The Church You’ve Always Longed For: Part 8


The Life I Now May Live

Philippians 3:4b-11

Matthew 13:44-46
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When I was in college, I was a bachelor. I don’t just mean “not married.”  I was a “bachelor” and epitomized many of the stereotypes of a young bachelor.  I stayed up late with the guys playing euchre. I ate cheez-whiz and crackers for dinner – sometimes just cheez-whiz. My dirty laundry was usually piled high. I thought I’d be a bachelor forever, not just because I could never get a date, but because life just seemed good that way – that is, until I met a young woman named Krista.

Suddenly Cheez-whiz and euchre were nothing compared to an evening with Krista who could make real food. The possibility of a life with Krista made bachelorhood seem like trash.  For me, giving up bachelorhood was not a sacrifice, it was a privilege.  It was like taking out the trash and getting a diamond in return. At this point, most of the single people are thinking, “enough already.”  But I am going somewhere with all of this.

Our Bible reading for today is about one way of life suddenly becoming obsolete, replaced by something much better.  We are talking about the Apostle Paul, formerly known as Saul.  Saul was chasing the ancient Jew’s version of the American dream, and had attained it.  He graduated from a top law school, was a leading expert in Jewish law, and had made all the right political connections.  He could boast of a pure Jewish pedigree, and he did all the things a good Jew was supposed to do.  Saul was respected by Jews, but feared by Christians.  He passionately persecuted Christians, because in those days it was a good way to get to the top.

This all paid off big for Saul.  It meant more than just a high position in the local synagogue.  Saul’s life-style guaranteed him honor, respect, financial security, a good home, and great retirement benefits.  Saul had it made, or so he thought.

One day Saul realized that everything he dreamed for, everything he had chased after, was in fact skubala.  You heard me right, skubala.  Paul tells the Christians in Philippi, “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider them skubala, that I may gain Christ” (Philippians 3:7-8, NIV).

Skubala, is often translated in English as rubbish or trash.  Paul’s choice of words, however, is definitely more pg-13 than most publishers are willing to print.  Skubala can mean a pile of festering excrement or rotten food. It can refer to something as disgusting as a half eaten corpse, or the stuff at the bottom of an outhouse.  Paul says it’s all a pile of blank compared to Jesus.

Why? He realized that you can gain the whole world, yet loose your soul. The things he chased could not fill the emptiness of a human heart.  They couldn’t cleanse a person from sin, and they couldn’t enable a person to stand before God with a clear conscience.

All of us have chased after skubala before, thinking it was treasure. For me, I chased acceptance as a teenager.  I did anything I could to be part of the in-crowd.  I sacrificed grades, morals and peace with my parents and even my faith just to try to fit in.  In the end I came up empty handed.  I still had an emptiness in my heart that could not be filled.  The thing that got me back on the right track was not knowing how valuable Jesus was.  I knew that before and I still threw him away.  The thing that changed me was when I realized how valuable I am to Jesus.

In Matthew 13, Jesus tells two parables to illustrate how precious we are in God’s eyes.  We often think of ourselves as the one giving up all we have to gain Jesus.  And Jesus does ask us to do that when He commands us to pick up our cross and follow him.  But what if in this parable, Jesus is the man who found hidden treasure, or a pearl of great price?  And what if you are the treasure or the pearl?  Did not Jesus give up all he had to redeem you, to reclaim you from the clutches of sin and death?  My friends, you are the treasure!

Now that you belong to Jesus, now that you are his priceless treasure, ask yourself, “What does this mean for my life?  What is the life I now may live?”  Romans 12:2 says, “In light of God’s grace… do not conform any longer to the blueprint for living set by this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to discern and put into practice God’s good, pleasing and perfect will.”

The blueprint of the world says chasing down the American dream supersedes any commitment to the family of Christ.  The blueprint of the world says that even in the church, life is about getting what I want and protecting my turf.  It says it’s too much work to reach out across the street, or even across the church lobby to get to know new people.  It says it’s offensive to tell someone that Jesus is the only way.  And it says you don’t need to remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy, that a trip to the cabin every other week can replace that sacred and special time with God.

But, a mind that continues to be transformed by God’s mercy and knows His will recognizes the things that try to compete for Christ’s attention.  When the skubala detectors go off, God gives us the power to do one of two options.  

Option one: sometimes we can transform skubala into gold.  Some of the things that distract us are not evil in and of themselves, but simply get misused.  Those excessive trips to the cabin can be transformed into something that brings glory to God by simply making sure that you take the time to find a place of worship at your vacation spot.  Inviting an unchurched friend to spend the weekend with you can open up opportunities to share your faith.

But sometimes, things can’t be transformed because the temptation to be drawn away from Christ is too much, or the thing is simply evil.  Option two: pull the handle and flush.  That’s right, get rid of it.  For families where the TV is an irresistible temptation, even after trying everything – God would rather have you live without it than constantly be pulled away from him.  Jesus said in Mark 9 that if your hand keeps causing you to sin, cut it off.  

We’re talking about becoming the church God made us to be and living a new life.  And the question is, in light of God’s mercy are we really ready to identify the skubala and deal with it?  Are we ready to pull the handle and flush it?  Or are we still wading chin deep in it?  What’s the skubala factor in your life?  Jesus saved you so that you may now live a new life.  Jesus created as sustains the church to be the people of God walking with integrity, passionately worshipping him, welcoming all people and speaking God’s Words of life with those people.  That’s what God put you on this earth to do.  The church you’ve always longed for is the church that God created YOU to be.  

But the skubala in our lives is a constant distraction and temptation, isn’t it?  The most deceptive thing about skubala is that it can look so good, and this is how we know it comes straight from Satan himself - the father of lies.  He is the one who could take a pile of skubala, put it on a silver platter, and make us believe it is filet mignon. 

But the Bible tells us in 1 John 4 that those who believe in Jesus overcome the world, because the One who is in you (Jesus) is greater than the world.  And I know that He is in you because over the last eight weeks I have seen amazing spiritual growth.  I have seen God at work in you.

We’ve worked at being a caring family, we’ve learned to listen to others and identify their needs.  I hear people talking positively about this church.  I have seen people expanding their circle of friends, welcoming new people and inviting neighbors to worship with us.  I see models of integrity – stars shining brightly in a dark and crooked generation.  If anyone wants proof that there is a God and that the Holy Spirit works in the lives of believers, all I have to do is point to the people here.

But I don’t want anyone to get cocky or over confident.  Becoming the church God wants us to be is always a process of becoming.  Until we see God face to face we are still at war with sin that lives in us, and therefore always overcoming a skubala factor.

This is the end of an 8 week series, but don’t let it be the end of spiritual growth and becoming the people God wants us to be.  Remain in the Word, and remain committed to the family of God and meeting together regularly to encourage and build each other up.  With each other’s help, continue to examine your lives and deal with the sin that tries to distract us.  Rely on God’s forgiveness, and may his mercy and love transform you through and through and inspire you to live lives worthy of the Gospel of Christ.  

May the Lord strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus Christ comes with all his holy ones.

Amen.
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