Have You Ever Been Arrested?

Philippians 3:12-14 
“HAVE YOU EVER BEEN ARRESTED?”

OR

“THE DIVINE DRAMA OF SALVATION”

(Philippians 3:12-14)

“Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I was apprehended of Christ Jesus.  Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended; but this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are before, I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus.”


The most important thing about a lost man is that he is a sinner in character and dead in condition.  In himself, he is a sinner, and in his relationship with God, he is dead.  A lost man functions out of only two-thirds of his being (body and soul); he is “not all here” (his spirit is dead).  So the all-determinative, all-important part of his nature, his spirit, is totally dead in the only relationship that matters, his relationship with God.  Furthermore, a great miracle is required to let the lost man know that he is in this condition.  So two miracles are required for a lost man to be brought into right relationship with God — the miracle of conviction (which causes him to know that he is lost), and the miracle of conversion (by which he is introduced to God).  


The New Testament uses six big words to describe Divine salvation.  One is justification.  In justification, the sinner is guilty before a just and holy God, and God graciously declares him not guilty through his faith in Jesus Christ.  

A second word is redemption.  In redemption, the sinner is seen as a slave, and is bought out of the slave market by the precious blood of Christ, and set free.

A third word is regeneration.  In regeneration, the sinner is dead, and God sovereignly infuses him with Divine, spiritual, eternal life.  


A fourth word is adoption.  In adoption, the sinner is an alien, estranged from God, and God graciously places him in status before Him as a full-grown, mature son.


A fifth word is reconciliation.  In reconciliation, the sinner is an enemy of God, not only out of relationship but in revolt against God, and God graciously removes the cause of the enmity and brings the sinner into a standing and condition of peace with God.


A sixth word is conversion.  In conversion, the sinner is a fleeing fugitive, and God stops him in his flight and turns him around, turning Him forever toward Himself.  


This sixth word, conversion, is the word that is highlighted in our text.  And it is the most dramatic side of conversion that is revealed here.  Verse ten tells us that the Christian life is a matter of “knowing Christ.”  That is, it is a matter of regular, intimate personal relationship between me and Jesus.  Verse twelve tells us how this relationship was established, how it began.  The King James Bible says, “I was apprehended of Christ Jesus.”  The key word is “apprehended.”  Other translations say, “I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.”  The word is a highly dramatic word.  It means “to arrest”  or “to capture.”    One translation daringly says, “Christ Jesus put a stranglehold on me.”  It is a law officer’s word, a word that would be used for a person apprehended by the law enforcement officers of a community. 


Note the title that is given to the Arresting Officer.  “I was arrested by Christ Jesus.”  This title provides one of the great themes of the book of Philippians.  The name always follows this order, “Christ Jesus.”  The order we usually follow is “Jesus Christ,” but Paul’s order is usually “Christ Jesus.”  “Jesus” is His human name.  One commentator called it “the Christmas Name of God.”  “Christ” is one of His Divine titles, the title which reveals His Heavenly appointment and anointment in coming to the earth.  So the order of these names, “Christ Jesus,” reveals a downward direction, from heaven to earth.  This is the direction the Arresting Officer followed in coming to arrest sinners.  You see, sinners seek God in the same manner in which a mouse seeks a cat — not at all!  And, as with the mouse and cat, the reason for the sinner’s flight from God is fear.  Romans 3:11 says, “There is none who understands, there is none who seeks after God.”  If God and sinners are ever to be reconciled, an Arresting Officer must come from Heaven, arrest the sinner, and press His claims for peace and restored relationship.  And, glory to God, that is precisely what the text tells us has happened!


“I stand as one who has been arrested,” Paul says.  The verb is an aorist passive indicative.  Grammatically, the indicative indicates real action.  So this word describes a real-life occurrence; it is  not merely a figure of speech.  The passive voice of the verb means that someone else did the arresting; sinners don’t merely “turn themselves in” to the arresting officer. And the aorist tense means that the “arrest” occurred only once!  However, the results continue indefinitely. 


Paul pursued the same kind of analogy in II Corinthians 2:14-16 when he said, “Thanks be to God, who always leads us in His triumph in Christ.”  This is the picture of a conquering war hero, who brings his prisoners back home chained to his chariot and being pulled by him at his pace wherever He wants to take them.  The conqueror is Christ, the “prisoners” are all believers, and the triumphal procession is the Christian life.  The words, “arrested” and “led in triumph” are sovereign, powerful words.  And how realistic they are!  When Jesus Christ saves you, He wants you to “ride up on the driver’s seat with Him,” but it is obvious that there is a strong, subtle factor within you -- the “flesh” -- which makes that impossible.  There is no joint Lordship!  Yet He loves you too much to abandon you and cast you off.  So He chains you to His chariot wheels!  This truth is echoed in the conversion testimony of the great Oxford scholar, C. S. Lewis.  He said, “That night, I was dragged kicking and screaming into the Kingdom of God, probably the most reluctant convert in the history of Christendom.”  The Christian has been arrested and imprisoned by the grace of God, and he is never to forget this relationship.


In this study, we will explore the meaning of this word, “arrested,” in order to better understand the nature of our relationship with Jesus Christ.

I.  SERIOUS CRIMES

First, the powerful word, “arrested,” suggests that some serious crimes have been committed.  Normally, it is a criminal that is arrested.  So this word brings us to abruptly face the horrible truth about man, the truth of his sins, his crimes against God and His Law.  


A crime has been committed — by man, and against God.  The Bible calls this crime “sin.”   In a very real sense, Christianity begins with sin.  And so did your life (Psalm 51:5).  The coming of Jesus Christ into the world had to do with the sins of humanity.  You see, as far as we know, God has never had but one problem in His Eternal History, and that is the problem of sin.  Man is charged before the High Court of the universe with multiple crimes, and not one of them is a mere misdemeanor.  In fact, each crime is so serious that it deserves eternity in the Prison House of the universe.  What are the crimes?  What are your crimes?


First, you have flagrantly stolen your entire life from God’s hand.  So sin is a stewardship violation which involves embezzlement and grand larceny.  And the crime was committed against God, and in favor of Satan. 


God made every human being, and thus He has first claim on each person’s life.  “It is He who has made us, and not we ourselves.”  


Then, God daily sustains each person.  “It is in Him that we live, and move, and have our being, and our very breath is in His hand.”  Every breath that human beings breathe is sponsored by God.  In Jesus’ well-known story of the prodigal son, when the boy departed from his home and went into a far country, Jesus said that he “wasted his resources in riotous living.”  Whose resources?  The very resources the father had given him!  Sin is the prostitution of Divine resources which have been given to men to manage and improve.  And, wonder of wonders, God “sponsors the sin” by providing the resources by which the sin is committed.  He gives the tongue to the cursing blasphemer.  He gives the feet to the straying sinner.  He gives the brain to the plotting rebel.  He sponsors your life, even when you live in sin!    


Then God bought you — at an incredibly high price.  A United States astronaut was widely interviewed by representatives of the news media after he returned from walking on the moon.  One reporter asked, “What were your thoughts when you stood on the moon and looked back toward the earth?”  The astronaut facetiously replied, “I remembered that I was to return to earth on a space vehicle that had been built by the lowest bidder!”  God never tried to get by with the lowest bid.  He purchased sinners (worthless sinners) at full price, a price of His choosing.  


A Christian wife sadly said to her lost husband one day, “Did you ever buy something, and pay for it, and still not get it?”  He replied, “No, did you?”  She said gently, “No, but Jesus did!”


Years ago, a Norwegian pastor named Josef Nordenhaug was president of the Baptist World Alliance.  During his presidency, the Alliance met in convention in London, England.  Nordenhaug and his wife were staying in a hotel in London, along with several of his ministerial friends.  One morning, he had left his wife, slightly ill, with another pastor’s wife in their hotel room and had gone with his fellow pastor to eat breakfast.  They went to a restaurant just a short distance from the hotel.  On their return walk to the hotel, a prostitute approached them and propositioned them.  After listening to her invitation, Dr. Nordenhaug said, “Come with us, please.”  And the two men led her into their hotel and took her up to his room.  When they entered the room, Dr. Nordenhaug asked, “What was the price?”  When she answered, he said, “Young lady, do you know that you are selling yourself far too cheaply?  You are worth much more than that.  I want to introduce you to a friend of mine, who can tell you how much you are really worth.”  He then took the woman into his wife’s bedroom, where the two preacher’s wives led the young woman to Christ.  


Sin means that I disregard my creation by God, God’s daily sustaining of my life, and Christ’s great purchase of me at Calvary.  Sin is “autonomy,” or the practice of “self-law.”  It means that I withhold myself from God and set my own standards for my life.  The Bible says (Romans 3:22-23), “There is no difference, for all have sinned and come short of the glory of God.”  The word translated “sin” in that verse means “to miss the mark.”  As a human being, the character target I am to “shoot for” is the character (or the “glory”) of God.  


Several years ago, the San Francisco Giants were in the post-season divisional playoffs to determine which teams would play in the baseball World Series.  During one of the playoff games, a parachutist dramatically descended through the skies, attempting to land at home plate inside the stadium.  However, due to a miscalculation of wind currents which regularly swirl at Candlestick Park in San Francisco, the chutist missed the stadium altogether.  Even so, all men have missed the assigned mark of God’s character.  They have “fallen short of the glory of God.”  Instead of hitting the mark of God’s character, they have become self-addicted.  So sin means to be under-related to God and over-related to self.  And this over-relation to self has caused you to practice “theomania,” which is your crazy attempt to play the role of God for yourself.    


Sin is man’s “God-Almightiness,” that lifestyle by which a man curls his entire life right back on himself.  Someone insightfully defined sin as “man’s private purposing.”  Sin (S-I-N) is Self-Ish-Ness.  Note the “big I,” the perpendicular pronoun, in the middle of the word, “sIn.”  The same letter is in the middle of the words “prIde” and “LucIfer.”  Sin is the character condition of having the “big I” at the control center of your life.  To be a sinner means that you have chosen to be “marooned on an ‘I-land’ called Self.”  And this means that you have stolen and embezzled your life from God’s hand.  As a kind of spiritual “self-napping,” this is a criminal act of major proportions.  


But the sinner’s crimes are worse even than theft or embezzlement.  Every sin is a God-killer!  Sin is a slap in God’s face and a stab into God’s heart.  So the slightest sin in your life implicates you in a charge of murder.  In Thus Spake Zarathustra, Friedrich Nietzsche identifies man as “the murderer of God.”  He was right!  This is the meaning of the Cross of Christ.  When God was human on earth, man murdered Him on a cross.  When man got his hands on God, God’s violent death was the outcome.  


The Cross of Christ was a timeless thing.  It stands as an Eternal Deed (Revelation 13:8).  It is as if it were reconstructed or reenacted every day.  Just as the nails of the cross rendered Jesus inactive and dead, so your sins render Him inactive and dead.  Just as the nail in His hand incapacitated the serving hand of Jesus, so your sins incapacitate Him and His serving hand.  Sin is a grievous act of murder — committed against God!  


The artist Rembrandt, in his renowned painting of the crucifixion of Christ, painted his own face on the body of one of the crucifying soldiers.  It was his way of confessing his own implication in the Death of the Son of God.  Dear friend, there is a live trail of blood between you and Calvary!  There is a fresh blood-trail between me and the Cross.  If I remain lost, that blood-trail will mean my eternal condemnation in Hell.  If I am saved, that blood-trail reminds me of my cleansing by the blood of Christ (I John 1:7).  Philippians 3:18 says that “many walk ... who are the enemies of the Cross of Christ, whose end is destruction.”  This means that, without Christ, you are the decided enemy of your only hope.  By your sins, you have murdered the Son of God.  And this attempted Deicide is actually suicide.  In your attempt to kill God, your only final target is yourself!


Aurelius Augustine, one of the greatest of theologians, said, “My sin was all the more incredible because I did not think myself to be a sinner.”  Sin, which often appears to be “innocent” or insignificant to the perpetrator, is actually a combination of the greatest of crimes against God, the crimes of theft and murder. And these crimes are infinitely serious.  The seriousness of any crime is partially determined by the nature and significance of the person or thing against which it is committed.  After David had committed adultery with Bathsheba and had murdered her husband, Uriah, he nonetheless said to God, “Against Thee, and Thee only have I sinned, and done this evil in Thy sight” (Psalm 51:4).  By its very nature, all sin is a heinous act committed against God.  The word “arrested” suggests that some serious crimes have been committed, and indeed they have.

II.  A SAD COURSE

Second, the word “arrested” suggests that a sad course has been taken by the guilty criminal.  Whereas he should have “given himself up” and “thrown himself on the mercy of the court,” he has further misrepresented God and compounded his own guilt by fleeing from God, from justice, and from mercy.  Instead of running to God, he acts like a guilty and condemned criminal and runs from God.  Thus, he becomes a refugee from God and from grace.  


In one of the greatest poems ever written, Francis Thompson pictures man’s flight and his plight in stanza after stanza.  The title of the poem is “The Hound of Heaven.”  It is an incredibly insightful admission of both guilt and hope in a fleeing sinner.  Here are some of its words.

                                        “I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;

                                          I fled Him, down the arches of the years;

                                          I fled Him, down the puzzling hallways 

                                          Of my own mind, and in the mist of tears

                                          I hid from Him, and under running laughter.

                                          Up vistaed hopes, I sped; And shot, precipitated,  

                                          Adown Titanic glooms of chasmed fears,

                                          From those strong Feet that followed, followed after.

                                          But with unhurrying chase, And unperturbed pace,

                                          Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,

                                          They beat — and a Voice beat, 

                                          More instant than the Feet: 

                                          ‘All things betray thee, who betrayest Me.’

Listen to the conclusions of each of the long stanzas:

                                         “Nigh and nigh draws the chase,

                                           With unperturbed pace,

                                           Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,

                                           And past those noised Feet

                                           A Voice comes yet more fleet --

                                           ‘Lo! Naught contents thee, who content’st not Me.’



       “Halts by me that footfall:

                                            Is my gloom after all,

                                            Shade of His hand, outstretched caressingly? — 

                                            ‘Ah, fondest, blindest, weakest,
                                             I am He Whom thou seekest!

                                             Thou drovest love from thee, who drovest Me.’

You have just read some remarkably vivid lines of Divine-human dialogue, in which the sinner is being brought to realize the nature and seriousness of his flight from God.  Today, millions need to see themselves as guilty parties in a massive revolt against Heaven and Heaven’s God, an insurrection of vast proportions.  This is the sad course that sinners take by fleeing from God.

III.  A SPIRITUAL CRISIS 


Third, this text suggests the spiritual crisis that is necessary in the sinner’s life if he is ever to come to his proper destiny.  “I have been arrested,” Paul said.  A capture has occurred!  


Turn again to Acts chapter nine and read the story of Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:1-18).  Note that the “arrester” was himself “arrested”!  Let me read the story from a live paraphrase of the New Testament, The Message, translated by Eugene Peterson.


“All this time Paul was breathing down the necks of the Master’s disciples, out for the kill.  He went to the Chief Priest and got arrest warrants to take to the meeting places in Damascus so that if he found anyone there belonging to the Way, whether men or women, he could arrest them and bring them to Jerusalem.


He set off.  When he got to the outskirts of Damascus, he was suddenly dazed by a blinding flash of light.  As he fell to the ground, he heard a voice: ‘Saul, Saul, why are you out to get me?’  He said, ‘Who are you, Master?’  ‘I am Jesus, the One you’re hunting down.  I want you to get up and enter the city.  In the city you’ll be told what to do next.’


His companions stood there dumbstruck — they could hear the sound, but couldn’t see anyone — while Saul, picking himself up off the ground, found himself stone blind.  They had to take him by the hand and lead him into Damascus.  He continued blind for three days.  He ate nothing, drank nothing.


There was a disciple in Damascus by the name of Ananias.  The Master spoke to him in a vision: ‘Ananias.’  ‘Yes, Master?’ he answered.  ‘Get up and go over to Straight Avenue.  Ask at the house of Judas for a man from Tarsus.  His name is Saul.  He’s there praying.  He has just had a dream in which he saw a man named Ananias enter the house and lay hands on him so he could see again.’


Ananias protested, ‘Master, you can’t be serious.  Everybody’s talking about this man and the terrible things he’s been doing, his reign of terror against your people in Jerusalem!  And now he’s shown up here with papers from the Chief Priest that give him license to do the same to us.”


But the Master said, ‘Don’t argue.  Go!  I have picked him as my personal representative to Gentiles and kings and Jews.  And now I’m about to show him what he’s in for — the hard suffering that goes with this job.’


So Ananias went and found the house, placed his hands on blind Saul, and said, ‘Brother Saul, the Master sent me, the same Jesus you saw on your way here.  He sent me so you could see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.’  No sooner were the words out of his mouth than something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes — he could see again!  He got to his feet, was baptized, and sat down with them to a hearty meal.”


This vivid account helps to explain the word “arrest” as a salvation word.  “Suddenly there shone a light.”  You see, God must turn His Light on in you and on you before you can be saved.  And never does your fugitive flight from Him show up so clearly as here.  “This is the condemnation, that light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.  For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved.  But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that they are wrought in God” (John 3:19-21).  So Paul’s conversion was a specimen case, a case which illustrates and dramatizes the nature of all conversion.  In fact, in I Timothy 1:16, Paul wrote, “I obtained mercy, that in me first Jesus Christ might show forth all long-suffering, for a pattern to them which should hereafter believe on Him to life everlasting.”


Picture a police helicopter circling near a crime-scene at night, seeking a fugitive.  A bright light is streaming down from the search vehicle, sweeping the ground beneath.  Suddenly that circle of light falls upon the fugitive criminal, discovering and isolating him for the arrest.  This is a true picture of what happens when a person is saved.  


We have often heard of “the long arm of the law.”  Not long ago, I read Victor Hugo’s great novel, Les Miserables.  Throughout the book, the relentless law is seen pursuing a “guilty” criminal, Jean Valjean.  But the book is gloriously overshadowed by another long arm and stretched-out hand, the arm of God’s redeeming love.  Victor Hugo, a Christian, used his great novel as a vehicle of faith in the overcoming power of God’s saving love, and the book is a great monument to that faith.  In the “arrest” of a sinner by God’s power and grace, both of these arms — the long arms of Divine Law and Divine Love — reach the sinner and arrest him.  The Law prosecutes the purpose of the Holy Justice of God, and Love performs the purposes which are necessary to save man.  And both are satisfied in the Cross of Christ.  There, justice is exhausted and mercy is extended.  There -- at the Cross -- “mercy and truth have met together, and righteousness and peace have kissed each other” (Psalm 85:10).  Hallelujah!


Every sinner should see himself standing before the August Throne of the Holy God of the universe.  He should see himself brokenly declaring, “If it please the Court, I have come to confess a crime.”  He should hear The Voice saying to him, “You are the criminal?”  “Yes, I am.”  “And what is the nature of the crime to which you are pleading guilty?”  “Oh, God....OH, GOD!  I am guilty of Grand Theft — and MURDER!!!!  I place myself at the mercy of this Court.”


Now, bring a glorious text of God’s Law Book to mind.  “Thou, Lord, art good, and ready  to forgive, and plenteous in mercy unto all that call upon Thee” ( Psalm 86:5).  Though I am perfectly and totally condemned by the Law, God has found a way to satisfy the demands of the Law and pardon and justify me!  But before I would ever appreciate all the dimensions of this Gospel, there had to be a Grand Arrest.  Yes, I have been arrested — and I will be eternally grateful for it!


Some years ago, the national newspapers carried to amazing story of a fourteen-year-old boy who worked in the city zoo in Chicago, Illinois.  Quite apparently, he had a great love for animals, and could express that love in the environment of the city zoo.  One day, several deadly gaboon vipers were brought to the zoo in a tight case.  They were in the office, waiting to be defanged and put on display in the reptile section of the zoo.  The young boy slipped into the office, opened the case that contained them, and carried them out onto the streets in a burlap sack!  Down the street he went, with the sack slung loosely over his shoulder!  One wrong move, and he would have been dead in a few minutes!  He boarded a city bus, and placed the sack on the seat beside him.  Meanwhile, the zoo officials had discovered the theft, guessed the identity of the criminal, and called the police with the information.  The police acted quickly, enclosing a large area of the city of Chicago with their search, hoping to arrest the boy before the deadly snakes had done their natural work.  Picture the scene when they finally “apprehended” him.  He thought they were only apprehending him to prosecute him for his crime, but in reality, they were trying to save his life!  Even so, sinners flee from God, seeing him only as a prosecuting Judge (like Jauvier in Les Miserables), when in reality, He is the only one who can save their lives!


If we were to apply the illustration, we would need to make this adjustment.  Dear sinner, you have already been bitten by “that old Serpent, the Devil”!  One effect of the venomous poison is to cloud your vision so that you can only see God as a  Prosecutor, when in reality He in interested in prevention and rescue.  To use Francis Thompson’s analogy, the “Hound of Heaven” is breathing hard on your trail.  To follow Paul’s figure, the Lord High Sheriff of the universe is closing in on you, and He is about to throw the “cuffs of grace” around “the wrists of your soul” and “drag you off to the cell of salvation and service,” from which you will never escape — nor will you want to!


Years ago, there lived a Presbyterian preacher named Todd Hall.  Todd Hall’s conversion is a remarkable illustration of the Divine Arrest of sinners.  Mr. Hall was by vocation a detective.  One day, when D. L. Moody, the great evangelist, was conducting meetings in Baltimore, Tod Hall was on the trail of a “Most Wanted” criminal in Baltimore, trying to arrest him. The trail led him to downtown Baltimore.  He was closing in on the suspect, and it appeared that he was ready to make the arrest.  The criminal, knowing that he was pursued, was looking for an escape route or a place to hide.  He ducked into a public building.  It “just happened” that it was a meeting hall, and it “just happened” that it was a particular evening of Mr. Moody’s evangelistic campaign there.  The fugitive saw the crowd as a possible hiding place, so he slipped inside and quickly made his way into the audience, finding an empty seat down near the front on one side of the auditorium.  From this vantage point, he could watch the door for the approach of his pursuer.  Mr. Hall came in, spotted his subject, and paused a moment to plot the arrest in a manner which would least disturb the audience.  While he waited, the power of Mr. Moody’s message began to give him pause.  He found himself “disarmed” by the great Gospel which Mr. Moody was preaching.  Soon, he had all but forgotten the reason for his entrance into the hall.  Remaining throughout the message, when the invitation was given, the FBI officer abandoned his ‘hunt” and went forward to give his heart to Jesus Christ.  The “hunter” had become the “hunted”!  The arresting officer had become the arrested one!  The small hunt was completely forgotten in favor of Heaven’s Big Hunt.  Mr. Hall left the detective service, joined Heaven’s “Lost and Found Bureau,” and became part of God’s Arresting Force.  


Joy Davidman (who became the wife of C. S. Lewis) wrote, “Every Christian conversion is the story of a blessed defeat.”  The greatest and happiest day in the life of any human being is when Jesus Christ arrests him and holds conquest over his soul.  Lord, I thank you that you didn’t honor my selfish desire and let me escape.  Instead, you captured me, and you are now in the process of conquering me.  What amazing grace!  George Matheson, the great blind preacher, captured the “capture” in these great lines:

                      
     “Make me a captive, Lord, and I shall be free

                              Force me to render up my sword, and I shall conqueror be;

                              I sink in life’s alarms when by myself I stand;

                              Imprison me within Thine arms, and strong shall be my hand.”
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