DEAD AND ALIVE!

Text: Galatians 2:20
Heidelberg Catechism LD16, Q43 
Readings: Philippians 3:1-11; Gal 2:15-21
Theme: In Christ Paul died to the condemnation of the law to live a life of faith in Christ.
Purpose: To explain & apply how the believer has died with Christ and lives a new life of faith.


In the old western movies a sheriff would be chasing a dangerous bank robber; in an effort to catch him he would put up posters with a picture of the robber. The poster read: 
WANTED - DEAD OR ALIVE!
The sheriff didn't mind who caught the fellow, or how he caught him, as long as the criminal was captured - dead or alive.

There is a sense in which as Christians we have been captured by Christ and brought into his kingdom. We are not captured to be locked away in prison but rather to be set free.
Nor are we captured DEAD OR ALIVE, rather we are captured by Christ to be DEAD AND ALIVE! 

This is what we want to see from this verse, which is well known and often quoted and memorised by Christians. It is a powerful description of what God has done for the believer through the death of Jesus. Here is the heart of the gospel in one verse.

To understand this we need to step back a little and look at THE CONTEXT. 

As we saw last week, the apostle Paul wrote this letter to churches that were being influenced by Jews. These Jews taught that the way to get right with God was to keep the law. They believed that God would accept them if they obeyed the law God had given and they were convinced it was possible to do this. 

Many people today have the same idea; they think they will be saved by their good works, their kind deeds, their giving to charities, by attending church, by looking after their family. 

But the Bible says that no one can be saved by keeping the law because no one can meet the standard God requires; no one can be good enough. Paul made this point very clearly in chapter 2 verse 16; "...a man is not justified by observing the law but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.” 

Verse 16 summarises the theme of this letter: you cannot be saved by keeping the law but only by trusting in what Jesus has done in his death and resurrection. 
Then in verse 20 Paul explains what has happened as a result of believing in Christ; it means we have died with Christ and that we live with Christ. 

1. WE DIED WITH CHRIST - "I have been crucified with Christ". What does he mean by this phrase?

i. We should not understand this in a literal sense; Paul does not mean that he literally and physically died when Jesus died.
Nor should we understand this in a mystical sense as though he felt so close to Jesus that he had an experience of dying.
Nor is Paul referring to his feelings as though that he was so caught up in what Jesus had done that he was overcome with emotion and he felt as though he had died. 

ii. No, rather Paul is talking about a spiritual union. He is saying that he is identified with the Lord Jesus in his death. That he has been so united with Jesus that when Jesus died he also died. He could write; “I have been crucified with Christ.” 

iii. We need to remember that Paul was writing as a converted Pharisee. Of all the Jews the Pharisees were the ones who prided themselves the most on their ability to keep the law. Paul wrote to the Philippians about the confidence he used to have “in the flesh”; “a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; …as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” (Phil 3:5f) But when he met the Lord Jesus he came to see that all his legalistic righteousness was only filthy rags before a holy and righteous God. He considered all he had done to be rubbish in comparison to gaining Christ and being found in him and receiving his righteousness. 

iv. Martin Luther had a similar experience as a monk in the Roman Catholic Church in the Middle Ages. He desperately sought salvation through the works of Roman Catholicism – prayers, fasting, saying the mass, doing penance, a pilgrimage to Rome and punishing his body. But none of these gave him any peace. It was only as he lectured to his students on this letter in the University of Wittenberg that he began to see that he had fallen into the same error as the Pharisee Saul. 

In his commentary on this letter he wrote; "These words are mighty thunderings and lightnings from heaven against the righteousness of the law and the doctrine of works. So great and horrible wickedness, error darkness and ignorance was in my will and understanding, that it was impossible for me to be ransomed by any other means than by such an inestimable price", that is, the death of Jesus on the cross. Luther too could say; “I have been crucified with Christ.”

b. Paul went on to write; "and I no longer live". 

The old Paul, who tried to get right with God by keeping the law, had died. Paul, the Pharisee, had been crucified with Christ on the cross. That person was dead and gone.

The catechism puts it like this; “Through Christ’s death our old selves are crucified, put to death, and buried with him, so that the evil desires of the flesh may no longer rule over us….”

2. Secondly, Paul went on to describe his new way of thinking and living as LIVING WITH CHRIST. 

a. “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me". 
Not only had he died with Christ but he had also been raised with him and Christ lived in him through his Holy Spirit. 
That is true of every Christian; through his Spirit the resurrected and living Lord Jesus lives in all of us who believe in him. 

This gives us a new position in Christ. We were sinners condemned by the law, but now we are counted as righteous because of what Jesus has done. We have his righteousness, his life in us.

And this has changed our condition. The Spirit of God living in us gives us new life – a new heart and a new mind. He leads and direct us - in our waking and sleeping, working and playing – all we do is to be guided by the Spirit of Christ. 

This is expressed in the words of a hymn;
May the mind of Christ my Saviour,
Live in me from day to day,
By his love and power controlling
All I do and say.

That Christ lives in us also means that we have the closest possible relationship with Jesus. We have a genuine communication, a real communion, a living fellowship, an intimate relationship. 

The Lord's Supper it is a reminder of this, which is why it is also called “communion”. This translates the Greek word koinonia which means “sharing together”. In the Lord’s Supper we share together in the body and blood of our Lord; we remember our union with Jesus in his death and resurrection. 

Paul then went on to describe some other features of living with Christ.

b. He wrote; "The life I live in the body…” 

Paul was the same as any other person; he had a human body, he lived in the world and on this earth. 
That is true of all of us; we too live in these human bodies of ours, just like everyone else. We eat and drink and sleep, we get hungry and tired, we suffer from sickness and colds and sore backs, like everyone else.

If you walk down the main street of the town, or you stand around at the airport, and observe all the people going past you it is not obvious who are the Christians; at least, not at first. 
Christians are to stand out as different but you do not see that by just glancing at other people, because we "live in the body" just like everyone.

But there is something that makes us different:
c. We "live by faith in the Son of God." 

This is one of the distinguishing marks of the Christian. This is what identified the men and women described in Hebrews 11 – they were people of faith.  

Living by faith means we believe that God is the Creator of the heavens and the earth; that we believe Jesus is the Son of God who came into this world as a man; and that we believe Jesus lives in us through his Spirit. 

Living by faith means that we trust that God will forgive us our sins because of what Jesus did on the cross. 

Faith in God gives us strength when a loved one dies, it comforts us in our sorrow, and it gives us a hope for the future. 

Living by faith gives us a different motivation from unbelievers; they live for themselves whereas we live to please God and honour him. Our "chief end" is to "glorify God and enjoy him forever."
Is that the goal of your life? Is that what drives you? Is that what controls and directs all you do? Are you truly living "by faith" in the Son of God?

Faith in God gives us a totally different perspective on life from the unbeliever. Outwardly we look the same but inwardly we have been transformed by the power of God’s Spirit who has given us this gift of faith. 

d. We have seen that Christ lives in us, that we live in the body, and we live by faith, and finally, we live in gratitude to Jesus; 

i. Paul was thankful that Jesus loved him. 
Jesus did not love Paul because he was a good man; no, he had persecuted the church. 
Jesus did not love Paul because he loved Jesus; no, he had hated Jesus with a passion!
Jesus loved him without any conditions; Jesus loved him because he loved him, out of grace, out of his undeserved favour. 

This is also true for us. Jesus loved us even before the creation of the world. (Eph 1:4) He loved us so much that “while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom 5:8)

Because Jesus loves us we want to respond in love. We want, as the catechism puts it, “to dedicate ourselves as an offering of gratitude to him.” 
Is that what you want to do? Is that what you commit yourself to each time you come to the Lord’s Supper? Are you determined to follow Christ and obey him?

ii. We are grateful to Jesus, not only because he loved us, but also because he "gave himself up for me."
He gave up the glory and splendor of heaven to come to earth.
He gave up the praise of heaven and the privileges of equality with God to come into this sinful world.
Above all, he gave up his life by dying on the cross; he "gave himself up for me."

Notice how personal Paul makes this; “I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself up for me."
Yes, Jesus loved others and he gave himself up for all who believe; but he also loved me, and he gave himself up for me! 

Can you say that?
Do you believe that for yourself?
Is this personal to you?
Do you believe that Jesus loves you?
Do you believe that he gave himself up for you? 

Maybe you did believe that sometime but you have let it slip. 
Maybe you have trusted in Jesus but your trust has been clouded by doubt.
Maybe you knew this in the past but you have let it fade.
This is the time to grasp hold of this again through faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me.

This verse is a summary of the good news of the Bible, that those who believe in Jesus have died with Christ and are now alive in him. In Christ we are both dead and alive; we have died to sin and we live for God. 

Can you say with the apostle Paul; “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me”?

Amen

