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SERMON SERIES: Believable

(Growing faith’s root; Going deep in God’s truth)

The “WHY?” of Christian Living 

               Study #8

(2 Corinthians 5)

Introduction: Who, What, When, Where, So what - and WHY?…


You and I have now spent the better part of this summer exploring what we believe. We’ve taken one statement from our Statement of Faith at a time, considering God, the Bible, the human condition, the church, and the work of Christ.


What do we believe?


Answering that “What?” question is important. And as we’ve landed on what we believe we’ve also taken up “Who?” and “When?” and “Where?”, because so much of Christian theology is built on biography.


Each Sunday we’ve also dealt with “So what?” What is the point of this or that belief? How does that belief impact the way I live?


To this point, though, we haven’t dealt much with “Why?” and today, that changes.


For the next few minutes, as we address the biggest “So what?” in our Statement of Faith, we’ll pay special attention to motives and motivations, the “WHY?” of obeying Jesus.


This morning we come to the 8th  statement in our Statement. It is titled “Christian Living.” And when we search the pages of the New Testament we find that God wants obedience from those who have believed in Jesus.

The Call to Obedience (God’s strong call to His people)

From Scripture


It would be a fascinating experiment if some time you took a highlighter and paged through the Gospels and the letters and marked the number of times Christians are given commands to obey, prohibitions to heed, and exhortations to follow. You’d find hundreds.


Jesus calls us to holiness. Through the apostles, God calls us to holiness as marked by financial integrity, sexual purity, loving speech, help of the poor and the widow and the orphan, bold evangelism, and much, much more. It’s everywhere.

From Reason


It’s scriptural and it’s reasonable that God would want us who have come to faith in Jesus to become like Jesus. It just makes sense that it would be His will that we change, grow, and morph into maturity.


We have been given eternal life as a free gift despite whatever sins we have committed in the past. And now God’s will is that we become more like Jesus as the years pass.


We who belong to God ought to behave. It’s right that we would act right. And the call to obedience is embedded in our church’s Statement of Faith.


Not every organization’s Statement of Faith includes an item about “Christian Living.” Ours does and I’m really glad it does. Here it is.

From Our Statement of Faith


The Statement of Faith

We believe that God's justifying grace must not be separated from His sanctifying power and purpose. God commands us to love Him supremely and others sacrificially, and to live out our faith with care for one another, compassion toward the poor and justice for the oppressed. With God’s Word, the Spirit’s power, and fervent prayer in Christ’s name, we are to combat the spiritual forces of evil. In obedience to Christ’s commission, we are to make disciples among all people, always bearing witness to the gospel in word and deed. 


About this statement in the Statement of Faith…



Things to like about the statement

Overall, I think that this is a really good statement.


First of all, it says that we “must not” separate justification from God’s sanctifying power and purpose, which is to say that anyone who is justified MUST - as in SHOULD and OUGHT TO - pursue holiness. We must not view Christian growth and holiness as a matter of indifference.


The call to Christ-like living is not a mild suggestion or a gentle encouragement. No. This is the serious call of God on the life of every person justified by faith alone in Christ alone.


Then, you’ll notice that while the statement doesn’t even remotely attempt to list all of the commands, exhortations, and prohibitions in the New Testament, it lists some.


It “cherry picks”, mentioning some of the more obvious areas of obedience and clarifying by these “for instances” that we who have been justified are called to do what the Bible says to do.


I thoroughly endorse the statement. It reflects my own passion that we who belong to Jesus should passionately pursue holiness.


But, if I was to sit down at my computer and re-draft this one statement, I would  give it a major edit, because I believe that there is a glaring omission.



A glaring omission

The missing ingredient in the statement is the question of the three-year-old: WHY”? “Why should we obey?


There is not one word in the statement about motives for obedience. And that omission leaves open the tragic possibility that we might come away with the idea that we are supposed to do what the Bible commands because, well, doggone it, it’s the right thing to do.


Of course, doing something because it is the right thing to do is a motive. It is a specific kind of motive called “altruism”.


Altruism describes an action taken simply because it is right. There is no thought given to personal benefit or to relationship. In other words the motive for doing something altruistically has nothing to do with loyalty or love for someone else and it has nothing to do with self-interest.


However, in my search of the Bible’s commands and prohibitions, I find a glaring lack of altruism. In fact, I don’t find any examples of being urged to do something because it is the right thing to do.


Instead, we are told to obey because of love for God or others. Or, we are told to do something (AND GET THIS!) for our own benefit and self-interest. And it is to the theme of motives for obedience that I want us to give the rest of our attention today.


Of the primary motives for obedience to God that surface in the New Testament, I’ll mention, first, the motive of gratitude to God for the grace, mercy, and love we have received.

The “WHY?” of Obedience? (the question of motives)

Obedience, Out of Gratitude


So picture ten desperate, pitiful, hopeless lepers. Jesus has just cleansed them of their leprosy and their lives are forever changed. One of them, a Samaritan, runs back to give thanks. (Luke 17)


Or picture a woman, having received much needed forgiveness from Jesus. She is anointing Him with perfume, wetting His feet with her tears and wiping them with her hair (while Jesus explains that the one who is forgiven much, loves much; Luke 7)


It’s easy to picture the cleansed Samaritan leper and the forgiven woman rising and serving Jesus, living lives of holiness and obedience because of the great grace they have received.


And this motive of gratitude surfaces repeatedly in the New Testament.


We hear it in what Paul writes to the Christians in Colossae, [Colossians 3:12] So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; [13] bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; JUST AS THE LORD FORGAVE YOU, SO ALSO SHOULD YOU.

We are moved to obedience and to submission to God because He has been so good to us. He has showered us with grace, so we gladly lead lives that are pleasing to Him as a way of saying, “Thanks, Lord!”

Another motivation for godly living is simply that we are not who we used to be. A change occurred within us when we came to Christ and it is just plain silly to live the way we used to live.

Obedience, Because of Who You Are


Paul says in his letter to the Ephesian Christians that since they are now [5:8] children of light, they should no longer walk in the darkness of sin. (See all of Ephesians 5:1-10)


It makes all the sense in the world for a child to act like a child. It makes no sense at all for a grown man to act immaturely. We say to the man who is throwing a temper tantrum, “Grow up, Dave.”

Children of light may certainly be tempted to dark deeds and to shadowy attitudes, but to sin violates who we, at the core, have become.


So, when we’re tempted to sin, think Lion King. We have a “Simba moment” and God calls us to, “Remember who you are!” and “You are more than what you have become.”

You are a son of God. You are a daughter of God. What business do you have engaging in sexual immorality, being greedy, or tearing people down with your words?


And then, the Bible calls us to obedience in light of the benefits that will come our way when we obey.

Obedience, Benefits In and Out of This World


Blessings in THIS life


Yes, it is absolutely true that our holiness honors and glorifies God. But the goodness of God is seen in that obeying the commands and heeding the prohibitions are also good for you.


Think about it...



Avoiding the avoidable, sad consequences of sin
· In the long or the short run, no blessing accompanies sexual sin of any kind.

· Slanderous speech, unkind speech, untrue speech, and gossip all hurt others - and they ultimately hurt the speaker.

· Greed may result in wealth, but a greedy man soon becomes someone whose life shrinks to the size of himself.

· What good comes of drunkenness and misuse of drugs? They steal health and productivity and will end up wasting a life.


Of course, obeying God doesn’t guarantee that you will avoid all the hardships of life. But obeying God will protect you against the avoidable hardships that come when you sin.


And then, even more important than avoiding avoidable problems, when we keep God’s commands we enter into what Jesus called “the abundant life.” (John 10:10)



Jesus’ abundant life

A life of generosity and integrity will bring joy. Abstaining from gluttony and reining in your temper will bring peace.


You’ll grow in your personal relationship with the living God as you serve and love and passionately pursue a life-changing relationship with God.


Obeying God will grow the depth of character you’ve always longed for and will lead to your flourishing, here and now.


So, here and now, it is in our own self-interest and it is to the glory of God to obey God here and now. In addition, though, for the life after this life is over, it is in our self-interest and to the glory of God to obey.



Things to come…

Next week, we’ll wrap up our “Believable” studies with a look at what the Bible says about the future.


We’ll consider what we believe God has in store for the world’s future, including Jesus’ return and reign, final judgment, and the eternal state.


But there is a judgment - NOT the final one - that is yet to come and it is to that judgment we’ll turn for the remainder of our time together today as we continue to ask the “WHY obey?”question.


This judgment is a judgment of Christians and it is mentioned very frequently in the New Testament. Jesus talks about it and so do most of the apostles in their letters. And this judgment - a judgment that occurs after this life is over - serves as a tremendous motivation for obedience to God in this life.


When it is given a formal name in the Bible, it is referred to as “The Judgment Seat of Christ.” Paul gives explicit teaching about the Judgment Seat in 2 Corinthians 5 and we’ll ease into a consideration of it by starting at the start of the chapter.

The Revelation of Obedience (at The Judgment Seat of Christ)

(2 Corinthians 5)

Our New Home - In Heaven! (5:1-5)


Our current “camp out” (v. 1a)


[1a] For we know that if the earthly tent which is our house is torn down…

I’m instantly drawn to the way Paul writes here. He describes life as a camping trip.


I like to go camping. I like seeing a billion stars at night and great talks around campfires and hopping rock to cross mountain streams. I even like sleeping in a tent, despite the fact that the earth’s crust has gotten much harder and rockier over the past ten years.


Paul presents this life on earth as nothing more than an extended camping trip.


Now all of my camping trips are relatively short affairs. I usually am on the trail for just a few days at a time (that’s because I can’t go more than a few days without sleep). But on all of my trips, there is a conversation that begins shortly after the halfway mark.


Once we get to within a couple of days of the car, we begin talking about the first meal off the trail. Not that eating isn’t great on the trail, but conversations predictably turn to pizza or steak and baked potato or hamburger meals with apple pie a la mode.


It’s a fun game, and the game says that we know we’re not home while we’re camping.  As much as we enjoy camping in tents, we long for the familiar. We’re ready to go home.


Tents are temporary dwellings. And every tent eventually gets torn down.


Paul says that the tent we’re carrying around with us on this lifelong expedition - the tent that is our body - will also be torn down. And to have our tent “torn down” is to die.


One day, my tent will be torn down. So will your tent be torn down.


Some people hold that NOTHING happens when we die.


The “I” that is “me” simply ceases to be. Others believe that it is impossible to know what happens after the grave and say that ANYTHING might happen.


Paul says that the believer in Jesus has SOMETHING very specific to look forward to.


Our future mansion (vv. 1b-5)



Heaven, a REAL place (v. 1b)

[1] For we know that if the earthly tent which is our house is torn down we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the Heavens.

When this tent is torn down, it will be replaced with a solid home that we will enjoy for all eternity.


We will need to pass through death’s door before we can put on this new house. But having passed through that door, Paul says we can look forward to wearing, for all eternity, a new and improved body fit for glory.


But, he says, while we are in this “tent” we groan.


Heaven, a permanent HOME (vv. 2-5)


[2] For indeed in this house we groan, longing to be clothed with our dwelling from Heaven, [3] inasmuch as we, having put it on, will not be found naked. [4] For indeed while we are in this tent, we groan, being burdened, because we do not want to be unclothed but to be clothed, so that what is mortal will be swallowed up by life. [5] Now He who prepared us for this very purpose is God, who gave to us the Spirit as a pledge.

Some of us have experienced “groaning tent syndrome.” 


About a year ago I had had to replace a well-used tent because the fabric had stretched and it was sagging in the middle.


That’s a not very flattering but accurate visible parable of the trajectory of our bodies. Increasingly, this “tent” which is our body is sagging in the middle. 


Tents sag. Bodies sag. But our home in heaven will never sag.


We won’t enter eternity with THIS body - to which I say, “Whew!” Nor will we enter eternity DISEMBODIED - and what a horror that would be.


No, when we put this tent aside we will be clothed with a real and permanent and glorified body.

Our New Life’s Aim: Please Jesus! (vv. 6-9)


HOME (there) or ABSENT (here)? (vv. 6-8)


[6] Therefore, being always of good courage, and knowing that while we are at home in the body we are absent from the Lord - [7] for we walk by faith, not by sight -[8] we are of good courage, I say, and prefer rather to be absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord.

There is a great irony in the way we talk about Heaven. We say that people “die and go to Heaven” as if Heaven was a place for dead people.  Then, we refer to this present time when we are absent from the Lord of Life as “life.”


We’ve got it all backwards. You and I are now walking through the valley of the shadow of death on the way to the land of the living.


Oh, we try to make our lives heavenly and homey. We accumulate creature comforts and build man caves and add warm decorating touches. We have well-manicured lawns and temperature controlled homes and cars.


But all those efforts don’t really work because this world is not really our home and it’s certainly not heaven.


If you linger long enough in any wonderful moment, it will sour. Eventually, something will come unglued. We don’t quite fit. Here, there is always something wrong with everything. But not there.


And therefore...


We want to please God - WHEREVER! (v. 9)


[9] Therefore, we also have as our ambition, whether at home or absent, to be pleasing to Him.

Paul’s living for Jesus. We’re living for Jesus - and then, BAM! - Paul turns to a consideration of, of all things, judgment.


Shifting gears…

Immediately after considering the future glories of heaven, Paul brings up judgment. I’ll ease into the theme by speaking to some popularly held opinions about judgment.

We Will ALL Stand Before Christ as Judge… (v. 10)


Christ, the Judge (v. 10a)



God as a Judge


First, it’s popular to think that the concept of God as Judge is antiquated or even contrary to the idea of God’s love.


Nothing could be further from the truth. The Bible’s take is that judgment is a function of love.


If you take away judgment of sin and wickedness, you’ve also taken away the protective and holy side of love.


It is also popular to think of Jesus, who was the most loving Person who ever lived, as opposing judgment. Not true.


Jesus often spoke of judgment and He is often described in the Bible as a Judge. When He is revealed in the book of Revelation, He is executing judgment.


Finally, it is popular to believe that we Christians, who have escaped God’s eternal condemnation are now exempt from God’s judgment for how we have lived. This is also a false belief. The New Testament actually has a lot to say about us facing an after-this-life-is-over judgment.



Judgment of believers?


In addressing the judgment of Christians I’m not talking about some minor, obscure, off-the-wall, esoteric doctrine that I just dreamed up. No, believers’ judgment is a reality that is mentioned over and over again in the New Testament.


Of course, condemnation is not at issue in the judgment of believers. Once you become a part of the family of God, God remains your Father forever. You won’t ever lose the salvation God has given you and you’ll never become un-adopted and un-justified and un-redeemed.


Nevertheless, judgment for Christians is real and it will be a reality for us all.


Paul writes, [10a] For we must ALL stand before the judgment seat of Christ”


So, what is the Judgment Seat of Christ?



The Judgment Seat of Christ


The word that we translate “judgment seat” is the Greek word bema (Greek - ). In the ancient Greek world, major cities always had a bema. It was like our County Courthouse where citizens would go to find justice.


There was a bema in the city of Corinth. Archaeologists tell us that the Corinthian bema was a large marble-covered platform located in the center of the main market.


In fact, when Paul speaks of the bema here in 2 Corinthians 5, his readers probably would have thought back to the time when Paul was brought before the Corinthian bema to be tried for breaking the law.


In ancient Greece, a civic leader would stand at the bema, would preside over a trial, and would render a judgment.


At our future judgment, the Judge will be Jesus.


So, what happens at this Judgment Seat of Christ? I want to know, since I will stand before Christ’s bema. You probably want to know, too, since you also will stand before Him.


While we aren’t given many details, Paul does outline the essentials of Jesus’ judgment.


God’s Rewards Program (v. 10b)


The purpose and the upshot of the bema is [10b]…that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.



Recompensed...


Because the word we translate “recompense” (Greek - ) was almost always used of financial and business transactions, let’s think in terms of a commercial transaction.


When a purchase was made in a Greek market, the seller would be recompensed (same word as in 2 Corinthians 5) with money for the goods he sold.


To put the idea into more modern terms, think of the “cash back rewards programs” offered by credit card companies.


When you purchase something with your American Express card or MasterCard, you may receive a % of that purchase price back.


Then, at the end of the year, if you make enough purchases, you could get a pretty sizeable amount of money back from your credit card company. You are “recompensed” with money for having spent money.


If you are frugal with your purchases you won’t get much money back. But if you spend enough to put yourself in the poorhouse, you’ll get more money back.


What a deal. Spend money - and get money! Spend more money - and get more money!!


Now God, in His grace, has a “rewards program” with benefits that are out of this world.

And the credit card companies’ “cash back” reward programs give us a really good picture of how God will deal with us at the Judgment Seat of Christ.



Our good deeds...


Think of faithful, obedient, loving, and God-glorifying deeds as currency.


Every time you plop down a loving deed, God puts reward in your eternal account, payable at the Judgment Seat of Christ.


If you spend that currency like it’s going out of style - if you love sacrificially, obey like crazy, live for God’s glory alone - then at Jesus’ bema you will have an amazing pile of rewards waiting for you.


And Jesus wants you to pile up reward. Over and over again this theme surfaces in His teachings.


In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gave nine Beatitudes that promised blessings when we align our lives with His kingdom values. (Matthew 5:3-12) Three times He promised great reward in heaven if we give, pray, and fast in secret (Matthew 6:2-18)


And then He clearly calls us to be all about seeking reward in the life to come.


[Matthew 6:19] “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. [20] But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in and steal; for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”


So, please don’t think that the Judgment Seat of Christ is nothing but a hammer to scare us into doing good. Much more than that it is an invitation to see just how good the Lord is, to find out just how magnanimous a Giver He is.


So, the bema is not just a hammer. It does, though, come with a very sober warning.



Our evil deeds...


Paul writes that we will be recompensed for deeds done in the body, whether good or bad.


If we choose to be stingy in this life with our things, if we are misers with our love, if we are penny-pinchers with our obedience and worship, we’ll get to the other side and find little or no reward.


And I don’t think any of us want to stand before Jesus at the bema and think, “I sure do wish I hadn’t passed up all those opportunities to invest in love and worship and service. I sure wish I had taken the Bible’s prohibitions against sexual sin and angry outbursts and selfishness more seriously.”

That kind of stuff will merit no reward at the Judgment Seat.
 But we will be rewarded for what we have done for Jesus and for others in His Name.


Our faithfulness will bring us reward. And just what is the reward our faithfulness will bring?



The outcome of the Judgment Seat
Great question.

Paul isn’t at all specific here (“we’ll be recompensed”), but I believe we can gain insights into what rewards God longs to give us from other places.
 

For instance, when, in a parable, Jesus tells a slave, “Well done, good and faithful slave!” isn’t He giving us an image of the reward of commendation? Can you imagine hearing the Lord Jesus say that to you because of your loving service while on earth? What a reward THAT would be?!
 

Or, when Jesus’ parables and some of Paul’s teachings involve the promise of “crowns” given for faithful service, isn’t the clear message that we will have ruling authority and greater responsibility there based on our service here?
 

I wonder if a lifetime here on earth given to honoring God will result in an eternally greater capacity for honoring God? I wonder if an earthly life given to enjoying God and His presence here will lead to the reward of an increased capacity to enjoy His presence there.
 

The Bible gives us some tantalizing hints as to what these rewards will be, and they are enough to whet our appetites and to spur us on. 
 

These possibilities assure us that the rewards are more than worth this life’s suffering and sacrifice and labor and obediences.
 

When you enroll in a credit card cash rewards program, you can receive up to 6% back on some purchases with certain cards. 
 

Sure, that’s better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick. But nobody’s getting rich on 6% back on purchases made at grocery stores or 3% back at gas stations.
 

But if you can believe what the Bible teaches about the nature of God as a Rewarder, you can rest assured that you will be rewarded at the Judgment Seat of Christ in such an over-the-top way that you will count whatever sacrifice you made in this life infinitely more than worth it.
 

Count on it. Judge Jesus is a gracious and extravagant gift-giver.
 
 
Conclusion:  
 

So, we are to lead God-honoring lives.  Yes. And why?
 

Well, the motives are numerous - and rather than think of them in terms of “either...or”, let’s think of them as “both...and.”
 

We follow Jesus because such a life honors God AND because we have received His grace, mercy, and love AND because obedience just makes sense, given who we are AND because living for Jesus leads to my flourishing as a person AND because submission to God leads to the abundant life Jesus wants me to enjoy AND because there will be great reward at the Judgment Seat of Christ!
 

But then, you knew that, for you walk by faith, not sight... 
 
� I had the privilege of serving on the National Board of Directors of the EFCA when this Statement of Faith was drafted and replaced the SOF that had been in place since the 1950’s. The Board wanted to ensure that we strengthened the biblical fidelity of the SOF rather than weaken it.


� Next week’s message will actually cover the final two statements in our Statement of Faith, looking at the return of Jesus to establish His kingdom and the eternal destiny of those who have and have not trusted in Jesus.


�In the first chapter of John’s Gospel, we are told that Jesus “dwelt” with us. The Greek word that is used for “dwelt” is the word meaning “to camp in a tent.”


� The Lord Jesus will have a body throughout eternity, that body demonstrating an eternal joining of His deity and His humanity.


� God will provide us with a real body and with a greater sense of being at home THERE than we have ever felt HERE. The book of Ecclesiastes tells us that God has placed [3:11] eternity in [our] hearts. We were made to enjoy an eternal, glorified body, not this disease-ridden, decaying, groaning tent we currently inhabit.


� One of the great evangelists of the 1800’s, Dwight L. Moody, said this from his deathbed: “Soon you shall read in the newspapers that Moody is dead. Don’t you believe it. I shall then be more alive than now!”


� One Bible scholar, Thomas Meachum, has said about believer’s judgment, - “The New Testament places just as much emphasis on the judgment of the believer as it does upon the judgment of the non-believer.”


� Consider Galatians 6:7-9, Philippians 2:16, Ephesians 6:8, Romans 14:10-12, 1 Corinthians 4:1-5 and 9:24-27, Colossians. 3:24-25, 1 Timothy 4:8 and 6:19. There are many more passages that address believers’ judgment.


� As Paul says in another place, [Romans 8:1] There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.


� Or better, “We will all be made manifest at the judgment seat of Christ.”


�In Nehemiah 8:4, the wooden podium upon which Ezra the scribe stood to read the words of the Law to the people was referred to as a bema.


� The bema in Jerusalem was the place from which Pilate condemned Jesus to death (Matthew 27; John 19). When Paul made his defense before the Roman government official, Festus (Acts 25), Festus was seated at his bema.


� Robert Louis Stevenson didn’t say it any better than Paul, but he may have said it more memorably. When speaking of the Law of the Harvest, Stevenson wrote, “Everyone, soon or late, sits down to a banquet of consequences.”


� Some Bible teachers have taught that the word “evil” here (Greek, ) really means “worthless,” and not “sinful.” But, a careful examination of virtually every other place where this word is used reveals that the only translation value possible is “evil” or “sinful.” Other New Testament passages using the word phaulos: John 3:20; John 5:29; James 3:19; Titus 2:8; Romans 9:11. In all of these passages, the word clearly refers to sinful acts, or to an evil character.


� Paul deals with such things in 1 Corinthians 3 when he describes Christians entering heaven and passing through a refining fire that purges such sinful deeds like a fire burns away wood, hay, and straw. These Christians who have not sowed a life of godliness and spiritual passion and love, will be saved, “but as by fire.”





