About a week and a half ago, CNN.com published an article with the headline, 
“More teens becoming ‘fake’ Christians.”

· Based on a study by a minister and professor at Princeton Theological Seminary, the article suggests that teens see God only as a divine therapist.   
· They believe God just wants them to do good and feel good.  
· Therefore, many teens – as they age – abandon the faith, since to them, this 

watered-down Christianity is too self-serving: 

it’s just moral control, a crutch for hard times, and a glaze of “I’m ok/you’re
 ok.”
· Where’s the inspiration to be passionate about, to do something greater, or to give themselves whole-heartedly for?  

· It doesn’t challenge them to take risks, witness outside of themselves, and to sacrifice for a larger cause, which is what – deep down – they (and all of us) want.  
· We need a bigger story to connect with – a purpose beyond self-gratification in life – something that is actually worth dying for.  
· Without such a Christianity, teens and many others just have a 

“Jesus card” tucked in their pocket – ready to pull out as 
“fire insurance,” as if to say, “Hey, I’m covered.”
· But such a Jesus does not captivate nor inspire anyone to live differently and to be a new person, since Jesus hasn’t been allowed to reign over the rest of their life.

Now, as with all articles, there’s a lot of other factors to consider, and the study does not presume to give a “fix-all diagnosis” for what may be wrong with Christian teens today (or Christian adults for that matter).

· Still, you can’t help but give credence to the report – especially when you hear the cutting words of Jesus in this morning’s gospel: “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26).  

Yikes!  
Is this a parable or a metaphor or some other symbolic reference that through Greek translation and exegetical interpretation, we’re supposed to derive the REAL meaning?  Ya know… what Jesus actually says.  
· NO.  The Bible is not some code that demands a phD in theology or a well-read person with lots of years in church classes to crack it and understand it.
· Most of the Bible is pretty straight up.  
· Yes, there’s lots of nuances and study that can bring richer understanding and deeper appreciation, but by and large, the Bible says what it says.  
· Jesus is not the Riddler to “riddle me this,” and we’re somehow supposed to decipher it.
· Holy camel fur, Batman!  Does that mean Jesus meant what he said, “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple”??  
· YES.  God is not just a divine therapist.
· There’s more to following Jesus as a Christian than just don’t lie, don’t steal, and be nice to others.  
Let’s look at it, shall we?
Luke 14: Jesus is addressing large crowds when he says this.  
· Prior to this point in Luke’s recount, Jesus has been doing a lot of cool things: miraculously healing people, squaring off with religious officials, and controlling nature with his bare hands.  (It’s like he created it or something ;)) 

· So a lot of people are tuning in to see what’s up.  
· Like folks who don’t miss a show of NCIS or American Idol, they’re glued to the unfolding drama of what’s gonna happen next with this guy.

Well, Jesus sees this, and he challenges the crowds to consider what the kingdom of God is REALLY like – namely...  

· It’s for outsiders, those who normally don’t fit in.  
· It’s not boastful.  
· And it doesn’t follow manmade religious rules either.  
· Then we have this challenge that we hear today:

· The kingdom of God is only for those who are willing to abandon it all.
· One must love God more than any other allegiance or devotion.  
· So in other words, Jesus is saying, “Don’t just follow me to see what you’re gonna get out of it.  If you really want into the kingdom of God, then here’s the 411:  Surrender all that you are and all that you have
    to me.”  
Jesus doesn’t want people who are half-hearted or not all-in.  
· Following him isn’t going to be easy, and it’s not a rose garden.

· So count the cost, and make your decision.  

The CNN.com article would agree with Jesus.  

· It says many churches don’t give teens enough to be passionate about.  
· It also says that most parents just want their youth to go to church, so that they’ll keep off drugs and stay away from premarital sex.  
· Yes, those are good values to promote, but is that all Jesus is for?
· Where’s the “What can I do that’s meaningful, life-giving, and makes a 










difference??”  

I know that there are soooo many other factors to consider in this kind of discussion, but the bottom line of the article remains: “Teens WANT more and are capable of more.”  
· If only they’ll be challenged and engaged with deeper calls than just “do good, be nice, and get along with others.”

· I dare say the same for adults too.  
· If Christianity is not a genuine lifestyle of following Jesus and representing him in word and deed at work, home, play, and private time, then we’re not all-in, and we’re not truly Jesus’ disciple.

Well, that’s a steep challenge.  
But what does that look like in real life, Mr. Preacher Man?? 

· I’m glad you asked.  
· There’s numerous examples we could all share.

· But let takes one example straight from our lessons this morning and see its implications for putting Jesus over everything else in our lives today.

The whoooole book of Philemon is our epistle reading.

Yup, one entire book of the Bible down – 65 to go. (   

(All of you are like, “So there’s 66 books in the Bible...”  Yeh, I can read your thoughts.)

Anyway…

The premise of this book is a letter from the apostle Paul to Philemon.

Paul is in prison – probably on house arrest – in the city of Ephesus (modern day Turkey).  He and Philemon are good friends.  
· They’ve served together in ministry for a while.

· And Philemon is now overseeing a house church back in Colossae (another city in modern day Turkey, about 100 miles away).  

Well, it turns out that lo and behold Paul has found something that Philemon lost.  

· And he wants to return it.  
· Problem is… this is not an “it.”  
· It’s a “who” – Onesimus, a runaway slave of Philemon’s.  

· Onesimus made it to Ephesus and ended up serving Paul in his time of need in prison and – oh by the way – became a Christian.
Now you have to understand, slavery was very common back in those days, and people, even Christians, had slaves as a way of life.  
· Back then, slavery was as normal as us today using electricity.  
· You just wouldn’t imagine society without it.  
· Suggesting them to get rid of slavery would be like someone suggesting to us that we get rid of air conditioning.
· We’re in no way condoning slavery, but understanding the culture of the day gives further glory to what is about to occur. 
Paul, as he writes this letter, challenges Philemon with a life-changing offer. 

· vv. 10-12: “I am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I have become during my imprisonment.  Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful both to you and to me.  I am sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you.”  
· Jump to vv. 17-18: “So if you consider me your partner, welcome him as you would welcome me.  If he has wronged you in any way, or owes you anything, charge that to my account.”
Wow!!!  Paul is asking Philemon to take Onesimus back – not as a slave to punish for his escape, but as a useful partner and brother in Christ.  
· “Welcome him as you would welcome me.”  

· You can just imagine the arguments of Philemon:

· “I’ll be the laughing stock of my friends.”

· “Reward a runaway slave with freedom and ministry privileges?!  Are you crazy?  Then they’ll all want to do that.   Society as is will cease.”

This is why Paul can only make his appeal to Philemon on the basis of their friendship, their life together in Christ, and on the fact that they say their whole lives are surrendered to Jesus.  
· Paul, in essence, says, “You count me as a brother in Christ.  Great, Philemon.  

· Then since Onesimus is now a Christian, you should welcome him as a fellow brother in Christ too.  When you see him, you see me.  

· Yes, I know you have every right to be angry with Onesimus and to punish him, but I, Paul, stand in between.  

· I will pay whatever he owes you.”  
Talk about a challenge that goes beyond just being nice!!    
· This is Christianity that is sacrificial and transforming.

· And it only happens as we surrender all that we are and have to Jesus. 

In this one example of an entire life surrendered to Jesus, we see real reconciliation for Philemon and Onesimus – bridging divides and not just sugarcoating differences by saying, “Let’s just all get along.”
· What if Christians, people who say they follow Jesus, really surrendered their all to him and started recreating relationships and building new ones?? 
Maybe a good way to start would be by practicing true reconciliation with the folks we have in our own lives now.  
Surrender all to Jesus??  Then how about…

· Honoring your spouse with the same tone of voice you use when you talk to the waitress.  
· It’s amazing how we can be so huffy and rude with the one we took a vow to love and to cherish, but then when a complete stranger comes to us, we’re all polite and friendly.

· Call your ex and sincerely wish them well.

· Forgive your mom or dad.

· Forgiveness doesn’t mean you excuse what they did.  

· But it does mean you stop letting the hurt control your attitude and actions.

· And while you’re at it, swallow your pride and write an apology letter to your parents asking forgiveness for what YOU DID to them when you were a kid.  

· Bury the hatchet, and work together with your family to care for your loved ones.

· Don’t fight with them over money and power of attorney.

· Offer discussion for solutions to problems in the housing association, office, organization, or church you belong to, instead of joining in on the criticism. 

· The next time you visit your kids or they visit you, plan time together with them to serve others less fortunate.

· I don’t care how old your kids are!  

· And tell them why – this is what Christians do.  
· Don’t just assume they’ll figure it out.  
· Talk about your faith and story with them.  
· The CNN.com article says that across the board, hallmarks of teens who are committed Christians are: a deep connection to a faith community, a sense of purpose, a sense of hope about their future, and they have a personal story about God they can share.

· So do something together for Christ that is sacrificial… and then talk about it with one another.

So there you go.  There’s some ideas.  

· Maybe one or more of them struck a chord with you.  

· If so, then God is probably giving you a little nudge to say, “Hey, hand it over.”
· Yes, surrendering our all to Jesus IS costly, but it’s also productive. 

· Costly kingship creates productive partnership.
A man by the name of William Willimon said, “When I consider how demanding the gospel is, I can’t believe how many of you got dressed this morning and (actually) came down to hear about it.” 
Just please remember that all of these demands are grounded not on Paul’s example between Philemon and Onesimus, but on Jesus’ example between God and us.  

· Our running away from God to do our own thing rightly deserves punishment, but Jesus counted the cost and gave up his kingship in heaven to become a man on earth.  
· He took up his cross and offered a peace between God’s wrath and humanity’s sin.  
· He paid what we owed.  
· And then he rose from the grave to defeat all that shame, guilt, bondage, rebelliousness and death.

· So that every person – whether male or female, Jew or Gentile, slave or free – could come into God’s kingdom, as long as they come through the bridge of peace in Jesus Christ himself.  
· No other way is going to bring people together. 

· That’s why he’s worthy of the highest love – even above the love for your father, mother, spouse, children, and even your own life. 
Maybe if Christians counted Christ’s kingship more costly in their lives, we’d see more productive partnership in church to represent the kingdom of God here on earth, as it is in heaven.  AMEN. 

Let’s pray… 

