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What would your life be like if you were not a Christian, a follower of Jesus Christ? For
many of us, that’s a tough question. If we were born and raised in the church, and especially if
we have always been fairly active in the church, we may find it hard to even imagine what life
would be like if we were not Christian. For others of us, however, that question might not be so
difficult. There are many people in the church who did not grow up Christian, or who may have
been Christian in name but never really lived or practiced their faith. For them, it is perhaps not
so difficult to imagine life without Christ, since they actually experienced such a life. They may
even have some pretty interesting testimony about the contrast between what their life was like
before they began to actively live in faith and what it has been like since then.

In our second lesson for today, Paul compares his life as a follower of Jesus Christ to
what it had been like previously. He tells how he had been a Pharisee, a good upright Jew who
observes faithfully all of the commandments of the law. Because he thought that faith in Jesus
was a threat to true faith in God, he had persecuted the church with great zeal; in fact, he was
firmly convinced that he was doing God’s will and upholding what was right. Yet as we read in
the Book of Acts, the risen Jesus appeared to Paul while he was on the way to the city of
Damascus to round up more Christians to put them in jail, and from that point on Paul’s life was
never the same. Rather than persecuting Christians, he became one of them, to the shock and
surprise of everybody. Not only did he become Christian, but he was full of the same zeal that
had previously led him to persecute Christians; only now, that zeal was channeled in a positive
way rather than in a destructive way, as he traveled around the world sharing his faith and
establishing new communities of believers.

Yet in many ways, rather than changing for the better, Paul’s life had changed for the
worse. In his second letter to the Corinthians, he describes what his life had been like as he
worked on behalf of the gospel: “Five times I have received from the Jews the forty lashes minus
one. Three times | was beaten with rods. Once | received a stoning. Three times | was
shipwrecked; for a night and a day | was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from
rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the
city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and
hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.
And, besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches.”
Who of us would want a life like that? Who would like to exchange our life for that of Paul?

In light of that, what he writes in our second lesson is all the more surprising: “All those
things that I might count as profit I now reckon as loss for Christ’s sake. Not only those things; I
reckon everything as complete loss for the sake of what is so much more valuable, the
knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake | have thrown everything away; | consider it all
as mere garbage, so that I may gain Christ and be completely united with him.” Actually, that
translation actually softens his language: what he says is that he considers everything he had
previously as “dung” or “excrement.”

Given all that he had suffered in following Christ, how could Paul write that? It seems
incomprehensible. Obviously, Christ must have meant a great deal to him, more than we could
ever imagine. For him to write that, he must have found a joy, a peace, a hope, a meaning in life
that was so great that it surpassed by far whatever he had had before.



So what would your life be like if you weren’t a Christian, a follower of Jesus Christ? I
can’t answer that question for you; only you can answer it. In my case, while it is hard to
imagine what my life would be like if I weren’t a Christian, I do know that it would be very
different. It would seem meaningless and purposeless. Empty. My relations with others,
including my loved ones, would be very different. I don’t think I would have the same
commitment, or the same willingness to give things up for others. I’m quite sure I wouldn’t have
the joy and peace and satisfaction in life that I now do. In fact, I just can’t imagine how I could
ever live without my faith.

While I certainly can’t compare my life with that of St. Paul, of course, | do understand
what he was talking about when he said that everything he had previously had in life was
garbage or dung compared to the excellence of knowing Christ. | hope each of you does as well.
For someone not to have any idea what he was talking about and how he felt about his faith
would mean that they have never experienced at all any of the joy and satisfaction his faith in
Christ gave him. That would really be sad.

Of course, the whole point in raising the question of what your life and mine would be if
we were not followers of Jesus is that you and | realize what a wonderful thing our faith is, and
take care of it. When we neglect it, we pay a high price. It affects our relationships. It affects not
only our emotional and spiritual well-being, but at times our physical well-being as well. We can
easily start to slip into attitudes and behaviors that do us harm, often without realizing it. And
little by little, without realizing it, we lose the sense of meaning and purpose and satisfaction we
had in our life, and it becomes empty.

Take care of your faith. Don’t neglect it. Value it. Nourish it. If you do, you, you’ll
discover the same thing Paul did: that there is nothing in this world comparable in value to faith
in Jesus Christ. Nothing. Note even close. Amen.



