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Dan Kimball is a pastor in Santa Cruz who wrote a book a few years ago called “They Like Jesus But Not The Church.”  The premise of the book is that most people outside the church have a positive impression of Jesus – they think Jesus was a nice guy, a person of compassion, something of a radical, and a person of strong convictions who had a heart for the poor.  But most people outside the church don’t have a very favorable impression of Christians.  They told Dan Kimball that they think Christians are hypocritical, homophobic and judgmental.  And most of all, they said, they think Christians are arrogant for believing that their way is the only way.  They think we’re intolerant because we believe that when it comes to this issue of salvation, we think we’re right and the Muslims, Mormons, Hindus, Buddhists, etc., are wrong.  

So if people like Jesus, then let’s just focus on what Jesus said about salvation.  Let’s leave out what you or I might say.  Let’s even leave out what Paul and Peter and John and Matthew had to say.  Let’s just look at the red-letters of the Bible; let’s just read the words that came out of the mouth of Jesus and see what Jesus taught about salvation.

And here’s the question – did Jesus really believe that there’s only one way to be saved, that there’s only one way to get into heaven?  I’m guessing most people outside the church don’t think that’s what Jesus believed.  I’m guessing, based on what I’ve read and the people I’ve talked to about this, that most people think Jesus was far more tolerant and accepting than we churchgoers are.  So that’s one question we need to answer this morning as we explore the radical teachings of Jesus.

And here’s a second question we want to answer this morning – just what does it take for a person to be saved?  Most of us who have grown up in the church assume that being saved means to walk down an aisle to the front of a church and to pray a prayer inviting Jesus into our hearts.  When we ask someone, “Have you been saved?” what we mean is, “Have you asked Jesus into your heart?”  And while that’s how I became a Christian, by bowing my head and asking Jesus into my heart, I have to admit something – nowhere in the Gospels do I find Jesus telling people that if they want to be saved they need to ask him into their heart.  After all, that would have made no sense to the people who were standing there looking Jesus in the eyes, would it?  “What do you mean to ask you into my heart?  You’re standing right there!” That’s just not language Jesus used.  So how did Jesus say it?  What did Jesus, in his own words, say we had to do to be saved?

And here’s one last question, a fundamental question – saved from what?  If you were to ask most of your friends, “Have you been saved?” I imagine most of them will just give you an odd look.  Most people would have no idea what you mean by that question.  I’m not saying it isn’t a good question.  It’s a word Jesus used, a concept he talked about a fair bit.  It’s just that most people don’t think they need saving.  So before we can meaningfully explore what Jesus taught about salvation, we need to answer the question, “What do I need to be saved from?”

Salvation Is Necessary
And Jesus gives us a clue in some of his very first recorded words.  In fact, according to Mark’s Gospel, these are the first words of Jesus’ first message: “The time has come.  The kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15)  What image comes to your mind when you hear the word “repent”?  The first image that comes to my mind is of a nut, some bearded guy standing by the highway holding a cardboard sign that says, “Repent!”  I think that’s the image a lot of people have of Christians, that we’re a fanatical sort who think it’s our job to tell them to repent.  And I can understand why people don’t like that.  Frankly, even as a pastor I feel judged by the bearded guy with the cardboard sign telling me to repent.  

But as much as we don’t like the message or the way the message is communicated, let’s be honest about this – that’s very much a part of the message of Jesus.  Jesus started his ministry by telling us that we needed to repent.  In Luke 13 Jesus is asked about a group of people who had been put to death by the Romans.  The crowd apparently has the sense that these guys had it coming.  Here’s what Jesus says: “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.  Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them – do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  I tell you, no!  But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” (Luke 13:2-5)  

Unless we repent of our sin, Jesus taught, we will perish.  But what does Jesus mean by “perish”?  We need to clarify that, to make sure we understand just what Jesus thinks is at stake.  Let me take you back just one chapter, to Luke 12.  Here’s what Jesus has to say: “I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more.  But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell.  Yes, I tell you, fear him.” (Luke 12:4-5)  And now it seems pretty clear what Jesus says we need to be saved from – we need to be saved from hell.  We will look much more at what Jesus taught about the afterlife in a few weeks, but what Jesus taught about salvation won’t make any sense unless we understand what we need to be saved from.  According to Jesus, sin is a big problem.  Because of our sin, we will perish, Jesus said.  Because of our sin, we are destined for hell, Jesus said.  

So here’s the next question – what does Jesus mean by “hell”?  Was he talking about someplace in New Jersey?  Did he mean that sin will make you uncomfortable, that sin will make your life hard, that sin will keep you from reaching your full potential?  Maybe that’s what Oprah thinks Jesus meant by hell, but that’s certainly not what Jesus said.  Do you remember Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats?  It’s recorded in Matthew 25.  Jesus says that when he returns he will sit on his throne in glory and all the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate everyone into two groups.  On his right will be the sheep, and on his left the goats.  The sheep are those who have been obedient to Jesus, who have fed the hungry, clothed the naked and given the stranger something to drink.  The goats are those who have done none of those things, those who have ignored people in need, who could not be bothered with the poor or the sick or those in prison.  And notice what Jesus says to the goats: “Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels … Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.” (Matthew 25:41, 46)  Now let me be quick to say that I believe that much of the language Jesus uses to describe hell is figurative.  I don’t think hell is literally a place of fire and brimstone.  But the figures are meant to represent something real, and what Jesus clearly wants us to understand is that hell is real, that it is a place of punishment, and that it is eternal.  

So that’s what we need to be saved from, in the words of Jesus.  This is a serious problem.  The stakes could not be higher.  But we still wonder about something – just who is Jesus talking about?  Certainly he must be talking about the really bad people, people like Hitler and Pol Pot and people who are in favor of health care reform.  Surely the fate Jesus is talking about is a fate reserved for only a relative handful of especially wicked folks.

I mentioned awhile ago how much Brenda and I enjoyed the musical “Wicked,” which is the untold story of the witches of Oz.  The musical explains how Glinda became the Good Witch of the North and how Elphie becomes the Wicked Witch of the West.  And if you’ve seen the musical you know that for someone who is labeled “wicked,” Elphie is an adorable character.  You can’t help but like her and cheer for her, despite her green skin.  Elphie is surely not a person we would think deserves punishment, and surely is undeserving of eternal punishment, even though part of her name is “wicked.”  That kind of punishment, the punishment of an eternity in hell, surely, we think, is reserved for those who are beyond wicked.

But listen to what Jesus said: “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” (Matthew 7:13-14)  This is a sentiment Jesus expressed on more than one occasion.  In Luke 13:24 Jesus said, “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.”  And in Matthew 22:14 Jesus concluded the parable of the wedding banquet with these words: “For many are invited, but few are chosen.”  According to Jesus, most people are destined for destruction and only a relative few will be saved.  According to Jesus, we very much need someone to save us.

Salvation Is Possible Only Because Of Jesus
And according to Jesus, he and he alone is that someone.  This is where Christians get a bad rap, if you ask me.  It’s because of the verses we’re about to look at that Christians are accused of being intolerant, judgmental and exclusive.  But here’s why I say this is a bad rap, why I think it’s unfair to call us intolerant and judgmental.  First of all, when Jesus says he is the only one who can save us, we’re only quoting Jesus’ words.  I’m not hurt that people like Jesus and not the church, but please understand that the Jesus people say they like said this: “I am the way and the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)  Jesus does not say, “Look, you can believe in whatever you want, as long as you’re sincere, and everything will be OK.  Just do your best, be nice to kids and animals, recycle, plant a tree and you will be on the fast track to everlasting life.”  Jesus says, “Folks, sin is a big problem.  If you don’t repent, sin will kill you.  But I can help you.  I can save you.”  

So it’s not Christians who are saying there’s only one way to be saved – it’s Jesus.  And here’s a second reason why I think it’s unfair to label Christians as intolerant, judgmental and exclusive.  Our message, the message of Jesus we call the gospel, is good news.  It’s good news about a way to be saved that is available for everyone.  It’s not as though the salvation Jesus offers is only available to a certain number of people or a certain kind of people – it’s available to everyone.  That’s not being exclusive.  To be exclusive is to say, “You can only be saved if you’re Norwegian” or “You can only be saved if you’re over 5’10”.”  But that’s not what Jesus says.  You remember how he put it; you remember the verse: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16)  
But wait a minute, you say.  Isn’t that being exclusive, to say salvation is only available to those who believe in Jesus?  Think of it like this.  My older brother Dave and I have a thyroid condition.  Dave’s got so bad that he almost died from it, so I take this condition very seriously.  There’s a simple solution to our condition – we have to take a little pill called synthroid.  If we take it, we’re fine, but if we don’t we could eventually die.  Now when the doctor tells me that if I want to live I need to take synthroid, is he being intolerant, judgmental and exclusive?  What if I said, “Why do I have to take that pill?  Why can’t I take some other pill?  Why can’t I just take a fish oil pill or a vitamin or an antacid?”  What would you think of me if I told the doctor, “I’m not going to let you force your pills on me.  I’m going to take something else that I like better.”  That would be what?  That would be silly; that would be foolish.  It’s not being judgmental and exclusive to say there’s only one solution to a problem, that there’s only one cure to a disease, as long as that cure is offered to everyone.  

And that’s what Jesus taught.  Jesus taught that he is the only solution to the sin problem.  And he offers that solution to everyone.

So why is that, we wonder?  Why is Jesus the only solution?  Jesus said it like this; Jesus said that he came to “give his life as a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:28)   Do you remember what a ransom is?  To ransom someone is to pay the price to set them free from their debt.  Let’s say you went out to dinner at a very expensive restaurant.  You’re trying to impress your in-laws, so you take them to a five-star restaurant up in the City.  But when it comes time to pay the bill –which to your astonishment is over $500 – you realize that you’re out of cash and you don’t have any credit available on your credit cards.  So what does the restaurant do?  Do they say, “Oh, don’t worry about it; it was an honor just to serve you”?  Probably not.  They will detain you until the bill is somehow paid.  Maybe it means washing dishes, or maybe your in-laws, assuming they still like you, will pay the bill for you.  And if they do, in effect they are paying your ransom.  They’re bailing you out of a debt you owe.

Jesus taught that when we sin we incur a debt, a debt that is frankly more than we can pay.  The debt, in fact, can only be paid for with our lives.  And that’s where Jesus comes in to save us.  By his death on the cross Jesus paid the debt we incurred by our sin.  That’s how he, in his words, gave his life as a ransom for us.  And because only Jesus, of everyone who’s ever lived, is the only person to live a sinless life, only Jesus could pay our debt.  Everyone else has to pay for his own sin, for his own debt.  But not Jesus.  He didn’t have any debt, so he could pay for ours.  And since only Jesus could do that, and only Jesus did do that, Jesus is the only solution to our problem. 

And that’s what Jesus means by these very radical words from John’s Gospel; listen to this: “Jesus said to them, ‘I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.’” (John 6:53-54)  Now for those of you who are fans of the “Twilight” books, those books about vampires in love, please don’t be confused by this.  Jesus did not mean for his followers to take these words literally.  He wasn’t inviting people to come up and take a bite out of his arm or his leg.  Instead his point was that it was only through his coming death that anyone would be able to have eternal life, that his death was the payment for their debt, that his death was the only solution to their problem.  

So that’s what Jesus taught about salvation – salvation is only possible through him.  He alone is the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father except through him.  But to say there’s only one solution to a problem is not intolerant, it’s not judgmental, and it’s not exclusive.  To have one solution to a problem that threatens to kill us instead of no solutions at all is the epitome of good news, which is exactly what the word “gospel” means – good news.

Salvation Requires Our Total Commitment
So here’s the last question – what did Jesus say we have to do in order to be saved?  If Jesus didn’t tell us that we can be saved by asking him to come into our hearts, then just what did he say?  

The fact is that Jesus said it lots of different ways. We just read one of them – we’re supposed to eat his flesh and drink his blood.  By the way, did you remember how the crowds reacted to Jesus when he said that?  Here was their first response: “On hearing it, many of his disciples said, ‘This is a hard teaching.  Who can accept it?’” (John 6:60)  And a few verses later John records this: “From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.” (John 6:66)  The people in the crowd that day knew Jesus didn’t mean they were supposed to literally take a bite out of his arm, but they did understand that Jesus was asking something radical of them, something extreme, something hard.  Very quickly, let me tell you what Jesus meant by this radical teaching that unless we eat his flesh and drink his blood we won’t have eternal life.  This is great illustration of why it is so important to understand the context of Jesus’ words.  In John 6:4 we find the context: “The Jewish Passover feast was near.”  Do you remember what happened at Passover?  That’s when Jewish folks would sacrifice and eat an unblemished lamb in celebration of God’s deliverance of the people of Israel from their 400 years of slavery to the Egyptians.  Earlier in John’s Gospel John records for us these words of John the Baptist when John saw Jesus: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)  
So when Jesus told the crowd that they could only be saved if they ate his flesh and drank his blood, he was saying this at a time when they were preparing to eat the Passover lamb to celebrate their salvation from Egypt.  And now Jesus is saying to them, “I will be your Passover Lamb; I will save you.”  Of course to be their Passover lamb meant what was going to have to happen?  It meant Jesus would have to die.  And this was a clue to the people that following Jesus might not mean becoming rich and powerful, but that it might mean suffering and sacrifice and death, which is why many in the crowd that day turned and walked away from Jesus.

Here’s how we might paraphrase what Jesus said that day: “Friends, I am willing to sacrifice my life for you, to give up my body and blood to save you, to give my whole self for you, body and soul.  I am willing to give my whole heart for you.  And that’s what I ask in return – your whole heart.  I can save you, but you need to be all in.”

According to Jesus, salvation requires our total commitment.  Listen to how Jesus put it in Matthew:

Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will find it.  (Matthew 10:37-39)
Part of me thinks when I read the words of Jesus that Jesus would have benefitted from having a PR person, because Jesus sure didn’t make becoming one of his followers sound very easy.  I think Jesus could get a lot more takers if he had someone to soften his message a bit so it didn’t sound so extreme.  But Jesus never did soften his demands; he never said, “Oh, c’mon now, I was just exaggerating.  Following me isn’t all that hard.  All you have to do is say a prayer and it’ll be good.”  Instead, listen to how Jesus explained it to his disciples in Matthew 24:
Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.  At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other, and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people.  Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.  (Matthew 24:9-13)
Jesus wants us to understand that he can save us from our sin and from hell.  That’s why he came to earth, to die on the cross to pay our debt.  But here’s what Jesus asks in return – he asks for our lives.  He asks us to lose our lives in order to save them.  He asks us to take up our cross and to be willing to die.  He asks us to stand firm as his followers right to the end.  Following Jesus is not a part-time deal.  It’s not like voting for a politician.  You know how that works – we go into the voting booth and we make a commitment.  We choose someone to be president.  But that’s where our commitment ends.  There’s nothing else we have to do.  Oh, once he’s elected we listen to his speeches and we either criticize him or defend him, but the fact we voted for that person has no continuing impact on our lives.  Our lives wouldn’t be any different if we had voted for someone else.  But that’s not how it works in becoming a follower of Jesus. At the end of our lives Jesus won’t ask, “Did you vote for me?”  At the end of our lives the question will be, “Were you all in?  Did you follow me with your whole heart?  Did you commit yourself to me heart and soul?”  
Here’s how Jesus said it in Luke’s Gospel: “In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:33)  I mentioned at the outset Dan Kimball’s very insightful book “They Like Jesus But Not The Church.”  But it occurs to me that at the end of our lives Jesus isn’t going to ask us, “Did you like me?”  The question won’t be whether we thought Jesus was nice.  The question will be, “Do you give up everything to follow Jesus?  Did you stand firm until the end?  Were you all in?”
It is a relatively simple thing to begin a relationship with Jesus.  I said earlier that I became a Christian by simply praying a prayer and asking Jesus into my heart; I was in 3rd grade at the time, and despite my young age it was a life-changing moment.  That’s something you can do right here and now if you’re ready, by the way.  Right now you can pray and ask Jesus to forgive your sin and to come into your life and to save you, and he will do it.  But let’s understand that when we do that we’re only at the beginning of a long journey, that following Jesus is a lifetime commitment, that it’s a very big deal, and honestly it’s very hard.  
So this morning I want to give all of us who have at some point in our lives crossed that line of faith and asked Jesus to be our Savior a chance to renew our vows.  Here’s the question Jesus asks us this morning.  His question is not, “Do you like me?”  His question is not, “Do you believe the right things about me?”  His question is this: “Are you all in?”  Let’s take a minute in the quiet of this moment and give him our answer.
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