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Last week we studied self-deception. However we have not defined “Christian”, so let’s do that now.  Take a couple of minutes and write what you would give as a definition of “Christian”.  There are many misunderstandings about the meaning of this word, and today Christians are adding adjectives like orthodox, fundamental, or evangelical to attempt to clarify who they are.

The dictionary defines Christian as “one who professes belief in the teachings of Jesus Christ”. 
I recently heard a politician say he was a Christian for that reason. However that definition removes the teachings of Christ from the person of Jesus Christ.  That definition would be fine for a disciple of someone who died, like Buddha or Mohammed.  For obvious reasons we should use the Bible for definitions when possible and the Bible indeed does define this word for us in this verse:
Acts 11:26 “and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And it came about that for an entire year they met with the church, and taught considerable numbers; and the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.”
So the Bible tells us that a Christian is a disciple of Jesus Christ.  But is each person who is called a Christian a practicing disciple of Jesus Christ?  Even more pertinently I can ask: “Is a person who says today that he is a disciple of Jesus Christ in the same understanding as the disciples at Antioch in that time period?”  The words “Christian” and “disciple” are certainly loosely used today.  But if we are Christians according to the Biblical definition as used at the time of Luke’s writing, then we must be a disciple of Jesus Christ in the same way as the early Christians. Let’s follow up on this approach.  The dictionary defines disciple as “one who accepts and assists in spreading the doctrines of another”, or “a convinced adherent of a school or individual”.  Again this definition is inadequate because it separates the teachings from the individual. Let’s call this the “worldly definition” to be used later.  Of course a Christian is much more than just a disciple and the disciples at Antioch were also not just worldly disciples.  Christianity is much more than just a “religion”, so let’s look at that word also.

The dictionary defines religion as “the service and worship of God or the supernatural or commitment or devotion to religious faith or observance, and a personal set or institutionalized system of religious attitudes, beliefs, and practices”.  The dictionary defines religious as “relating to or manifesting faithful devotion to an acknowledged ultimate reality or deity”.  A person can be very religious attempting to adhere to the teachings of Jesus Christ and a very active participant in a particular denomination of Christianity. However that person may not be a Christian because this definition does not include the individual person of Jesus, the Christ.  Hopefully we are beginning to see why we do not call Christianity just a religion and Christians are not just disciples of Jesus Christ – the definitions do not include the special nature of Jesus Christ.  

As a child I went to church events faithfully four times a week (Sunday morning church service, Sunday School, Sunday night church service, and Wednesday night Bible study).  I was also very active in the church youth program.  I tithed my allowance faithfully giving 5 cents every Sunday after making out the envelope the Saturday night before and putting in my nickel (10% of my $.50 weekly allowance).  I polished my shoes every Saturday night and studied the Sunday School lesson.  I was religiously participating in the “Christian religion”.  I tried hard to be a good person and obey God’s law.  Many people would have called me a Christian by the definitions above IF Christianity was just a religion. I knew that I was failing in my obedience, and something was missing. I found out later that I was not a Christian – not born again.

Being a Christian is much more than that defined by a dictionary.  Jesus stated the requirement: “Jesus answered and said to him, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God."” (John 3:3) I am going to discuss “born again” fully later but for now we just need to understand from the words of Jesus that just having a physical birth and being a “worldly disciple” is not enough to be a Christian.  One must be born spiritually as a second birth and is a new person as said by Paul: “Therefore if any man is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come.” (2Cor 5:17)

We become Christian when we are born again and indwelled by the Holy Spirt: In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation--having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise, 14who is given as a pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of God's own possession, to the praise of His glory.  (Eph 1:13-14) We are then children of God (John 1:12-13) and disciples of Jesus Christ.  Paul told us in his writing to the Romans that people becoming children of God is God’s choice and not something that depends on our understanding or on anything that we do.
Rom 9:8 “That is, it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants.”
Rom 9:16 “So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the man who runs, but on God who has mercy.”
In Rom 9:16, the “man who runs” refers to what someone might do and “the man who wills” refers to something a person uses his mind to understand and/or develop.  A Christian is a new person so he is not the person he was when he was physically born.  Just as he did not choose to be physically born, he had no part in his spiritual rebirth. He is a new person who does works of Christ because he is a new person and not because he is trying to modify his personality to behave like Jesus would (remember the craze “WWJD”?) or to be a disciple as the dictionary defined.  Religions are organizations composed of people who are just worldly disciples.  A “real” Christian is a disciple of Jesus Christ because he is a new person who has been born again into one who is devoted to His Lord.  So Christianity is not just a religion and Christians are not just “worldly disciples” but are those individuals who are new people born again to be conformed to the image of Jesus.  Now I hope we are really beginning to see the difference between a person religiously attempting to follow the teachings of Jesus Christ and a true Christian.  

If the Lord wills, we will continue this topic next week.

