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Simpson University Convocation 
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Stephen Bailey 
 
Title: Living in this strange world as Christians 
Text: Jesus Prays for his disciples John 17:15 & 16 “My prayer is not that you take them out 
of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. 16 They are not of the world, even as 
I am not of it.” 
 

1.   Introduction 
a.   Thank you. I am very honored by this opportunity to share a few thoughts with 

you at the start of our school year.  
b.   A warm welcome to all of the new students and new faculty that are joining us 

for the first time. We are glad you are here.  
 

c.   Humans are essentially social creatures. The communities we grew up in and 
give our allegiance to pattern everything we do and think. Emile Durkheim, 
the 19th century French social anthropologist said that the influence of social 
groups is so powerful that it makes sure we do not want anything except what 
we have been taught to want, thus making even what we perceive to be 
individually unique choices an illusion. That’s depressing isn’t it?  

 
d.   The social nature of humanity is worth reflecting on in light of Jesus’ prayer in 

the Gospel of John. 
 

e.   John 17:15 & 16 “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world 
[society] but that you protect them from the evil one. 16 They are not of the 
world [this society], even as I am not of it.” 

 
2.   There are three things stated here.  

a.   First, Jesus is not planning to take us out of our social situation – His disciples 
do not get to evacuate just because things get bad or because they feel 
religiously or culturally isolated. The time for an exit will come but for now 
Jesus wants us here.  

b.   Second, Jesus prays that the Father will protect his disciples from the evil one 
– this assumes two things – one that the Evil one is alive and well in society 
[well that is easy enough to demonstrate empirically] and two his disciples 
need protection. For all the Tolkien fans, let’s just say it’s no longer safe in the 
shire.  

c.   Third Jesus says that we are to stay in society but we do not belong to it, we 
are “strangers in this land;” we carry foreign passports; we hold identity cards 
from another Kingdom. Our allegiance lies outside the boundary line that 
defines membership in this society so we should not be surprised when we are 
treated like outsiders.  
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d.   So according to Jesus we do not belong here but he wants us here, we need 
protection from evil and our allegiance it to another place, scripture calls this 
place the Kingdom of God.  
 

3.   Let me suggest two implications this has for living as Christians in America today.  
 

a.   First, we must live everyday in the reality that our primary allegiance is to 
Jesus and not to the social groups that nature has placed us in.  We think of 
ourselves as American Christians but the NT clearly teaches us that we are 
Christians who live in America. There is an important difference.  

 
b.   Second, our allegiance to Jesus implies citizenship in the Kingdom of God and 

this demands that we live according to the laws of the Kingdom. John Yoder 
called these laws the politics of Jesus. 

 
4.   The first implication: Christians must recognize that their allegiance to God goes 

beyond all the tribal rivalries of families, political parties, national loyalties and 
even religious associations.  

a.   In fact Jesus’ disciples don’t really even get to be family first people; a 
challenge that strikes at the heart of American values.  

i.   Take a look at Matthew 12  
46 While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood 
outside, wanting to speak to him. 47 Someone told him, “Your mother and 
brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.”  48 He replied to 
him, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” 49 Pointing to his 
disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. 50 For whoever does 
the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother. 

ii.   Matthew 8  
21 Another disciple said to him, “Lord, first let me go and bury my 
 father.”22 But Jesus told him, “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own  
dead.” 

iii.   Luke 14  
26 “If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and 
children, brothers and sisters—yes, even their own life—such a person cannot 
be my disciple. 27 And whoever does not carry their cross and follow me 
cannot be my disciple. 

 
b.   These statements by Jesus teach us that Kingdom loyalties surpass our 

loyalties to family, community and nation.  
 

c.   Families, like all communities, always claim priority on our time, money and 
skills but while the Kingdom of God is not anti-family it changes the way we 
think about family. 
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d.   Likewise, Christians must also think about the affairs of the nation from the 
very different perspective of the Kingdom and not in terms of the partisan 
politics that dominate the media and the minds of those loyal to our social 
institutions.  

 
e.   We cannot first be Americans or Republicans or Democrats. We are God’s 

people – his agents of witness to His Kingdom reality. This Kingdom reality 
must critique all human social allegiances. To borrow a thought from Bob 
Dylan, [In this world,] “There’re two roads to take and they’re both bad” 
(Noble Peace Lecture 2017). Well Jesus offers us a third way, an alternative 
community with a strange set of rules. But these rules only apply to those who 
choose to live in their reality. 
 

f.   Stanley Hauerwas commenting on the dangers of Christians giving their 
loyalty to society and the State writes this: 

 
“If Caesar [could] get [German] Christians to swallow the "Ultimate Solution," [of 
murdering Jews] and Christians here [in America] to embrace the [nuclear] bomb, there is no 
limit to what we will not do for the modern world. Alas, in leaning over to speak to the 
modern world, we [have] fallen in. We [have] lost the theological resources to resist, lost the 
resources even to see that there was something worth resisting (Resident Aliens 1989:26). 
 

g.   Resist what? Well, resist bowing to the patterns of violence, greed, the general 
disregard for the poor and the oppressed and the general pattern of failing to 
recognize God as God.  

 
h.   This of course sets up a confrontation between God’s Kingdom and the 

institutional powers of society; a confrontation on full display in the dialogue 
between Pilate and Jesus in John 19  

 
7 The Jewish leaders insisted, “We have a law, and according to that law he must die, 
because he claimed to be the Son of God.” 8 When Pilate heard this, he was even more 
afraid, 9 and he went back inside the palace. “Where do you come from?” he asked Jesus, but 
Jesus gave him no answer.† 10 “Do you refuse to speak to me?” Pilate said. “Don’t you 
realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?” 11 Jesus answered, “You would 
have no power over me except what has been given you from above.  
 

i.   I wonder how many Christians realize that the political, economic, religious 
and social institutions of our day have no power over them that supersedes 
their allegiance to Jesus and His Kingdom?  

 
j.   But where is this Kingdom Jesus speaks of?  

i.   The phrase, the Kingdom of God, in the NT refers to “the rule of God.” 
The Kingdom of God exists wherever there are people who recognize it 
and live and act according to Kingdom rules.   
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ii.   What are these Kingdom rules? What are the politics of God? What are 
God’s economic policies? What kind of corporation is the Kingdom?  
 

5.   This takes us to the second implication: Christians are called to live according to 
the upside down, falling upward, politics of Jesus.  

 
a.   First, consider again the way Jesus takes our natural social loyalty to family 

and expands that sense of responsibility to literally everyone. 
 

i.   Luke 14  
12 Then Jesus said to his host, “When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not 
invite your friends, your brothers or sisters, your relatives, or your rich 
neighbors; if you do, they may invite you back and so you will be 
repaid. 13 But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, 
the blind, 14 and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will 
be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” 
 

b.   Citizenship in the Kingdom requires us to expand our idea of family. You see 
the Kingdom does not allow us to simply prioritize our biological families; we 
are to prioritize everyone we meet as if they were family.  

 
i.   Again in Matthew 25  

37 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry  
and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see  
you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When  
did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 40 “The King will reply,  
‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and  
sisters of mine, you did for me.’ [the poor, imprisoned, homeless, addicted] 

 
c.   In a sense Jesus teaches us to talk to strangers, which is exactly what our 

parents and first grade teachers taught us not to do.  
i.   Remember how Jesus invited himself over for dinner at Zaccheus’ 

home? The home of a tax collector who had extorted money from many 
of his countrymen.  

ii.   Or, consider all of the mentally ill people Jesus engaged as he traveled. 
Recall Mary Magdalene of whom he had cast out seven demons (Mk 
16).  

iii.   He talked to foreign women – remember the Samaritan woman at the 
well? And how about that Canaanite woman. Jesus was well aware that 
his fellow Jews thought of the Canaanites as dogs! (Matt 15:26)  

iv.   He even had compassion on a soldier serving in a foreign army that was 
occupying and terrorizing his homeland. This is particularly interesting 
given the high probability that Jesus had seen Romans soldiers crucify 
his countrymen as a boy.  
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d.   It doesn’t take long to realize that the Politics of Jesus are messy and 
impractical. Didn’t Jesus know that he was giving his time to hopeless cases? 
Was he using his spiritual gifts wisely? Didn’t most of these people have 
themselves to blame for their problems? In fact a lot of what Jesus did seems 
down right naïve.  

 
e.   And it’s worse than you think because nowhere does Jesus say, “give to those 

who ask of you if they deserve it” or “if you are sure they won’t abuse your 
generosity and make a fool out of you.”  

 
f.   No, in Jesus’ Kingdom we are told to give to anyone who asks; to forgive 

others no matter how many times they offend us; not to return evil with evil; 
not to live by the sword; and not to worry about tomorrow. What kind of 
public policy is this? It sounds like a plan asking for trouble; or a good way to 
bankrupt us, the church, and the nation. Why a person living by these upside 
down rules might end up losing their own life, not to mention their hard earned 
property!  

 
g.   The typical response to the teachings of Jesus is to turn them into metaphorical 

life lessons. We are told that Jesus didn’t really mean for us to live according 
to those rules, he was just making a point. Or, it was all hyperbole. Of course 
its nice to do a good deed now and then but one needs to be practical.  

 
6.   We live in a time of terrible political and social conflict.  

 
a.   Maybe Christians should step out of the debates and focus on being faithful to 

Christ and ethic of God’s Kingdom. I have a sense that if we began living 
according to the politics of Jesus the policies and laws of our nation or any 
other institutional authority wouldn’t matter much to us.   
 

b.   I must admit that it seems quite impossible to live by these rules. I would like 
to be a Saint like Jesus but frankly it seems so inconvenient. After all how 
would I schedule Kingdom activity on my Simpson Google calendar? 

 
c.   I have thought about this a lot, trying to figure out how one might live 

according to Jesus’ politics. Let me extend to you the challenge that I find 
myself facing. 

  
d.   What if you and I try doing just one thing a month that is clearly in line with 

the Politics of Jesus. It will likely be something outside your comfort zone and 
into the arena of faithful obedience; it will likely be something you don’t have 
the money or time for.  
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e.   If we interrupt our schedules to act according to Kingdom rules before long we 
might find ourselves ready to dare to live by them. Because here is what we 
would find - living according to the ethic of the Kingdom is not just about 
doing good deeds; it’s about encountering Jesus in the world. When you live 
according to the Politics of Jesus you end up meeting God – just as He 
promised – among the lives of the broken, the homeless, the lost, the addicted, 
the sick, the imprisoned, the orphan, kids in foster care and the foreigner.  

 
f.   ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and  

sisters of mine, you did for me.’ That verse is not a metaphor, it is a promise 
that will bring you into the presence of God and the place of worship.  

 
g.   As students you came to Simpson for an education. You want an education 

because you want a good job. I am not sure Jesus is terribly concerned about 
whether you get a good job. He was unemployed and basically homeless for 
the three years of his ministry life. So if all you want is a good job you might 
be praying to the wrong guy.  

 
h.   But while I will admit that a job’s a good thing, what you really need before 

you graduate is a calling – a calling that will give you a life vocation. And the 
fact is that God has already placed a call on your life; He has already given 
you a life vocation. You have been called as His disciple to live in a society 
that you do not belong to and to which you can not give your allegiance, you 
are here to testify to your allegiance to God and live in obedience to the 
Politics of Jesus.  

 
i.   This vocation of upside down work will challenge the dreams and expectations 

that parents, community, church and nation have for you. But in the end it is 
up to you to decide which Kingdom you are going to live in.  

 
j.   Jesus said, (John 15:13),  “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s 

life for one’s friends.” The catch is that in the Kingdom of God everyone you 
meet is your good friend to whom you owe your life.  

 


