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You are not a Christian because you have a certain knowledge about salvation in 

your head. You are not a Christian because you feel nostalgic for Christian 

traditions. You are not even a Christian because you identify yourself to others as a 

Christian. You are a Christian because God joined you to Jesus in baptism through 

faith.  

If you were a Christian because of a single piece of propositional knowledge, then 

being a Christian would only be one piece of everything you know. If you were a 

Christian because of your nostalgia for Christian traditions, then being a Christian 

would only be one morning of your week. If you were a Christian because of the 

way you identify yourself to others, then being a Christian would only be one 

portion of your whole personality. 

But you are a Christian because in baptism through faith, God joined you to another 

person, namely Jesus. And so being a Christian is not simply one section of your 

life. Being a Christian affects your whole life because you have been joined to 

Jesus’ life. It’s not about a single fact, or a single tradition, or a single character 

trait that you just add to all your other facts, traditions and traits. No, because you 

are joined to Jesus, Jesus shapes everything you do. Because you are joined to 

Jesus, your whole life participates in Jesus’ truth. If your life is a waffle, Jesus is 

not just another square on that waffle – he is the maple syrup.  

But sometimes even we Christians start to question this. Sometimes we look at the 

world around us see that even unbelievers can be kind, humble, patient, and loving. 

And we think to ourselves, “Unbelievers can be good. They need Jesus and the 

forgiveness of sins of course, but can’t they just add that to the good life they’re 

already living? Paul doesn’t need to tell us about how to be good – he just needs to 

tell us the single piece of knowledge about Jesus, or the single tradition to keep, or 
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the single bumper sticker for our car, and we can add on the virtues of the world to 

be good. Jesus is part, but the wisdom of the world will keep us living a good life.” 

Now, it is true that the unbelievers of the world have a sense of what is good 

simply from nature. They can outwardly imitate that good to some extent. And I 

will not deny that there may be something we can learn from them. But we must 

guard ourselves from thinking that we can get the Christian life by simply adding 

Jesus to their virtue, because Jesus shapes and defines virtue more fully than any 

unbeliever could.  

This is because your Christian life is not merely a piece of knowledge or a tradition 

or a label. It is a totally new life in Jesus. When you know this, you can live 

confidently as a Christian, knowing that your faith has a completeness that can’t be 

found in other religions and philosophies. Jesus shapes your virtues and your whole 

life so that you participate in God’s perfect will and truth.  

And so this morning, I want to look at the epistle reading and explore how it is 

more than just good advice from the world plus Jesus. I want us to see that our 

union to Jesus shapes our lives both individually and as a community (like the one 

Paul is writing to).  

To begin with, Paul lists several virtues. Compassion, kindness, humility, 

meekness, patience, etc. I’m sure you know unbelievers with these qualities. But 

Paul then says that above all things we must have love, which binds all of these 

virtues together in perfect harmony. This love is defined not from the world’s 

understanding of love, but from Jesus’ love to us.  

Jesus showed us what love is when he redeemed us on the cross. Though we 

deserved nothing from him, he freely laid down his own life to forgive our sins. He 

aligned his will to God’s and was willing to suffer in order that we might not die in 

our sin. That is love. Love is about acting toward someone else’s good, even if it 

hurts us, just as Jesus did. Love acts in accord with God’s will and truth for the 

good of others.  

Our world often thinks of love as a feeling. The man of the world feels love toward 

someone after that person gives him something. But Jesus shows us that this is not 

truly love. After all, we didn’t give anything to Jesus to make him come and die for 
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us. In our sin, there was nothing we could do to make him happy. And yet he loved 

us, and he acted for our good. Love is an action that aligns with God’s love and 

truth.  

So it should be with our love. If you’ve lost the feeling of love toward someone, 

ask yourself, “What can I do to love them and serve them? What is truly good for 

them? What do they need?” That what Jesus did for you.  

You can see how this definition of love shapes the other virtues that Paul lists. If 

love is defined first from Jesus’ love and action to us, then being kind to someone 

is more than just being nice. Being kind means to do what is best for them. It is not 

always about satisfying their desires and whims and affirming their self-expression. 

After all, the Bible says that our desires are sinful, and so being kind must take into 

account what God says is good and loving.  

Being compassionate to someone means that we come down to where they are, as 

Jesus did for us. We cannot just donate to a charity when our neighbor next door is 

in need. Similarly, we are to be humble, but this is shaped by the love for God’s 

truth. This means that when the world tells us that we should be more humble when 

asserting God’s truth, we must not back down. Jesus was humble because he 

sacrificed himself, not because he compromised God’s truth.  

Bearing with one another means to endure each other’s sins, even when it hurts or 

is annoying. The world endures for selfish reasons – like the man who endures his 

parents so that things don’t get awkward, or his coworker so he can try and get 

ahead in the company. But we endure others’ sins because we know that Jesus has 

endured ours. We know that we keep falling into sin, and yet Jesus still comes to us 

and bears with us and forgives us.   

These virtues are all tied together with love, but not just any worldly love. Christian 

virtue is held together by a love that participates in Jesus’ love, a love that can only 

be understood through his cross. The life of the Christian is not just the morality of 

the world with Jesus’s forgiveness tacked on. The life of the Christian is 

fundamentally shaped by the definition of love we see in Jesus. Participating in this 

love informs every other virtue and aspect of our lives.  
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But being joined to Jesus is more than just participating in the love of Christ. Paul 

also says that when we come together as a Christian community, we must let the 

peace of Christ rule. This is not the peace of the world, which allows a little bit of 

falsehood and injustice to remain as long as nobody is killing each other. The peace 

of Christ is a complete peace that comes with the forgiveness of sins. God was 

ready to destroy us for our sin, but on the cross Jesus appeased his wrath. He made 

total and complete peace between us and God. And just as in Christ God was 

reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, so 

he entrusted to us the message of reconciliation [2 Cor 5:19]. Having the peace of 

Christ in our Christian community means that I am at peace with you, in spite of 

your sin. It is not a tenuous cease-fire, but a complete and certain forgiveness. Once 

again, our understanding of what it means to be at peace is informed by the peace 

God gives to us through Jesus.  

It is a similar thing with thankfulness. Thankfulness for a man of the world means 

to contemplate everything he has. It is to reflect on the fact that he is fortunate, that 

somehow – and he knows not how – but somehow, he has what he needs. The 

thankfulness of the world is when a man stands up and declares that he is lucky.  

But Christian thankfulness is a recognition of God’s love and action toward us. 

When God has accomplished everything for you so that there’s no need for you to 

earn your way to him – when he’s given you your daily bread to sustain you on 

your way – Thanksgiving is a sign that everything is already done.  

Christian thanksgiving is associated with rest and peace. God set aside the Sabbath 

day to rest, and likewise we regularly rest to receive God’s grace, and hear how 

God has already saved us. The movement and struggles we have in the world stop 

for a time, so we can hear how our movement and struggles are not a way to work 

off our sins before God, but that God has done it all for us, and given us rest. It is in 

this place of rest that we give thanks.  

In this sense, being in a state of thanksgiving is like being in heaven. And similarly, 

coming to the Lord’s Supper is to come to heaven on earth, where we commune 

with God like we will in heaven. When we get to the Lord’s Supper next week, 

listen for how tightly thanksgiving is woven into the liturgy we pray. When we say 

“let us give thanks to the Lord our God” we are saying that we are entering into 
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God’s heavenly presence, where there is only thanksgiving. Christian thankfulness 

is so much more than the thankfulness of the world.  

Finally, living a life that joined to Jesus means living a life that filled with the word 

of God. We do not simply add God’s word to the world’s wisdom, but we let God’s 

word dwell in us, and it shapes how we think about things.  

The world thinks of God’s word as a human book that we read and interpret. And 

so the world doesn’t want it dwelling in us – the world wants to stand in judgement 

over it in case it has an error, or in case our interpretation of it is wrong.  

But as Christians, we know that God’s word isn’t something that we are free to 

judge – It’s God’s truth. We also know that it isn’t just information or propositions 

– it’s something living and active. God works through it to form us, giving us the 

right understanding and interpretation. And so as a congregation, we must have 

God’s word dwell with us as our primary authority.  

God’s word should dwell within you as an individual as well. You need to let 

God’s definitions shape the way you think about the world, especially the virtues 

and concepts we just talked about. This means that you should be familiar with the 

Bible and its stories. It also means that you should memorize Scripture as you are 

able.   

Now, it is true that you can always open up the Bible to find God’s word. Or, you 

could look it up on your phone or computer. But this cannot replace having God’s 

word memorized in your heart. You don’t want to tell the person who just told you 

about their suffering that, “there’s something about trusting in God in the Bible 

somewhere.” Or, if you run into a situation where you can share the Gospel, you 

don’t want to have to say, “Wait, I know it’s in the Bible, let me find it for you.” 

Perhaps most importantly, you don’t want to tell the devil that the sin he is 

tempting you to is somewhere in the Bible, you just don’t know where. It is very 

easy to plead ignorance when you are being tempted, to say, “I don’t know of 

anything like that in the Bible.” Well, maybe that’s because you decided not to let it 

dwell in your heart. Let God’s word dwell in you, so it comes out in your daily 

interactions, and seasons your conversation with salt. God will work.  
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Reading about and understanding the Christian life as a Christian is very different 

from doing it as an unbeliever. For Christians, everything we do is done in the 

name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. The 

unbeliever cannot understand these things. But as Christians, we can be confident 

that we are participating in Jesus’ love and life.  

When you are joined to Jesus’ life, his life gives meaning to yours. So contemplate 

his life, that was perfectly patterned after God’s will and truth, that he lived for 

you. Contemplate his life, that he laid down for you on the cross for your 

forgiveness. Contemplate his life, which you are joined to and will be raised with 

on the last day. When you are joined to his whole life, it changes your whole life.  

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall keep your hearts and 

minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.  

 

 


