Why Am I Here? #14

“Part of the Family”

Matthew 12:46-50
Since the beginning of the year we have addressed the question, “Why am I here?” We have seen that God created everything—including us—with purpose. We are not an accident, a product of chance, or a random combination of natural factors. God has a design for our lives, and He has revealed that design in His Word, the Bible.

Over the past several weeks, we have seen that God wants to have a personal relationship with us, His creatures. He wants us to worship Him, to trust Him, and to serve Him. Most recently we have seen that Almighty God wants to be our Friend.

While this is true, this is not the end of the story. Not only does God want to be our Friend, He invites us to be a part of His family. This is one of the recurring themes throughout the pages of Scripture. The Bible itself is a story about God’s family from beginning to end.

But what does that mean? What does it mean to be part of God’s family? How does one become a part of God’s family? What can I expect and what is expected of me? These questions I will address this week and in the weeks to come.

The Institution of God’s Family

Let’s begin with the institution of God’s family. Was this concept the brilliant idea of a man wanting to start a new religion? No, the family of God is indeed God’s idea. I like how the New Living Translation renders Ephesians 1:5, “His unchanging plan has always been to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ.” Paul later writes in Ephesians 3:14-15, “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name.” God is the Father, and His family includes members in heaven and on earth. James 1:18 adds (from The Living Bible), “It was a happy day for him when he gave us our new lives, through the truth of his Word, and we became, as it were, the first children in his new family.” 


Before moving forward, allow me to clear up one common misunderstanding. Some people—even some churches—believe and teach that all humanity should be considered part of the family of God. They misquote Galatians 3:26, “You are all children of God…” by leaving out the last phrase, “through faith in Christ Jesus” [nlt]. This belief proposes that all people will be saved. “Surely such a God of love would not send anyone to hell!” they reason. “How could the Father of all mankind allow His children suffer eternally like that?”


Here is the truth: Every human being was created by God, but not everyone is a child of God. The only way to get into God’s family is by being born again into it.
 Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3:3, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” Peter addresses believers in 1 Peter 1:23, “For you have been born again…” Being born again places us in “the family of believers” (Gal. 6:10).


This family of God has nothing to do with physical lineage, either. The Jewish leaders of Jesus’ day relied upon their physical decent from Abraham to make them part of the family of God. Jesus had this to say to them in John 8:39-47,

“Abraham is our father,” they answered.

“If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would  do the things Abraham did. As it is, you are determined to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. Abraham did not do such things. You are doing the things your own father does.” 

“We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God himself.” 

Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on my own; but he sent me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me! Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me? He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.” 
Paul explains it this way in Romans 9:6-8,

Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On the contrary, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” In other words, it is not the natural children who are God's children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring.


Not even those related physically to Jesus were automatically part of God’s family! Consider Matthew 12:46-50,

While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to him. Someone told him, “Your mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.”  

He replied to him, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?”  Pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.”

So there is a definite difference between one’s physical family and one’s spiritual family. Our spiritual family is even more important than our physical family because it will last forever.
 This is not to belittle our physical family or our responsibilities there.

But out primary commitment must go to the Heavenly Father.
 Jesus said in Matthew 10:37, “﻿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.” We must be careful that we not allow our love and allegiance for our families to come before God in our life. If we do, we are guilty of idolatry, as 1 John 5:21 warns from The Living Bible, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.”

What a wonderful privilege it is to be a member of God’s family! All Christians know the remarkable experience of being drawn to other Christians whom they hardly know and whose background may be very different from their own. The relationship which exists and grows between the children of God is deeper and sweeter even than blood relationships. It is the kinship of the family of God.
 We may have never met one another, but within minutes we can have the greatest fellowship, because we have Christ in common!

Being included in God’s family is the highest honor and the greatest privilege you will ever receive. Nothing else comes close. Whenever you feel unimportant, unloved, or insecure, remember to whom you belong.

Of course, with the honor and privilege of being a member of God’s family also comes responsibility as well. We bear His name; we ought to live in such a way that we make our Father look good and not drag His name through the mud.

The Initiation into God’s Family


How does this happen? John 1:10-13 states, 

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God.


When we receive Christ and believe in His name, we are born into God’s family, and we become His children. Paul explains in Romans 8:15-16 (nasb), that we receive “a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, ‘Abba! Father!’” We are adopted into God’s family. This is a recurring theme throughout the Bible. Adoption is used as an image of redemption, not of creation. The adopted one has been graciously and marvelously freed from bondage and made God’s child.
 


When this happens, the initiation into God’s family is baptism. There is a lot of controversy among Christians and churches regarding baptism, ranging from those who claim one can’t be saved without it to the other extreme of those who say it does not have to be done at all! 


Let’s be clear about what baptism is. My favorite definition of baptism is from Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest: baptism is “the outward testimony of the inward fact of a person’s salvation.”
 John Stott expands on this significance as he explains,
Baptism signifies union with Jesus Christ in his death and resurrection, involving the end of the old life (through the forgiveness of sins) and the beginning of a new life (through the gift of the Spirit). Alternatively, baptism signifies union with Christ bringing both justification (a once for all cleansing and acceptance) and regeneration (a new birth by the Spirit unto a life of righteousness). To these three meanings of baptism we must add that incorporation into Christ includes incorporation into the Body of Christ, the Church.

Baptism is a physical picture of a spiritual truth. It represents what happened the moment God brought you into his family: “Some of us are Jews, some are Gentiles, some are slaves, and some are free. But we have all been baptized into Christ’s body by one Spirit, and we have all received the same Spirit” [1 Cor. 12:13 nlt]. It is an act of initiation, not something you put off until you are spiritually mature. In the New Testament, people were baptized as soon as they believed. At Pentecost, 3,000 were baptized the same day they accepted Christ. Elsewhere, an Ethiopian eunuch was baptized on the spot when he was converted, and Paul and Silas baptized a Philippian jailer and his family at midnight. There are no delayed baptisms in the New Testament.

We must remember that baptism doesn’t make us a member of God’s family; only faith in Christ does that. Baptism shows that we are part of God’s family. Like a wedding ring, it is a visible reminder of an inward commitment made in the heart.


“But what about 1 Peter 3:21?” someone may ask. “Doesn’t that verse speak of ‘baptism…that now saves you’?” Let’s look at the whole phrase: “this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge  of a good conscience toward God.” Those who claim baptismal regeneration only use the first half of the verse, but Peter explains that he is not speaking of the actual immersion in water. We could paraphrase, “this baptism now saves you—not the outward physical ceremony of baptism but the inward spiritual reality which baptism represents.”
 


So does this make baptism optional or unnecessary, then? Not at all! Jesus made baptism a central part of the Great Commission in Matthew 28:19-20, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in  the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”

Baptism is a command, and commands are not optional! As Michael Green writes,

It seems an odd way of observing his commands if we reject the command contained in the very same sentence, to baptize! We need to be baptized as a matter of sheer obedience, if we claim that Jesus is in any sense our Lord.

Baptism is not an optional ritual, to be delayed or postponed. It signifies your inclusion in God’s family. It publicly announces to the world, “I am not ashamed to be a part of God’s family.”
 (There’s much more that can be said about baptism, but that will wait for another sermon!)

The Invitation to God’s Family


I want to close this morning with an invitation to become part of God’s family. Psychologists talk a great deal about the influence—positively and negatively—of our home surroundings on our early emotional development. God’s purpose is that children should be born into, and nurtured within, a stable and loving family. His ideal for newborn Christians is the same. 

But many of us have too individualistic a concept of the Christian life. “Christ died for me,” we say. And that is true and biblical…but it is not the whole truth. He also died “for us…to purify for himself a people that are his very own” (Titus 2:14, emphasis added). So when we are born again, we are not born in a spiritual isolation hospital! On the contrary, we are born into the family of God. He becomes our Heavenly Father, Jesus Christ our older brother, and all other Christians throughout the world, irrespective of their place and race, nation and denomi​nation, our brothers and sisters in Christ. If we hope to grow up into healthy Christian maturity, we can do so only in the family of God. Church membership is neither a luxury, nor an optional extra; it is a duty and a necessity. To ignore it is not only silly…it is a sin.


As children in God’s family, we belong to each other and we need each other. God doesn’t want his children to live in isolation. This is one reason why our Lord established his church on earth: it is a living fellowship in which his children can worship him unitedly, witness of his grace, and encourage one another in the things of eternity. In the Greek language, the word fellowship means “to have in common”; and the children of God have much in common. They share the same life, the same Word, the same love for Christ, the same concern for a lost world, and the same desire to glorify God.


If you trust in Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, you are a part of the family of God. That also makes you a part of a local family of believers, like this church. You need not face life on your own! 


If you have never made that initial step, this day can be your spiritual birthday! By trusting in Jesus and committing your life to Him, you can be born into God’s family. And you become a member of this family, as well!
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