WHY ARE YOU CALLED A CHRISTIAN?

Readings: Romans 12:1-8 Acts 11:19-29
Heidelberg Catechism LD 12, Q 32
Text: Acts 11:26b
Theme: A Christian is a follower of Jesus Christ, shares in Christ’s Spirit, and has been called to serve Jesus in all of life.
Purpose: To explain what a Christian is and call you to follow Jesus wholeheartedly. 


Today people in New Zealand use the word “Christian” with a great range of meaning. 

Some claim to be Christians because they attend church very faithfully – every Christmas and Easter!

Others will say they are Christians because they were baptised in a church as a baby, or they were married in the church, or they want a church funeral service. These “Christians” have been described as “four-wheelers” – they come to church three times in their life on four wheels – in a pram, in a wedding car and in a hearse! They are hatched, matched and dispatched in the church! But none of these ceremonies makes a person a Christian.

Others will claim to be a Christian because their parents attended church, or their grandparents – it’s in the family! But that does not make you a Christian.

Others will claim to be Christians because they live a good life, they are kind to others, they give generously to charity, they have not cheated in marriage, they have provided for their children.
But God’s standard is much higher than our standard. Jesus spoke to people about the law of God and concluded by saying; “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matt 5:47)

Others claim to be a Christian because they believe in God. If you took a survey in our nation you would probably find that the majority of people profess a belief in God. But what “god” do they believe in? Muslims believe in God and so do Jews, but they are certainly not Christians. Even the demons believe in God – and they shudder with fear! (James 2:19) 

Finally, some people claim to be Christians and are always talking about Jesus. But Jesus himself warned that talking is not enough; “Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father in heaven.” (Matt 7:21ff)

If these actions and beliefs do not make you a Christian, what does? What is a Christian?

When we want to define a word it is helpful to look at its origin; where did it come from? 

Luke writing in the book of Acts tells us; “the disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.” (Acts 11:26b)

Two Antiochs are mentioned in the Bible – one in Pisidia in Asia Minor, and the other in Syria. Luke is describing the Antioch which was the capital of Syria and was founded in 300BC. By the first century AD it was the third largest city in the Roman Empire with a population of half a million people. It was known as “Antioch the Beautiful” because of its fine buildings. In Luke’s day it was famous for its long paved boulevard running from North to South with a row of trees and fountains lining both sides. It was a cosmopolitan city with people from all over the Empire, including a large Jewish population, as well as people from Persian, India and even China. 

In 43 AD Barnabas was sent to this city by the apostles in Jerusalem to check out the reports of many conversions. He stayed on there to encourage them to remain true to the Lord, and a great many people were brought to the Lord. (Acts 11:23-24)

Barnabas realised that this city and work had great potential and he went to Tarsus, found Paul, and brought him back there. Together they met with the church for a whole year, preaching and teaching large numbers of people. As a result of their work the disciples in that city became known as “Christians”.

The word only appears two other times in the New Testament. King Agrippa asked Paul; “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?” (Acts 26:28) And Peter wrote; “If you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear than name.” (1 Peter 4:16)

Believers had other names for themselves, such as disciples, saints, brothers, and people of The Way (9:2). 

The name  “Christian” obviously comes from the name “Christ”. “Christ” has the same meaning as the Hebrew word “Messiah” and is a title meaning “the Anointed One”. Paul and Barnabas spoke a lot about the Christ and so naturally the people in the city named his followers, “Christians”. These people belonged to Christ; they were his followers, his disciples. 

The people of Antioch were famous for their wit and skill at giving nicknames to people. For instance, when the Emperor Julian visited their city they named him “the Goat” because of his beard; although you can be sure they did not say that to his face! In the same manner they named the followers of Christ, Christians. It may have started as a form of ridicule or mockery, like the later terms “Puritan”, “Methodist” and “Quaker”. 

The term may also have originated because these believers came to be seen as separate and distinct from the Jews rather than just being another Jewish group. 

Even if it began as a form of ridicule we can be sure the Christians in Antioch praised God that they could bear the name of their Lord Jesus Christ. (cf 1 Peter 4:16)
It was a great honour for that city and that church that the name originated there. 

If you are a Christian you can carry the name of Christ as an honour. This is the distinguishing name of all believers. This is what ties us together with all believers everywhere. When we confess together the Apostles Creed we declare what we believe about our triune God with Christians through the entire world. 

This is the most important name we can be called; it is more important than being Reformed or Presbyterian or Augustinian or Calvinist. If you are to be anything at all you must be a Christian.

So we have seen how the name originated, but what does it mean for us in our lives? Why are you called a Christian?

The catechism gives us a helpful answer to this question; “Because by faith I am a member of Christ and so I share in his anointing.” (Q 32)

To be a member of Christ means that you are united with him through faith; that you believe “that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you have life in his name.” (John 20:31) God promises that whoever believes in Jesus as his one and only Son “shall not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16)

To be a Christian means believing that Jesus died on the cross to take the penalty for your sin against God, that he died in your place, that he paid the debt you owed to God but could not pay yourself.

It means that you believe that Jesus was raised from the dead to give you his righteousness and so make you right with God. 
It means that God will forgive you all your sin and clear you of all guilt.

The first question put to those who want to profess their faith covers all this when it asks; “Do you believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God sent to redeem the world, do you love him and trust him as the one who saves you from yours sin, and do you with repentance and joy embrace him as Lord of your life?” 
How would you answer that question? Are you a Christian?

But Christians not only believe in the name of Jesus they also honour his name. 
You could compare this to wearing your school uniform or the uniform of your office or shop or trade. Your uniform identifies you as belonging to that place. Your words, actions and behaviour will bring honour or dishonour on your school or shop or workplace. So too for us as Christians. If you claim to be a Christian then your words, actions and behaviour will bring honour or dishonour on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.

We are to honour his name by how we speak and live. Jesus does not leave us on our own in this; he helps us live for him. Just as he was anointed with the Holy Spirit so he has given us his Spirit.

The catechism also explains that we share in Christ’s anointing. He was anointed by the Holy Spirit to be our prophet, priest and king; these are his three offices.

As people who bear his name we also have this threefold office of being prophets, priests and kings. 

We don’t usually think of our role like this. When you hear the word “office” in the church you think of the office-bearers, the elders and deacons. But all Christians have what is called a “general office”. The special offices of the elders and deacons exist to stimulate all of us to exercise our general office. 

Our Lord Jesus has appointed us to be prophets. Our task is to confess his name, to tell others about him.

Jesus himself was the master of this. He spoke about his Father and about himself in a natural and easy manner. He met people where they were. He addressed their particular needs. He was not afraid to confront people with their sins but he was also gentle and compassionate to those who were distressed and hurt.

The early believers in the first century followed his example. As ordinary Christians were scattered by persecution they went around telling others the good news about the death and resurrection of Jesus. The Christians in Antioch did this as well, and many in that city were converted. That church also sent out the apostle Paul on each of his three missionary journeys and so had a powerful influence on all of Christian history.

Are you telling others about Jesus? Are you praying for family members, friends, workmates, those at school and university? Are you looking for opportunities to speak to them about your faith in God and the Lord Jesus?

The Lord Jesus has appointed us as priests. We are to be living sacrifices of thanks to God (Romans 12:1-2). We are to serve Jesus by serving others, doing as much good in the world as we have time, money and opportunity.

The Christians in Antioch did this. When the prophet Agabus predicted a famine “the disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the brothers living in Judea.” (11:29). 

The Scriptures are full of commands and encouragements for us to do the same – to help those who are in need, especially the family of believers. 
This life of sacrificial service begins at home in our families with our wife or husband, our parents and children and brothers and sisters; at school with the person you don’t really like very much; at work with the person who works next to you who is selfish and obnoxious.  

And Jesus has appointed us as kings. We are citizens of his kingdom, the kingdom of light, and we are fighting against the Devil and his kingdom of darkness. We are part of the church militant, the church in battle mode, and one day we will be part of the church triumphant, the church victorious.

The fourth question for profession of faith sums up our calling as Christians: “Do you promise to do all you can, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to strengthen your love and commitment to Christ by sharing faithfully in the life of the church, honouring and submitting to its authority; and do you join with the people of God in doing the work of the Lord everywhere.”

This is what it means to be a Christian.

Are you a Christian?
Are you a member of Christ?
Are you committed to loving and serving the Lord Jesus Christ? 
Are you doing the work of the Lord everywhere?
Are you living for Jesus as a prophet, as a priest and as a king?

Amen

