0809-07A


                        


THE BENEFITS OF DISCIPLESHIP (1)
(Acts 9:19b-22)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT: Discipleship
F.C.F:  Is it worth it to follow Christ?
PROPOSITION:  When we follow Jesus we get Jesus.  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Last time we looked quite soberly at the cost of discipleship.  Our dear Lord Jesus Christ has suffered all the penalty for the sins of his people that we might be reconciled to God.  By his blood and righteousness, he has paid for all of our sins and won for us the gift of eternal life which he gives to all who trust in him.  But we are called to suffer for his sake, not to accomplish salvation, but to announce his salvation to all creatures.  It is in proclaiming Christ that we will most keenly suffer for Christ because his Gospel, though it is the best news anyone could possibly hear, is not welcome to those who will not turn from their sins and turn to him.  So we must be ready to embrace suffering with Christ, and Paul’s own testimony supplies the details.  We must prepare to suffer disfavor, danger, deprivations, and distress.  


B.  Now if that’s the case, then why would anyone want to live for Christ?  If Dietrich Bonnhoeffer is correct when he said that when “When Jesus bids a man come follow me, he bids him come and die,” then who in the world would follow Christ?  Our Lord Jesus asked, “What shall it profit a man if he gains the whole world and yet forfeits his life?”  And embedded in that question is the assumption that we ought to be thinking about ultimate gain or loss.  So what possible gain makes all the disfavor, danger, deprivations, and distress worth it? 

This week and next, we want to let God’s Word answer this question so that we might be greatly encouraged in our faith and find strong incentive to embrace the sufferings of Christ.  


D.  Saul was on his way to destroy the church in Damascus, and when he got there he was the church in Damascus.  Jesus Christ had met him on the way and promised him much suffering for the sake of the Gospel.  We pick up the story in the Acts 9, the middle of verse 19:  “For some days he was with the disciples at Damascus. 20  And immediately he proclaimed Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God.” 21  And all who heard him were amazed and said, “Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem of those who called upon this name? And has he not come here for this purpose, to bring them bound before the chief priests?” 22  But Saul increased all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ.”

Paul tells us what made it worth it, what caused him to turn his back on his past and throw away his future.  Central to the new message he preached was this amazing declaration:  “He is the Son of God.”  What makes following Jesus Christ worth it is simply this:  when you follow Jesus Christ, you get Jesus Christ.  We’ll let Paul elaborate on this in his letter to the Philippians, chapter 3:        

“If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. 7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10 that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.”

Paul testifies from his prison cell that what makes it worth it all to follow Jesus is that when you follow Jesus you get Jesus, and Jesus is of surpassing, incomparable worth.  Specifically, we find….

I.  RECONCILIATION WITH GOD IN CHRIST.


A.  Paul is here warning the believers in Philippi against those false teachers who seek to draw them back into Judaism.  He testifies that he used to be all involved in that:  “If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5  circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6  as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. 7  But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.”

B.  These false teachers were offering the hope of reconciliation with God based on our good works.  If you keep all the rules, then you will be accepted by God through a self-made righteousness.  There is a half-truth in what they are saying.  God is holy.  He demands perfect righteousness from all his creatures.  Only those who are righteous, in right standing and relationship with God have the hope of eternal reward.  The lie in what they are saying is the notion that we could possibly achieve this righteousness by our own goodness or efforts.  Paul gives his own example to demonstrate this error.  His credentials were flawless, the right birth, the right circumcision, the right heritage, the right behavior, seemingly.  But then he found something better in Christ.  

“8  Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith….”  
Far better than this self-made righteousness (which always falls far short of God’s perfect standard of holiness) is the righteousness of Christ, received by faith as a gift of God.  Jesus is the Son of God in human flesh.  He alone meets God’s requirement for perfect holiness.  He lived a human life without any sin in word, thought, or deed.  He alone earned the status of a right standing with God, righteousness.  Paul says that compared to this perfect righteousness of the Son of God his own attempts are utterly worthless, and he counted them as rubbish.  When you follow Christ, you gain his righteousness and are reconciled to almighty God.  


C.  What is it worth to be reconciled to God? If you are NOT reconciled to God, then you are under his judgment and curse all throughout this life, and you will suffer the everlasting torments of his terrible wrath in hell.  What is it worth to be reconciled to God?  Is it worth some hardships in this life for the sake of identifying with Christ?  It is worth facing disfavor, dangers, deprivations, and distress.  Paul testifies (from a prison cell) that it is unquestionably and incomparably worth it.  “Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  He is the Son of God, the only one who can save us and reconcile us to God.  For this alone it is clearly worth it to follow him, no matter what may come. 

But it gets even better.  Suffering with Christ is worth it because of our …

II. ASSOCIATION WITH CHRIST. 


A.  Those who follow Jesus get to follow Jesus.  That is the great privilege because Jesus is the Son of God.  And notice how warmly Paul speaks of this great benefit of faith in Christ.  “8  Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  And especially in verse 10:  “that I may know him and the power of his resurrection….”  What is it that is worth trading away his successful future as a prominent, respected teacher of Israel? Knowing the Christ, Jesus.  

It is no small thing that Luke summarizes Paul’s first preaching about Jesus as the declaration:  “He is the Son of God.”  Paul had found in Jesus the goal of his religion.  He calls him “Christ Jesus my Lord.”  “Christ” was the title of the one the Jews had been looking for, God’s champion who would come and rescue them.  And now Paul had found him, because he had been found by him.  He is the Son of God.  Here Paul says that he has gladly turned his back on every worldly benefit for the privilege of knowing him.  


B.  In Mark 5 we find the story of a pitiful man who was possessed or controlled by numerous demonic spirits.  They tortured him, caused him to live alone among the tombs, crying out and harming himself with rocks.  And Jesus cast all the demonic spirits out of him and restored him to his right mind.  Mark tells us that when Jesus later turned to leave, this man “begged him that he might be with him.” (5:18)  This is the true heart’s desire of every believer.  There is no greater joy or privilege than to be with him, to know him.  Those who know him know they have found all, that in him “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” (Col. 2:3)  Jesus is not the means to the prize:  he is the great prize.  And that’s why Paul proclaimed him:  “He is the son of God.” 

Paul says more in verse 10:  “that I may know him and the power of his resurrection….”  As the Son of God, he has inexhaustible and everlasting life in himself.  That’s why death could not hold him and so he rose from the dead.  And now in union with him, with our lives vitally linked to his, we are joined with his limitless and eternal life.  God’s people share in the power of his resurrection, this life which is at work in us.  Margaret Clarkson writes:

“You only are true Life, To know you is to live

The more abundant life that earth can never give.”

Nothing on earth can give that life.  Nothing on earth is worth missing out on that life.  No wonder Paul threw that all away for the sake of knowing Christ and proclaiming him as the Son of God! Close fellowship with the risen, ever-living Son of God! Resting in him, drawing life from him, filled with the fruits of love, joy, and peace in him.  Those who follow Jesus get to follow Jesus.  


Paul’s answer to those who might wonder if it is worth it to suffer disfavor, danger, deprivations, and distress it simply Jesus Christ:  He is the Son of God.  It is worth it to be in him, with him, and then thirdly, to be like him.  

III. PARTICIPATION WITH CHRIST.  


In verse 8-10 we read:  “For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10  that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11  that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.”

A.  Paul says something rather startling here.  He says that he has “suffered the loss of all things and counts them as rubbish…that (he) might know (Christ) and the power of his resurrection,” (that part we understand) “and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.”  So part of the reason he has so gladly forsaken what he formerly prized in life was because of the privilege of becoming like Christ, specifically like him in his suffering and death.  And here he exposes how we may be suffering from a fundamental misunderstanding.  We may think that it is worth it to endure suffering for a time, so that we might obtain the greater goal.  We recognize the truth in the phrase, “No pain, no gain.”  But he is saying more.  He is saying that he has turned his back on the pleasures and treasures of this world for the sake of becoming like Christ in his sufferings and death.  The sufferings and the death are not simply the means to the end, but they are a part of the prize itself.  


What made it worth it, Paul has said, is that in the loss of all things he has gained Christ.  He is found “in Christ” sharing Christ’s righteousness through which he is reconciled to God.  He is found “with Christ” knowing him, enjoying close fellowship and the abundant life, the resurrection power that is in Christ.  And he is becoming “like Christ” in his sufferings and death.


B.  Suffering with Christ is not simply to be endured, but to be preferred.  Don’t you remember what we found in Acts 5, after the Apostles had been threatened and beaten by the Jewish authorities?  “41 Then they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name.”  To suffer and die for faith in Christ is to be like Christ, to be Christ-like, because Christ suffered and die.  And God’s people want to be like him.  That means all the disfavor, dangers, deprivations, and distresses are worth it, because they are suffering with Christ.  It is a part of being like Christ.  
CONCLUSION


What makes it worth it all is that we gain Christ, who is the Son of God.  Through faith in him we are in union with him, reconciled to God by Christ’s atoning work.  And we get to be with him.  We get to rest in him, fellowship with him, and draw life from him.  And best of all, we get to become like him, suffering as he suffered, dying to sin and self as he died, and becoming like him in holiness.  


It is not uncommon for a marriage to begin to turn stale over time.  As the new husband and wife eagerly apply themselves to work, housekeeping, eventually the demanding duties of childrearing, it often happens that the life of their marriage begins to wear thin.  When that happens, good counsel is to go back and start to enjoy the privileges and benefits of their marriage once again:  the companionship, the mutual encouragement, and love.  


Perhaps in your walk with Christ, you have been so focused on your duties that you have forgotten to enjoy the privilege.  Or perhaps you have become distracted, attracted and enticed by the pleasures and treasures of this world, so that you have neglected the source of your true life.  Perhaps you have never enjoyed these benefits before.  You may go to church out of habit or tradition or upbringing, but you have never come to know the glory and the joy of a vital relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ.  


He is the Son of God.  He possesses life in himself.  All of the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in him.  Come and find your true life in him, with him, and becoming like him.  He is the Son of God.
(
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