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Last Sunday we spoke of ways to tell a good spiritual leader from a bad one. Today we discuss the most important way to tell if someone is a follower of Jesus. How can you tell if someone truly follows Jesus? Is it passion and fervor? Passion is no guarantee of true faith or that Christian fruit will result. Is it a ‘mountain top’ emotional high? Most mountain top experiences quickly fade, replaced by the next emotional experience. You might expect Jesus to say that the main mark of a true disciple is love. Yet here in Matthew 7:21-23 Jesus shares a different prime indicator for who are His true disciples. Do you know what it is?
Matthew 7:21-23.  
21Not everyone who says to Me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?' 23Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from Me, you evildoers!'
To reemphasize this point, let’s also read it in the New Living Translation, 21Not all people who sound religious are really godly. They may refer to Me as ‘Lord,’ but they still won’t enter the Kingdom of Heaven. The decisive issue is whether they obey My Father in heaven.
Jesus teaches that obedience to His teaching in our daily lives is the prime indicator of being his disciples. Again, you might say love is the most important characteristic of a follower of Jesus. So why does Jesus say obedience is the most important. Well, hear what Jesus Himself said about that in John 14:15, “If you love Me, you will obey what I command.” So, to understand this clearly, hear this important truth - love is the motive and obedience is the mark of the true follower of Jesus. We obey Jesus because we love Him. That really is not so hard to understand. Jesus tells us He loves us very dearly. He loves us so much that He died, overcame death and brought us resurrected life. He asks us to love Him in return. What does that love do in real actions and behaviors? Love trusts Jesus. Love believes Jesus has our very best interests in His heart, so when Jesus tells us what to do, we follow Him. We obey Him because we trust Him because we love Him. So let me share this key truth again - love is the motive and obedience is the mark of the true follower of Jesus. How can anyone tell if we love Jesus? We show our love by obeying Him. Jesus said it this way in John 15:10, “If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love, just as I have obeyed My Father’s commands and remain in His love.” Jesus loved His Father so He obeyed Him. We love Jesus so we obey Him.
So the decisive issue is if we obey Jesus. The important mark of followers of Jesus is to follow Jesus as their Lord. The key characteristic that sets apart the true disciples of Jesus is that they do what Jesus tells them to do. The key concern is obedience – who or what will we obey. And that is true for everyone too. If we follow Jesus, we obey Him and we enter into the kingdom of heaven. If we don’t follow Jesus, we don’t obey Him and we won’t enter into the kingdom of heaven.
Everyone obeys someone or something. The Apostle Paul said this way in Romans 6:16 (NLT), “Don't you realize that whatever you choose to obey becomes your master? You can choose sin, which leads to death, or you can choose to obey God and receive His approval.”
Let’s take a walk through the history of God and humanity and see what obedience has to do with loving and trusting God. Let’s look at the first humans Adam and Eve. They had it great living in Paradise with everything they wanted or needed. God let them have full reign of the place with one exception. They could eat of every tree in Paradise except one. Now God put that tree there for the best of reasons. I am sure that later God would explain to this couple what the tree was for, but for now, He asked them to trust Him and obey His command to them to not eat from that tree. They were fine without eating from that one tree. They had no need to eat of the fruit of that tree. They were happy as any people could be without eating from that one tree. But someone (the evil one) told them that they could not trust God and that God did not want them to eat of that tree due to selfish reasons. So they stopped trusting God who always provided for them, protected them, cared for them, gave them everything they needed to be happy, showed them personal care and attention, and who loved them dearly. They stopped trusting and thus loving God when they disobeyed Him. They screwed up big time by not trusting God and Paradise was lost. Paradise was based on loving God by trusting Him, but they stopped all the good by no longer obeying God, the Great Giver of good.
We have been doing the same dumb thing of disobeying God ever since. We think we know better than God what we should do in our lives, what is best for us, and what we think is right. But we are always wrong without God. Our little, tiny perspective from no more than 5, 6 or 7 feet off the ground is nowhere tall enough for us to understand how to run the universe or even our own lives. Only God can be God, not us; yet we always try to ignore God and do it by ourselves. This screws us up every time. Where do you think you know better than God what is right for you? You should reconsider!
God gave us a lot of wonderful, very good things, but we take them, twist them, and misuse them so they become addictions and compulsions. We come to obey our twisted desires instead of God. We think them to be right because they seem to be who we are as created. No, they are who we are as twisted away from God. What am I talking about? You know what I am talking about: We think we have a “natural” inclination to eat a lot of chocolate, sweets, food of many types, but that gets us overweight and unhealthy because we can’t stop. We obey food rather than God. We love the taste of alcohol drinks, but that leads to drunken binges, empty wallets, smashed up vehicles and broken relationships. We obey alcohol rather than God. We discover the pleasures of sex and it soon takes over our lives in lots of strange ways God never intended for it to take control of our lives. We obey sex rather than God. I spoke with one this week who was totally honest with me. He said that he sees beautiful women around him all the time and would enjoy being with them physically. That seems natural to him, but he knows that is not true. He won’t give into that desire because he knows it will bring lots of bad consequences. We were not created to be just sex machines. Sex was given by God as a wonderful way to unite one male and one female into a loving harmony that reflects a life-long commitment of body, soul, mind and spirit. In that context, sex is a good thing. Outside of that context sex becomes a controlling god that cannot be appeased. Do you see why we need to become obedient to God to get our lives back in health and harmony with God? The history of living for what feels good now, what seems easier now, what seems better in the short-term, is filled with long-term evil. Human history demonstrates our need to get back to Paradise; to get back to trusting God by obeying Him; to get back to loving God and discovering His best for us. 
God wants us to succeed so He gives us healthy boundaries called commandments. We show we love God by trusting Him to be right even when we don’t understand or agree. Did you hear of the tragedy in Yosemite this summer? 3 young adults from a church group ignored the sign on Vernal Falls that declared not to go past it or they might suffer deadly consequences. Here is a picture of that sign in a photo I took of it many years ago. It reads, “Smooth slippery rocks moving water. Stay back from the water’s edge. If you slip and go over the waterfall you will die.” These were good church youth and that meant they were smart right? Wrong. They thought that command did not apply to them. They thought they knew better than the ones who put that sign up. The ones who put up that sign have seen people die every year because they disobeyed the sign. They put it up to help people, but these youth ignored it. They went past the sign, slipped in the water, went over the falls, died and they have only found one body of the 3 so far.
God says trust me so you can live joyous, healthy, meaningful lives. God says trust me when I tell you what to do and what not to do so you can enjoy abundant and eternal lives. We show we love God by trusting Him or we live with the deadly consequences of our disobedience.
Jesus states that obedience is the essential mark of a true disciple. He insists we follow Him as Lord in our decisions and actions. Without obedience, Jesus does not know us. Even if we do wonderful miracles in His name, if the Lord did not direct us to do them all are unauthorized. To paraphrase Frances Bacon, “It is not what we cook, but what we digest that makes us strong; not what we earn, but what we save that makes us rich; not what we read, but what we remember that makes us wise; not what we preach or pray, but what we practice and believe that makes us Christians.”
Obedience requires us to wait on the Lord and not run off to do our own will.  Richard J. Foster explains how we enter into conflict between our will and God’s will, “To applaud the will of God, to do the will of God, even to fight for the will of God is not difficult... until it comes at cross-purposes with our will. Then the lines are drawn.” (Christian Reader, Vol. 31) What will it be – our will or God’s will?
Henri J.M. Nouwen, from his diary, identifies the conflict areas of our will with the words “I love Jesus, but…” “I love Jesus, but want to hold on to my own friends even when they do not lead me closer to Jesus. I love Jesus, but want to hold on to my own independence even when it brings me no real freedom. I love Jesus, but do not want to lose the respect of my professional colleagues even though their respect does not make me grow spiritually. I love Jesus, but do not want to give up my writing, travel and speaking plans even when they are often more to my glory than God's.” (New Oxford Review, April 1987) Where do you say “I love Jesus, but…”?
Obedience requires us to follow only Christ’s direction and no other. For instance, obedience requires us to follow Christ and not the crowd. How many times have you heard this discussion between a teen and a parent? The teen says, “All my friends are doing it.” To which the parent replies, “If your friends jump off a cliff, would you do it too?” The Washington Post ran this true account that happened in Gevas, Turkey. “It all started with one self-destructive leap. Shepherds eating breakfast outside the town were surprised to see a lone sheep jump off of a nearby cliff and fall to its death. They were stunned, however, when the rest of the nearly 1,500 sheep in the herd followed, each leaping off of the same cliff. When it was all over, the local newspaper reported that ‘450 of the sheep perished in a billowy, white pile" (those that jumped from the middle and end of the herd were saved as the pile became higher and the fall more cushioned).’” ("450 Sheep Jump to Their Deaths in Turkey", washingtonpost.com, 7-8-05) Now you know why the Prophet said, (Isaiah 53:6), “We all like sheep have gone astray.” It is not wise to follow the other sheep instead of the Good Shepherd.
The Apostle James warns us, 1:22 (NLT) And remember, it is a message to obey, not just to listen to.  If you don't obey, you are only fooling yourself. Then James tells us the rewards of obeying Jesus in verse 25, “But if you look carefully into the perfect Law that sets you free, and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it.”
Obedience brings freedom to live the life Jesus intends for you. Obedience brings us God’s greater life in Jesus. Obedience requires us to move into action when we hear the Lord’s direction toward this greater life. Obedience is working out in our daily lives what God is working into us through Jesus and His Holy Spirit. Paul said this way Philippians 2:12-13 (NLT) …put into action God’s saving work in your lives, obeying God with deep reverence and fear. For God is working in you, giving you the desire to obey Him and the power to do what pleases Him.

Obedience brings freedom to live the life Jesus intends for you. As we obey, God gives us new desires and the power to do what pleases Him. As we obey we are freed from habits of wrong and establish new habits of health. We move from debt to riches, from living out of control to having self-control, from feeling like failures to living as victors, from ruining our relationships to building them up in the Lord. Obedience brings freedom to live the life Jesus intends for you.
So, what does it mean to submit to God in obedience? Let Him be Lord in control of your daily actions. Oswald Chambers explains how to submit to the Lord, “We are designed with a great capacity for God; and sin and our individuality are the things that keep us from getting at God. God delivers us from sin: we have to deliver ourselves from individuality; i.e., to present our natural life to God and sacrifice it until it is transformed into a spiritual life by obedience.” (Christianity Today, Vol. 37, no. 11.)
Dennis Corrigan also describes obedience, “Gethsemane teaches us that the kingdom of God is entered only through the denial of one's own will and the affirmation of the will of God. Therefore, the cross must stand central to an understanding of the kingdom. Since the essence of the kingdom is our obedience to the absolute will of God, we understand it only as we bring our own will to the foot of the cross.”  (Bridge Builder, Nov./Dec. 1988)
Learning obedience is a lifelong process of maturing into Christ-like behavior as we pick up our cross and follow Jesus daily. Although we can decide to follow Jesus in a moment, we continue to follow Jesus all our lives.  Jim Elliot wrote, “One does not surrender a life in an instant. That which is life-long can only be surrendered in a lifetime.” (Leadership, Vol. 7, no. 2.) Discipleship is life-long learning how to follow Jesus every day.
John Powell explains how he learns obedience to Christ, “I have a sign in the mirror of my room I see it every morning in my groggy condition, when I first wake up: WHAT HAVE YOU GOT GOING TODAY, GOD? I'D LIKE TO BE A PART OF IT. THANKS FOR LOVING ME. I have to find my place in God's plans, rather than make my own little plans and then ask God to support them: ‘Come on, God, give me an A in this course. Come on, God, do this for me.’ Instead, I pray, ‘What have you got going today, God? You love this world. You loved this world into life. You created this world. We're all yours. What's my part in the drama? What part do you want me to play? I will play any part you say. Want me to be a success? I'll be a success for you. Want me to be a failure? I'll fail for you. Whatever you want.’” That's the condition of successful prayer.” ("Prayer as Surrender," Preaching Today, Tape No. 108)
The Bible promises an abundant and meaningful life in this world to those that obey Jesus, and an eternal, joyous life beyond this life. To Jesus, the measure of our lives and of our love for Him depends on if we obey Him. Listen again to Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 7:21, (NLT),

21Not all people who sound religious are really godly. They may refer to Me as ‘Lord,’ but they still won’t enter the Kingdom of Heaven. The decisive issue is whether they obey My Father in heaven.

Jesus calls us to obey Him to show our love for Him and to discover how great a Lord and Savior He is for us. Through obedience we draw deep into relationship with Jesus for life abundant today and for eternity. Those who obey the Lord will never be left out! So let us concentrate on becoming obedient followers of Jesus Christ. Do you have the mark of a true disciple of Jesus? Are you learning to obey Him for His greater life?
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