Three Great Paradoxical Truths
2 Cor 5:14-17 For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; 15 and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. 16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. ESV
John 12:24-25 Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 25  Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. ESV
______________________________________________________________________

The older I get the more I appreciate that every answer and word of wisdom that I would ever need in life is already there in the scriptures.  And yet I also am aware of the fact that sometimes it takes us a while to see it or to fully grasp it in the fullness of what is being taught.  Have you ever looked back at something in your life and then looked at a piece of scripture and thought, “Now I see what He was saying; I wish that I could have fully grasped that before I learned it the hard way?”  There is a part of us that only easily sees truth in the light of where we are and what we are experiencing.  Experience tends to be a great teacher and a lesson learned in such a way is usually a lasting one but oh how hard it is to learn everything the hard way!  

I have been living for God long enough to note that the hardest lessons to learn are those things that are actually the best choices that we could possibly make and yet on the surface and to the natural eye seem bad for us personally.  Does anyone grasp what I'm speaking of when I say this?  The hardest commitments to make are those that at the very first and almost immediate response, reap hard things, pain, suffering, or sacrifice and yet in the end yield a reward that everyone wants and that is well worth any price paid to get it.  It seems that we have an easier time with shallow things that yield instant results and yet lead to long term things that are absolutely undesirable.  That is true in life and it is true in a spiritual walk.  We naturally want what is best for us, yet we naturally see only with near sight and we have trouble with far-sighted reckoning.  Therefore, when we think only with natural sight, we tend to shun what is actually the best for us and cleave to what looks promising for the here and now but leads to devastation.

The antidote to this is the Word of God.  God can see far into the future and well beyond our limitations as human beings!  God knows all and has all wisdom!  He created us, for crying out loud!  Surely the Designer of something knows much more than the user or the object itself!  His ways are beyond our ways and His thoughts are higher than our thoughts.  He chooses foolish things to confound the wise and simple things to blow the brightest human intellects away.  Therefore when He speaks and freely provides for us instructions and truths, we should heed them and seek to grasp them the best we can.  We should try to fully know them and apply them and live by them!  For the sooner that we learn the laws of our Creator that govern everything about us, the better off we will be.  Anybody still believe that God knows best?  Anybody believe that His Word is a treasure of truth?

_____________________________________________________________

In our text, as normal, the Apostle Paul in a few pen strokes hits some great and important truths that apply to everyone's life.  The common tense of this passage is “we” and “us” and the apostle is including himself in this because these things are not just true about a select few people, but are applicable to every human being, especially those who are serving the Lord.  And in this passage Paul told us:

2 Cor 5:14-17 For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; 15 and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. 16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. ESV
Here Paul sets forth several truths here and he does so calling to a paradoxical form.  A paradox is something that is a seeming contradiction and yet is absolutely true.  Have you ever been at home by yourself and been overwhelmed by a “deafening silence?”  Have you ever heard of Hefty the Smurf?  Both are paradoxical yet utterly true statements.  The deepest truths of this spiritual walk and the most telling issues of your life are paradoxical truths in a spiritual way.  They are things that sound to us at first hearing as not good and that actually are the best for us!  And yet what a joy it would be if we would learn them sooner rather than later – by Word and not always by the deeds of experience.  

There are at least three very paradoxical but key truths here in this passage that I would bring to you, in reverse order.  First we find that:

You only truly begin by first saying goodbye.
The last verse of our text read:

2 Cor 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. ESV
Everyone loves the idea of a new beginning and a fresh start.  Sometimes the best part of having leaves is turning over a new one!  And all of us, at least once, need a new lease on life.  And yet it is a very true statement that the new cannot come until the old is completely past.  I cannot become a new creature in Christ Jesus until the old has passed away – not really.  I cannot be in Christ if I am still in my old lifestyle and my old way of doing things.  I cannot declare, “the new has come” if I'm still holding onto and embracing the same old things.  Therefore it is a simple but profound truth that the easiest and surest way of beginning something anew is to first fully say goodbye!

I have seen this in my own life and life story.  When I was eleven years old, the major upheaval of my life happened when my father moved us seven and a half hours away to South Louisiana to the life of a pastor.  Eleven years of age is a major crisis year in a child's life anyway and I have since read that moving at that age can have the same emotional trauma on a child as losing both parents to death.  If there were any consolation to me it was that my mother took it harder than I!  She was giving up her home, her lifestyle, her family, her lifelong friends and the known quantity for the strange and unfamiliar.  And for a few years, my mother and I tried to hold onto to our identities back in North Louisiana and deny allowing change to take place.  We ran up my poor father's phone bill, we constantly pined and whined for how it used to be, and we constantly compared the two.  We openly longed for how it once had been.  Nothing could make us happy.  At first it was sort of fun to be mopey and grumble but eventually it got old!  My first youth camp after the move, I went and stayed in the dorm with my old friends and barely talked to the people from my new church.  It was this thing.  God had a new beginning for us and yet we were firmly and stubbornly holding onto the things of old!

But there came a day where my mother and I – separately but at about the same time – decided to let go of some things and reach towards the future.  There came a time where we stopped keeping up with everything that was going on in north Louisiana.  There came a time where we started opening ourselves to what God was now doing in our lives.  As dumb as it sounds, an old, old, DC Talk album had a song called “Nu Thang” where they said in old-school, hip-hop style, “You know He's doing it – God is doing a nu thang!” and that helped me to see that I needed to embrace what God had for me in South Louisiana.  When I went to youth camp I still hung with my old friends, but I got my new friends to stay with us in the dorms and introduced everybody.  And the results were amazing – not only were our personal lives so much more but the sun shone brighter and the church began to grow!  It's amazing at what God can do when we truly say goodbye to the old and embrace the new things that He is trying to bring about within us!

Yes, this is a hard truth to fully grasp because it is very paradoxical but, oh, if we would fully grasp it what better lives we would have!  There are many under the sound of my voice that beneath the spiritual struggles and beneath the issues of your life, at its root is the issue that God is trying to breath a new life within you.  God is trying to open up doors to you that you never even knew existed.  God is trying to breathe life into things that you did not even know could live.  God is trying to set before you a wonderful and bountiful field of blessings as an inheritance and move your life into the Promised Land of His promises activated!  And that is why He's been working on you and reaching to you and even convicting you of some things.  That is why He has me speaking on this today, trying to encourage you to make some right decisions so that His Word can bring about fantastic new horizons in your life.  

There are many here for which God wants next year to be one of the greatest years of your life in every way and yet He is limited right now in His desire to do a new thing because He's waiting on you to fully say goodbye to some old things that anchor you in the same old rut.  Yet how you could truly begin anew if you would first truly say goodbye!  Like Ruth saying goodbye to her friends and family and then following Naomi to Bethlehem, what a great work that God has for you, if you'd begin by saying goodbye!  I know that this is a simple thought and yet it is profound enough to seem as a direct word from the Lord to someone, here.  You cannot – Andrew, Simon, James, and John – truly follow me until you say goodbye to those nets, those boats, and your fathers.  But what a great new beginning awaits you if you will just begin by saying goodbye!  God doesn't call men and women any differently and even today He bids you to bid the old so long so that you can welcome in the new!  Repent and be baptized so that the resurrection power of the Holy Spirit can come to live inside of you!  And even after that, He wants to make you a new creation, but for that to happen, you must begin by saying goodbye!

___________________________________________________

The second great and paradoxical truth of our text is very similar to this and it is that:

You really begin to live only when you really die.
That sounds funny, doesn't it?  But this is the heart of the message of Christianity:

2 Cor 5:15 and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. ESV
He died and yet lives for us to follow as an example for if we will die to ourselves and to our will and our way of thinking, we will really begin to live through Him living within us.  That is what Jesus was saying in our other text where He said:

John 12:24-25 Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 25  Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. ESV
The true fruitfulness in life is gained only by dying to what you presently and naturally are and only by hating your own life will you truly keep it.  Jesus said such things over and over because such are paradoxical truths that seemingly take some people a long, long time to discover the truth of and they are truths that even those who perhaps understand and have been considering such things for many years, yet need to be reminded of every once in a while and something that we must continually take stock of because these things affect our lives.

I have learned that my greatest moments of joy and true happiness in life come from when I have been consumed by something greater than me and better than me and that causes me to sacrificially act for a cause that is much greater than I am.  I have spent the past week wrapping up my final SFC campaign and it is very, very hard work and very tiring, but with it comes an exhilaration and a true joy that comes from knowing that through your sacrifice there will missionaries next year driving vehicles into places on the globe that had never heard the gospel and there will be young people next year receive the Holy Spirit at camp and orphans who grow up in a Godly home because of the proceeds and allocations from the campaign.  It was a joy to know that I was going to get up on Saturday and go help someone out that has no way to repay me for that is when I'm truly ministering unto God and He will repay!  

If we are honest, then the moments when our marriages are the best and the warm, fuzzy feelings are the strongest are when we have unselfishly put ourselves out for the sake of the other.  The moments our life are the most fulfilled is when we have given and not just received.  The moments our walk with God are the most breathtaking is when we have gone all in and are not on the fringes of halfhearted commitment.  The moment that worship and praise feels right and the best is when we have ceased to think of what others think of us and are truly only focused on Him!  The moment that our talents are the most endearing is when we have lavished them for a purpose higher than ourselves that is worthy.  It's easy to quote but sometimes hard to learn and even harder to remember:  I really start living when I die to myself!  I really only gain my life by first giving it away!

Where are you in your life and goals?  What does living in your skin feel like at the moment?  Are you stressed and worried?  Are you paralyzed by fear?  Are you genuinely happy and content?  Are you marching with a clear direction with a fulfilled heart?  I'm not just asking if you are alive, but are you living abundantly.  People who are in the intensive care unit of the hospital are technically alive, but they definitely are not living abundantly.  So it is in a spiritual sense – when I began to be paralyzed by fear and worry, usually it is because I'm too alive and my life is too much about me.  When I feel empty and restless in my aims and actions it is usually because it's been too much about me and not enough about Him and others.  There is a direct correlation between living for me and living for Him.  As Bro. Paul once said, when I am crucified, then Christ lives on the throne of my heart, but when I put myself on the throne, I crucify Him afresh!  When I am living for myself, I am not living for Jesus Christ and since He is the resurrection and the life, then I'm not really living and I can tell!  But when I cease to live for myself and die to my selfish dreams and begin to live for Him, then how high I soar and what a difference it makes!  It is so very true, you really begin to live only when you die to your self!

Do you remember the true story about the college kid who died tragically after a great and impacting years in college?  The one where this kid was always uplifting and always kind and everyone was drawn to His true commitment and when they went into His room to pack his stuff, they found a sign that said, “I'm third.”  When asked about it, his family explained that it had been his life motto and it meant that God was first and others were second, therefore, “I'm third.”  Lives are not defined by how many years are in the lives, but how much living is in the years!  As paradoxical as it sounds the greatest life is that of which you are only placing to show.  “I'm third” is a motto that some of you have never tried and therefore you cannot even know what it feels like.  Some of us have been there but need to be reminded of it every now and then.  There are some who have even been second with God in first place.  But how you would really start to live if He was priority and other people were second!  Because you really start living when you die to your self! And you die to your self by no longer living for your self as Paul told us in our text!

___________________________________________   

There is a third, great paradoxical truth here in this text and that is this:

You are truly free when you are controlled by the love of God.  
Free when you are being controlled?  How does that work?  Yet listen to what Paul says:

2 Cor 5:14a For the love of Christ controls us, ESV 

The word for “controls” there is an interesting Greek word.  It is translated in the KJV as “constrains” and in others as “controls.”  It means, “to hold together, to compress, to arrest, to perplex, to afflict, to stop, to keep in.”  It has the idea of restraint and restraining by holding you into something.  And yet how ironic it is that Paul says that it is the love of Christ – the most freeing force in the universe that is that which controls us.  

It is a great paradox that some people never learn that freedom comes through clearly defined boundaries; that be constrained is actually liberating; that true freedom comes from being between the lines.  As one great preacher said:

“I have never needed a guardrail while driving a mountainous road.  But I don't want to drive on mountainous roads without guardrails.” – T. F. Tenney
We tend to feel hemmed in by rules and limitations and guards and hedges and we often want to break free to do our own thing only to discover when we have been successful in our rebellion that we have actually brought about bondage because we become entrapped and harmed by our lack of boundaries.  

The prodigal son wanted to break loose of his father's house rules and do his own thing and go where he was to his mind truly free to do whatever and however he wanted.  But he who a son in the father's house became a slave in a stranger's house and all because when he removed the boundaries and so-called limitations of the father's house, he became an easy target to be enslaved and entrapped by temptation.  His so called freedom outside the love of the Father actually led to his true bondage and it turns out that he was really free while constrained or controlled by the love of His father's house!  And yet it took the reality of the “freedom of the world” before he truly acknowledged what he had already had in the first place!

In modern times, we have some that are like that but even more who are out there and yet look upon those in the father's house as bound.  How many times have I heard, “you're a preacher?  You're a Bible thumper?”  “Oh, how miserable you must be, you can't do this and you can't do that.”  And yet I look at their lives and I look at my life and I cannot discern that I am bound.  In fact, it seems that they are the ones bound by genealogical curses and sins.  They are the ones who battle depression and addictions.  They are the ones stumbling blindly through in life who, when it gets bad enough, come to my church and my ministry for answers.  That doesn't mean that I have it all together, but rather that I am the one truly free!  Because the greatest motivating in my life is the love of Christ.  He loved me and gave Himself for me, therefore how could I not live my life in such a way that is pleasing to Him?  If I love Him, then I want to please Him and I am constrained by His love.  I'm a free-will creature and was created as such and I can live my life however I wish, yet I choose to live it controlled by His love!  Because His love and His Word create boundaries and guidelines that direct me where to steer and point me where to aim and where I can soar and soar boldly higher and higher and higher!

Oh, what a great truth it is that I can truly be free when I am controlled by His love!  This is what it means to “fear the Lord” in the New Testament.  In the Old Testament we have all of these wonderful promises to those who “fear the Lord” which means in the simplest way I can put it, to have a profound and deep reverence for the Lord and His Word.  Now listen carefully lest I be misunderstood:  it is true that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of the wisdom and especially this generation needs a healthy fear of the Lord to replace the lackadaisical that has crept into our minds and lives.  And the term “fear of the Lord” is mentioned in the New Testament but only twice, once in the book of Acts and once three verses before our text in 2 Corinthians.  Yet in this chapter and throughout the New Testament, over and over again we find that true fear of the Lord demonstrates itself in the lives of believers by having the Love of God controlling them.  When you fear the Lord in Grace, it means that God's love becomes the guide rails of your life's journey and the controlling and constraining force.  

That means that those who really are free are not those who only obey in order to escape hell and damnation.  Oh, I think of those things, but not everyday and it certainly is not my most defining force.  To do right only so that you don't reap punishment is an Old Testament approach and is the timbre of the Law of Moses that Jesus died to set us free from.  That does not mean that there is not consequences to our actions that we would rather avoid, but it means that the driving force behind our doing right and living as God has decreed ought to be His great love for us and not His judgment seat.  I don't want to go to a devil's hell, but even if there were no such place of eternal torment, yet I would want to please God because I have come to understand His great love for me and after He has done all that He has done, how could I not live for Him?  How could I ever view anything He would ask as a sacrifice when I have studied Calvary and come to learn of the horrible death on the cross that He endured just for me?  How could I ever turn my back on such a saving and loving God?  And so, sure, I can do anything I want, good or bad, but yet His love constrains and controls me.  It guides my life and marks some boundaries that are beneficial for me to abide within because it keeps me from hurt and harm.  I can soar and be blessed the greatest in the Father's house controlled by His love – why would I ever long for the “freedom” to be assaulted by what would try to enslave me in a stranger's house?  Oh, it's a paradoxical truth but a great one:  I am only truly free when I am controlled by the love of Christ!

______________________________________________

I feel led to end this message with an altar call to truly sell out to Jesus Christ.  Some of you have been on the edges for too long and it's time for a genuine commitment.  The Apostle Paul said in the one verse of our text that we have not covered:  

2 Cor 15:16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. ESV       

What he meant is that, since we are now viewing things God's way and everything has become new and we are dead to ourselves that we no longer view things in the natural and fleshly way.  We don't even view Christ in the same way as we once did because now we see it not through the eyes of flesh, but regard Him with spiritual revelation.  That is what someone needs to do today.  To no longer look at anything, including yourself, others, or Jesus Christ with natural and human wisdom, but to see things through the light of the truth of God's word and these paradoxical truths.  You will only really begin to see God working a new thing if you will begin by first saying goodbye!  You will only truly begin to live until you die to your own self.  And you will never truly be free until you are controlled by the love of God!  

In the time of Moses and Joshua, there were two tribes of Israel that did not like the boundary of the promised land.  They asked God to stretch it according to their reckoning and to give them places on the other side of the Jordan river.  God allowed them to do this and they became a people living on the fringes of the lines dictated by God.  One of these tribes was the tribe of Gad and hundreds of years later it would be these Gadarenes who thought more of their herd of hogs than the presence of Jesus and who would send our Savior away.  The devils were cast out of the demoniac and went into their herd of swine and they were so upset that the pigs went over the cliff and drown themselves that they didn't even acknowledge the great One who was in their midst.  What were they doing keeping pigs anyway for that was against the Mosaic Law in which they lived!  They would have probably said, “well, we don't eat them, we just sell them to the Gentiles.”  

Such a spirit, compromise, and development is the result of living a halfhearted life:  the life that has not really said goodbye to some things always has trouble accepting and receiving God's attempt to do a new thing in their midst.  The life that has never really died to its own ideals has trouble embracing the One who is the Resurrection and the Life!  The life who is not controlled by love for God and is seeking freedom through their own actions and ideals will find that life turns on them and binds them and the pigpen awaits!  But those who will begin by saying goodbye, will die out to themselves, and embrace the constraints of the love of God will find themselves really living, seeing God open a universe of blessings to them, and truly free!  

Come commit to Him and embrace these wonderful and great paradoxical truths!  Come experience the great freedom of letting the love of God becoming the most motivating factor in your life!   

