the supporter goes completely unnoticed. To bring great glory to God, we need only be faithful to God. 
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