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Since last September, Charles River Church has come a long 

way. For the first time, we have a core group of people in each of our 

key age groups: kids, young adults, and middle adults. (Weõve never 

been very strong with old adults, but thatõs not our chief mission.) 

Weõre a startup church, and the chief fact of life in a startup church, is 

that God put you there to grow.  

And we have grown ñ a lot. In August we had 24 regulars. Now we have 40. Thatõs 67% growth in 9 months. 

And that only counts people who come to worship 

gatherings on a regular basis ñ there are other 

people who come to some of our neighborhood 

groups regularly, and theyõre a real part of our church 

too. Not only have we grown in numbers, I think a lot 

of us have grown inside, spiritually too. Iõm really 

thankful to God for all this growth.  

Today is a great day to celebrate Godõs 

growth of Charles River Church because we had a 

baptism today. Baptism is the sacrament of 

committing yourself to follow Jesus and of joining the 

whole band of Jesusõs followers throughout time and 

across the world, that is, the church. In a sense, 

baptism is the sacrament of growth. And todayõs 

baptism makes me wonder why. Why does someone 

decide to follow Jesus and join the band of Jesusõs 

followers. So letõs ask! [Asks the newly-baptized 

person why they decided to follow Jesus.]  

Isnõt that exciting? You start following Jesus 

because you see that following Jesus makes a 

difference in the lives of people who are already 

following Jesus. And you say, òIõd like to have that 

difference in my life, too.ó So you start following Jesus, and it does make a difference in your life! Wow. Some of us here 

have been following Jesus for a long time, and I wonder if maybe we forget what a difference it makes in your life. You 

know how that goes ñ after a while you get used to things in your life, and you forget what a difference they make. 

How many people here used the Internet this week? Did you have to dial in with your modem and block your phone 

line the whole time you were surfing? No ð most people in our part of the world have some kind of high-speed access. 

But even 10 years ago, everyone except big corporations and universities had to dial in the Internet. Makes a big 

difference, yet how often do you think about it?  

Itõs easy to get used to something good, and then forget what a difference it makes. When I went on safari in 

Kenya, on the first day I saw my first herd of zebras in the wild. There were thousands of them. What a sight! òThis is 

great,ó I was thinking, òIõm actually on safari in Africa seeing all these amazing animals.ó That night I woke up in my tent 

and heard something that sounded like shuffling outside. I got up to investigate. There were about 20 zebras standing all 

around our tents, calmly chewing their cud. It was a bright moonlit night, and I could stand right next to one, right there 

in the middle of the Masai Mara grasslands. (Turns out that zebras have learned that lions donõt like the smell of humans, 

and that makes a human camp a great place to escape the lions overnight.) After all those years of seeing zebras in zoos 

and National Geographic specials, there I was right in the middle of a zebra herd, guarding them from the lions! Now, 

fast forward 4 days to the end of my safari. Iõm snoozing in the minivan. òWake up,ó says my friend Frits, òthereõs a huge 

herd of zebra over there across that ridge.ó òHo-hum,ó Iõm thinking, òjust another 10,000 zebras.ó I got used to zebras 

in only 4 days. Shel Silverstein wrote a song called, òAfter youõve been havinõ steak for a long time, beans taste fine.ó  

If not, donõt despair yet. Maybe you are the first person you need to help explore following Jesus. Thatõs cool. 

Youõre welcome here to keep working on that. òWhat difference would following Jesus make in my life?ó A great 
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question to keep exploring. On the other hand, if you are here because you want to help more people get powered by 

God for life by following Jesus, you still need to start by asking, òWhat difference does following Jesus make in my life?ó 

You canõt really help anyone else explore whether they want to follow Jesus until following Jesus makes a difference in 

your life. Otherwise whatõs the point? Nobody wants to follow Jesus just to put it on their resume. People only want to 

follow Jesus if itõs going to make a difference in their life ñ a good difference. And if theyõre open to explore following 

Jesus, the first place theyõre going to look is to see whether following Jesus makes a difference in the lives of people who 

are already following him. Like you, maybe, if youõre a Jesus-follower, or me. So, whether you are a follower of Jesus, or 

youõre not a follower of Jesus, or youõre somewhere in between, the first question is the same: òWhat difference does 

following Jesus make in my life?ó  Thatõs todayõs theme.  

Of course I donõt know how following Jesus makes a difference in your life ñ or how it could make a difference. 

Itõs different for different people. Itõs important not to imagine that following Jesus has to make the same difference for 

everyone. People have different problems, different needs, different opportunities, different situations, different 

shortcomings, different talents. Following Jesus is going to look different for different people. But maybe there are some 

underlying themes. To get a handle on this, letõs look at the reading we heard from the Bible today. Start with the first 

part. This was written by the Apostle Paul. òApostleó means òsent,ó and the Apostle Paul was a man who was sent by his 

church in the city of Antioch to tell people all over the Roman Empire about Jesus. In this case, heõs writing to people 

who are already followers of Jesus, helping them remember or understand what difference it makes to follow Jesus in 

their own lives, just as weõre doing today. 

Normally, following Jesus starts with being baptized, so thatõs where Paul starts. When 

youõre baptized, itõs a way of dying, just as Jesus died. òWhen we were joined with Christ Jesus 

in baptism, we joined him in his death. For we died and were buried with Christ by baptism.ó 

(Romans 6:3-4) The symbolism of baptism isnõt just to be washed with water, but to be buried 

under water, all the way down in a river or lake or pool. (Itõs OK to be baptized by having 

water poured on or sprinkled, but even so you should still get the image that the person is 

going under water the way Jesus went into the tomb.) So whatõs that all about? Dying doesnõt 

sound like an auspicious way to start following Jesus, does it? 

The point is this: dying makes a difference in your life, a big difference. Bathing or 

getting washed, not so much difference. When you start following Jesus, itõs supposed to make as big a difference in your 

life as dying would. When you die, everything changes! There arenõt parts of your life that stay the same, like youõre part 

alive and part dead. When you die you donõt get to say, òWell, mostly Iõll be dead, but Iõm still going to play Texas hold-

em with the guys on Friday nights.ó The point is, following Jesus really is supposed 

to make a difference  

The good news is that although following Jesus is supposed to make as 

big of a difference as dying does, the difference is supposed to be in the opposite 

direction of dying. Following Jesus isnõt supposed to make you dead, but alive. Iõve 

been talking about this for the last 3 weeks, so I wonõt go into it here much. The 

point is that Jesus died, but then he was brought back to life again by God. And 

the life that he was brought back to was better than the life he left. Now Jesus is 

alive forever, with God, never to die again. After you die, if youõre following Jesus, 

you also will become alive again forever, with God, never to die again. But long 

before that, even now, by following Jesus you become alive in a new and better way. At least, thatõs what Iõm inviting you 

to think about. How does following Jesus make you more alive right now than you would be if you didnõt follow Jesus? 

But before we get to specifics, lets finishing hearing what Paul has to say about  

I can give you a small example. I think that anxiety is a sin always trying to make a slave of me. Itõs easy for me to 

get anxious over almost anything. I have this master plan for all the everything Iõm involved in, like a gigantic chess match, 

and Iõm always trying to line up every single piece in the perfect position.  I can lie awake at night trying to figure out all 

my next moves, especially if somethingõs not going the way I want it to. Last week, something big went wrong with my 

plans. My half-time job at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary was eliminated, and Iõm being laid off as of June 30. (Iõm 

probably still going to teach some classes there as an adjunct faculty member from time to time, but I wonõt have a 

regular job, and weõre losing our health benefits.) Now thatõs something that could cause a lot of anxiety. But Iõm not 

anxious. Iõve been able to pray about ñ I know that God knows my situation, and Iõm just not anxious about. I donõt 

mean that itõs wrong to be concerned about your job, and Iõm certainly working on other alternatives for the half-time I 

donõt work for Charles River Church. But following Jesus is keeping anxiety from making a slave out of me. The day I got 

And just as Christ was raised 

from the dead by the glorious 

power of the Father, now we 

also may live new lives. Since 

we have been united with him 

in his death, we will also be 

raised to life as he was. 

Romans 6:4-5 
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laid off, I got a call from a retreat center in Texas that is looking for a new director. Without Jesusõs power I might be so 

anxious that I take a job like that, even though itõs not what I want to do, and not what Iõm called to do. Iõm called to be 

here, and following Jesus makes the difference of allowing me to stay steady, while things work out. And that is certainly 

making me more alive than I would be if I were consumed 

by anxiety about my job. 

By the way, itõs an obvious corollary to my point, 

that by following Jesus, you shouldnõt be anxious for me 

either, and I pray that no one walks away with any kind of 

burden because I revealed this aspect of my life to you. But 

if youõd like to pray for me, Iõd appreciate that.  

OK, so Paulõs basic point is that following Jesus gives 

you the power not to become a slave to sin or evil. That 

doesnõt mean that you never give in to sin or become 

affected by evil. It can take a lifetime of growth to live into 

the freedom that comes from following Jesus. But itõs there 

for you, if you follow Jesus. 

Now letõs look at what Paul says that might help you give specific answers to the question, òWhat difference 

does following Jesus make in my life.ó 

Iõve highlighted some words and phrases that might help identify specific ways following Jesus could make a 

difference in your life. A great place to start is with òyour body.ó  Following Jesus could make a difference to your body. 

One way could be healing. When Jesus was on earth, a lot of people followed him and got healed. That still happens. 

That doesnõt mean you donõt see a doctor and get medical help. It does mean that if you need healing, one of your 

greatest resources is prayer. Ninety-nine percent of doctors believe there is a relationship between faith and healing, 

including doctors who donõt have faith themselves! Has anyone here experienced healing in their body by following 

Jesus? 

Another way following Jesus can make a difference in your body is with addiction. Nearly everyone who 

overcomes addiction to alcohol or drugs or anything else does so by following the 12 Steps developed by Alcoholics 

Anonymous. Seven of the 12 steps involving asking God to help you. God is the key to beating addiction. You canõt 

overcome alcoholism or anorexia or feeling that youõre ugly by trying harder. Instead you have to see yourself and your 

body as God sees you, beautiful, good, beloved, whatever your flaws are, real or imagined. You donõt get your body in 

shape in order to find God, you find God in order to get your body in shape.  

Margaret Bullitt-Jonas tells this story about following Jesus freed her from slavery in her body. She was a binge 

eater for many years, and finally joined Overeaters Anonymous out of sheer desperation. òOne 

night, four weeks into Overeaters Anonymous, I sat down for supper alone. There were two 

poached eggs, a cup of turnip cooked with a tablespoon of butter, and two cups of salad with a 

tablespoon of low-fat dressing. That was it. Nothing else to eat until breakfast the next morning. I 

wanted to binge. There was no way this pathetic little meal could fill me . But then I remembered 

to say grace. I took a breath, turned to God, and offered what paltry, halfhearted thanks I could. 

And suddenly love flowed into me. Suddenly I felt immensely cared for. In my mindõs eye I saw the 

faces of my sponsor and all my friends in OA. I looked down again at my plate, and now this 

moderate meal with its clear limits was a sign to me that someone outside me was helping me. This meal was not a 

deprivation; it was a gift, a sign of love. I sat down to a feast. Gratefulness welled up in me. Tears came to my eyes. I ate 

the meal in the company of God and the invisible companionship of my friends. I found the food delicious. I was filled. I 

was satisfied. ôSo this is what if means to have enough,õ I said to myself. ôThis is what enough feels like.õ I had learned to 

connect with God.1  

Another way following Jesus could make a difference in your life is by giving you the ability to give. Itõs not 

necessarily a natural thing to be able to give, I mean really give generously, without jealousy or fear or regret. Yet 

generous giving is one of the greatest joys you can experience in life ñ so Iõm told.   

The opposite of generous giving is something called packrat syndrome. Itõs when you canõt bear to give away 

anything, or even to throw away anything. People who suffer from it are so afraid of not having what they need in life, 

                                                
1 Margaret Bullitt-Jonas. Holy Hunger (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999), 138-140. 

So you also should consider yourselves to be 

dead to the power of sin and alive to God through 

Christ Jesus. Do not let sin control the way you live; 

do not give in to sinful desires. Do not let any part of 

your body become an instrument of evil to serve sin. 

Instead, give yourselves completely to God, for you 

were dead, but now you have new life. So use your 

whole body as an instrument to do what is right for 

the glory of God. Sin is no longer your master, for 

you no longer live under the requirements of the 

law. Instead, you live under the freedom of Godõs 

grace.     Romans 6:11-14  
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that they keep everything. Like old newspapers, or empty food containers, even garbage. 

Sort of like a lot of us are, to tell the truth, but a lot more extreme.  

Anyway, I heard the most striking testimony once at the Vineyard Christian 

Fellowship when a woman came up front and told about how packrat syndrome had been 

destroying her life. She got to the point where there was no room in her house. She slept 

on a corner of the table because the beds, sofas, and chairs had long ago been piled up 

with stuff. She put the garbage in bags, but could never bring herself to take it outside. The 

smell was so bad that she was in danger of being evicted. Nothing could help her. Until she 

committed herself to following Jesus. She told us that by following Jesus, she was slowing coming to feel that she would 

be alright in life, and she could begin letting go of the stuff. She even took out the garbage. This woman was very well-

dressed, highly-educated, clean, attractive, about 35 years old, Iõd say, had a professional job. òI know I donõt look like 

someone who lives with garbage, but thatõs what my life was like,ó she said.  

My question to you is, does following Jesus help you let go of stuff would otherwise make your life less alive? 

Does following Jesus help you give up jealousy, or envy, or regret? Does it help you give away stuff or money or love? 

Getting the power to give, could be an incredible benefit of following Jesus.  

The final aspect I highlighted from this reading is this one about living under the freedom of Godõs grace. 

Following Jesus could let you live under freedom. This is harder than it sounds. Because being free is not the same as 

being aimless. Anyone can pretend theyõre free by just being aimless, just living from one thing to another. A new job, 

new friends, new lover, new stuff. It looks kind of like freedom, because youõre not following anybody elseõs rules. If 

youõre younger than about 50, it has the advantage that your parents donõt approve of it. But thatõs not really freedom. 

True freedom is when nothing keeps you from doing whatõs really meaningful, really worthwhile, really what God 

created you to do. But how do you know what that is? Some people will tell you that thatõs what difference following 

Jesus makes in their lives. By following Jesus, they find freedom. Not aimlessness, but genuine, industrial-strength 

freedom. How about you? 

OK, weõve looked at this reading from the Apostle Paul, and I said that the deep way that it makes a difference 

to follow Jesus is that it breaks the power of sin in your life. This world is full of sin and evil, big and small. Sometimes 

the sin is inside you, trying to get out and hurt someone else. Sometimes the sin is outside you, trying to get in and hurt 

you. And worst of all, sometimes the sin is inside you trying to stay in and hurt you. Following Jesus can break the 

power of sin to ruin your life. Ultimately following Jesus breaks the power of death to destroy your life. 

Then I highlighted four aspects of following Jesus to see if any of them would bring up concrete examples for 

you about how following Jesus might make a difference in your life. The aspects were your body, giving, doing whatõs 

right, and being free without being aimless. There are lots of other aspects of life that following Jesus could make a 

difference, but I just highlighted these four. 

Now itõs up to you. Iõm asking you to answer the question, òWhat concrete, specific, practical, visible difference 

does it make in my life to follow Jesus?ó (Or what difference would you like it to make, if you were to start following 

Jesus?) Iõm asking you to answer this question because I want your life to be better by following Jesus. Otherwise, why 

bother? So work it out. If you find an answer, great. If you donõt find an answer, then job number one is sharpening the 

question, òWhat difference would I like it make it to make in my life to follow Jesus?ó Donõt let go of God until it starts 

making a difference. 

Iõm also asking you this question because the only way Charles River Church can possibly grow is if we let 

following Jesus make a difference in our lives.  Our friends, neighbors coworkers, etc., are only going to come if they see 

that following Jesus makes a difference in our lives that they would like to have in their lives. So we need to identify what 

difference following Jesus makes in our lives, then we need to live it out. If your friends donõt see you living a way they 

want to live, then church is just your hobby vs. their hobby.  If they do see you living differently because of following 

Jesus, maybe theyõll want to check it out too.  
 

Questions 

ǒ Have you ever experienced a situation in which following Jesus broke the power of sin or evil? 

ǒ Which of these 4 aspects is most interesting to you: your body, giving, doing the right thing, or being free without 

being aimless? 

ǒ Whatõs one concrete way people can see that your life is different because you follow Jesus? (Or that youõd like it to 

be different) 


