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“You Can Have A Personal Relationship With Jesus Christ”

January 29, 2006

Matthew 7:21-23

John 15:1-17

This morning, we continue our look at basic Christian foundations. For the past several weeks, we have covered some major topics: creation, sin, redemption, and salvation. Consider the titles:

· You were created by God

· Sinners saved by grace

· You must be born again

From this point on in the series, we take a slightly different approach. Those first three are foundational in salvation – and if your salvation is in question, I want to make sure that you come and meet with me or with the prayer team to talk about it. Starting today, however, we are going to be looking at what the Christian life is all about. In other words:

OK, so you have received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior. Now what?

Among conversation stoppers, this can be a champion. What do you do now? What does it mean to have a personal relationship with Jesus? 

Our texts this morning offer us a little insight into how Jesus expects believers to relate to him. In these two texts, Jesus makes clear that having a personal relationship with him is not an option but a necessity for Christians. Not only must we know Jesus, Jesus must know us. At the retreat last night, Pastor Lisa Steele-Johnson encouraged us to remember the words from James 4:8: “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.” It is not a one-way street. 

These two texts are interesting in that they bookend Jesus’ ministry with the disciples.

The first one, the Matthew text, comes from within the Sermon of the Mount at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. It comes in a section where Jesus is urging disciples to be discerning. He urges them to enter through the narrow gate because the gate to destruction is wide. Then, he tells them to beware of false prophets; and to look for the false prophets by their fruit. It is in the warning of the danger of false prophets that Jesus first talks about the importance of having a personal relationship.

Matthew 7:21-23: ““Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” 

The second text, from John, comes during Jesus’ last night with the disciples before he is betrayed and crucified. It’s hard to imagine this scene in full context because there’s so much going on. Just a few days ago, Jesus has ridden into town to the cheers and delights of a crowd. Clearly there’s a confrontation taking place and during this meal, during this time with his disciples, Jesus is making a lot of unusual statements. Our text this morning takes up a new topic for Jesus: how they will relate to him after he is gone. 

John 15:1-17 ““I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 

“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. This is my command: Love each other.”

This is the Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

There’s a lot in there. So, what does this all mean? How do we have a personal relationship with Jesus? What does God expect from us?

First: You must be rooted in Christ.
A personal relationship with Jesus means that Jesus knows us. In other words, the act of recognizing Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior of my life is a life-long event. It is an eternal event. Receiving Jesus as Lord and Savior means that there is not a time now, nor a time in the future where anyone or anything else will be Lord and Savior of my life. That includes me – I’m not the Lord nor Savior of my life.

The question Jesus asks Peter is the same question Jesus asks you and me. “Who do you say I am?” This is a different question than “who do the people say I am?” This question is very personal: it is addressed to you and to me; and Jesus is the one asking. Who do you say that I am?

It is the question we answer when we receive Jesus as Lord and Savior for the first time. By praying, “Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner,” we are recognizing and naming him by name.

Further, whether we address it directly or indirectly, it also is a question we answer daily. Each day is a new opportunity to answer Jesus. Each activity is a new opportunity to recognize Jesus’ lordship over your life. 

Sustaining that kind of ongoing recognition of the presence of the living Jesus Christ in our lives can be overwhelming. Some of you had a bowl of cereal this morning. Failing to rejoice in this opportunity to recognize that Jesus is Lord and Savior – before the first cup of coffee and while you are still trying to figure out whether you are awake or asleep – well, that does not mean that you are not rooted and abiding in Jesus. 

Nor is that exactly what Jesus intends here. Again, Scripture helps us to understand. Jesus had a personal relationship with the disciples – he delivered the Sermon on the Mount to them, but only a few short chapters later in Matthew 10, he sends them away on a mission trip in his name. Out of his immediate presence, they are still rooted in him. They still are engaged in activity over which he is Lord.

On Friday, I was at home doing some cleanup in our front yard. One of our neighbors was in the park with a bounding fluff ball. He had an eight week old golden retriever pup. This was the Kodak commercial puppy – all fuzzy, cute, little teeth and boundless energy. It was really cute. It was interesting to watch Quatro (this couple’s fourth retriever) relate to his new owner. Already, even after a few short days together, the pup was clearly in a relationship with him. He would bound away after a leaf or a twig or a bug; but at some point he would stop. He looked around to make sure that his owner was still near by, still watching, still there. Once or twice, his owner’s comfort level was tested before Quatro’s, and when called, he stopped and looked to see from where the familiar voice was calling. Like us, he didn’t necessarily obey right away, but he at stopped at the sound of his master’s voice. 

Jesus’ point here is this: make me your foundation. Root yourself deeply in me.


This is what the scary warning about the false prophets and those who say “Lord, Lord,” but Jesus says, “Depart, I never knew you.” They may have done amazing things using Jesus’ name, but Jesus’ response indicates that they were not rooted in him. They were using the power of His name for their own purposes, for their own glory, for their own benefit. They were seeking to have Jesus serve them. 

If Jesus is Lord of your life, he is Lord over all areas of your life. Do not be a stranger to him, then. Do not avoid contact with Him. Do not try to impress Him with your ability to do things without him, it is futile – he’s pretty clear about this: “Apart from me, you can do nothing.”    

Root yourself in Christ.

Second: You must be growing in Christ.

If you are rooted in Christ, you can’t help but be growing. You may not know it or see it, but you can’t help it. If you are rooted in Christ, God is growing you.

I’m going to risk embarrassing Jill Simms, but she’s not here right now and I can get away with it. It was such a blessing to visit with her this week. Jill is an example of being rooted in Jesus Christ and she is growing. Jesus is using her in some remarkable ways. She is being stretched and pulled in ways she could not have even imagined a few years ago. Many of you know Jill – a lifelong Escondido girl, called to move to North Carolina and start new. And she has done it. Among other things she is now doing, she and John are now regularly hosting people from all over the world as they come to North Carolina for retreats. They are sharing in simple fellowship in Christ’s name with Christians missionaries and disciples from every race and walk of life. 

This is not to say that growth is all pretty and her life is easy. Her life has hardships, her life has difficulties, she has problems like the rest of us. Here’s my point, though: despite – or even because of those hardships – Jill has a deepening presence of the peace of Christ in her life. She did not tell me that, I experienced it in conversation with her. 

This gets back to the daily aspect of being rooted, or abiding in, Jesus. Jesus talks about this in Luke 8 in the parable of the sower. You remember this parable: the sower scatters seed and it falls in different areas. Some falls on the hard ground, it is taken away by the birds. Some falls in rocky soil; it grows briefly, then dies because the roots have not grown. Some falls among the thorns (surrounding itself with destructive tendencies), and it is strangled. Finally, some falls in fertile soil and produces an abundance of fruit. 

Observation confirms the truth of this parable even today. In the United States, there are very few – if any – people out there who have not at least heard the name Jesus. There are few – if any – who have not at least seen a Christian church. Thus, the seed is scattered very broadly. And the response:

A. There are people who want to talk about Jesus simply to argue. Some want to talk you out of faith. They have heard the good news, and simply don’t accept it. They reject Jesus.

B. Some people get very excited about Jesus initially, only to wilt when things get difficult or problems reappear in their lives. These are people who want Jesus to be their magic talisman, their formula to avoid problems. 

C. Some people start out well, but they get caught up in the worries of the world: riches, life’s pleasures, and they do not mature. We can see this a lot in American churches – even growing ones. They choke and fall away. 

D. Finally, some people grow. Some people have faith that grows in good times and in bad. Some people have faith that just fills them. They are rooted in Christ, grow in Christ, and bear fruit for Christ.

So how do you grow? Well, we’re going to talk about that a lot throughout this year. There are tools, there are things that you can do to help you grow. But the first thing to note is this:

There is room to grow. There is plenty of room to grow.

For now, let me just give you this one illustration: we are only touching the surface of what’s in John 15:1-17. You can take this text almost word by word and have some remarkable study. For example:

· Consider the “I am” statements in John. Jesus makes a number of “I am” statements; this also the name of God given to Moses in the burning bush.

· Consider the gardener illustration and the vine and how the trinity is related. Consider also the original creation “in the garden” and how this “abiding in me” is related to the original creative purpose and design.

· Consider what holiness and God’s perfect plan mean in terms of pruning away dead branches; trimming away what is imperfect to allow the perfect to grow.

And so on. And that’s only verses one and two – and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We are only touching on the surface of an eternally deep lake that can be plumbed for its richness and wonder. Growing in Christ means diving a little deeper.

Paul says it this way in Romans 11: “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! “Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?” “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?” For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.” (Rom. 11:33-36, NIV)

Third: You must be bearing fruit for Christ: Love one another.

For whom are you bearing fruit? 

This is the clue to understand that Matthew 7 passage: Even though they say, Lord, Lord, Jesus indicates that they have not been checking in with him along the way. 

They have to tell him what they have been doing. This is the first he’s heard of their great deeds – why? Because they have been doing great things – even using his name – for their own purposes. These are deluded Lone Rangers. They want to be known for their “faith”, but their faith does not resemble how Jesus commanded them to live. They do not love others, they seek to exercise lordship over others. They have not been about serving Jesus; they have been about serving themselves by using Jesus for their own purposes.

Consider Judas: he was called and lived daily with Jesus. He answered the initial call. Yet he turned against Jesus when Jesus did not fulfill Judas’ purposes. We bear fruit for Christ.

In the Presbyterian tradition, we say it this way: What’s the chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy him forever.

When we do that, we bear fruit. We are to bear fruit. When we are rooted in Jesus and when we are growing in Christ, we will bear fruit. How?

Well, when we are doing those things, we are obeying Jesus’ commands. When we are doing those things, we are loving one another as Jesus loved us. We are living into the kingdom that God has established for Jesus and for which we have been made co-heirs with Christ.

How do you know if you are bearing fruit? Two ways: 

First, take a hard look at your life. If you were arrested and charged with being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you? Remember, the standard for a criminal conviction is: beyond a reasonable doubt. Would there be witnesses? Would there be evidence that you have shared the good news of the gospel with others in words and deeds? 

Some examples of evidence: 

· Have you been caught praying for someone? 

· Have you invited anyone to join you for worship?

· Have you told anyone – friend or stranger – about how God has transformed your life?

· Have you reached out to meet another’s need?

Remember, these are indications that you have been saved; not evidence that you are earning your salvation.

· Do you sing songs of praise to God?

· Are the pages of your Bible wrinkled, crinkled, written on, folded, highlighted, or even ripped loose from the binding from use? 

The issue here is not whether you have been the perfect Christian, but whether you are rooted in Christ, growing, and bearing fruit. 

The second way you can know if you are bearing fruit is a natural outgrowth of obeying Jesus’ command in this passage: Love one another as I have loved you. He says this a couple of times, including at the close of our passage: Love one another. 

Loving one another means that we live in relationship – as a community of faith – together. It means we are accountable to one another. It means we are to be a community of encouragement and rebuke.

The reality is that we are often the worst judges of our own fruit production. When asked about whether there was enough evidence to convict you of being a Christian, how many of you immediately thought about how much evidence there was against finding that you are a Christian. Me, too. This is is, in part, why Jesus commands us to love one another. 

We are to encourage each other with the observation and affirmation of the fruit that is born. For example, what a delight it is to sing praises led by our music team; have you told Michael, Andrew or the choir how God has used the music to touch your life?

If you have seen someone else in this congregation go out of their way to help someone in need, to comfort someone who is mourning, to share someone else’s joy – go affirm them for it.

If you see someone else is going down a destructive path, prayerfully and humbly confront them – we’ll be posting a story about this on-line in the near future. It is not easy and it is not comfortable, and it is not happy, but it is a mark of bearing fruit in faithfulness that we look out for one another. Love one another.

So, what does it mean to have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ?

It means being rooted in Christ: daily and eternally.

It means growing in Christ: filling yourself with Him, and sharing with Him all of your life.

It means bearing fruit for Christ: glorifying God and enjoying Him forever.

When we think of it, that’s how God created us in the first place, isn’t it? That’s life, and life abundant – the very life that Jesus promises.

Go forward from this place: bold in the knowledge that you are rooted in Christ, you are growing in Christ, and God is using you to bear fruit for His glory. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

PAGE  
7

