Well, like the fake fruit snacks you guys like so much, there are some people who are counterfeit Christians. They may look like Christians, talk like Christians, and act like Christians, but they are really just fruit flavored Christians. They may be very nice people and good citizens who give back to the community, but they are not – in Jesus’ words – “born from above” (John 3:3). 

Jesus used this phrase in a conversation with a Pharisee named Nicodemus. This man knew all about the law and the scriptures. He devoted his life to keeping all 613 laws listed in Leviticus so he could get himself right with God. Nicodemus was curious about Jesus and his teachings. He acknowledged that Jesus was a man of God, for Jesus did things that no one else could do, like walk on water, heal the sick, and raise the dead. Nicodemus wanted to know more; he wanted to be more than simply a fruit flavored follower; he wanted to live a life that bore real fruit.

Jesus begins by redirecting Nicodemus’ loyalty away from the things of this world and toward the things of God. Whereas before Nicodemus adhered to human laws, now as a disciple of Jesus he will need to follow to the law of love. Whereas before Nicodemus valued learning and tradition, now as a follower of Jesus he will value service to others above self. Whereas before Nicodemus sought fame and fortune in this world, now as a believer in Jesus’ new Way he will seek the things that build God’s Heavenly Kingdom on earth. 

When Jesus says that his followers must be “born from above” he means that we must exchange our loyalties. The apostle Paul says something like this to the Galatian Christians. Paul uses the word “flesh” to describe the things of this world that can be detrimental to our mental, physical, and spiritual health. He counsels us not to “gratify the desires of the flesh” for these things are opposed to the Spirit of God. Fame and fortune. Power and privilege. Idolatry and impurity. Sex and sorcery. Drugs and alcohol. Anger and jealousy. These are things that keep us bound “under the law,” says Paul. These are dangerous, death-inducing things. These are false fruits that leave us empty and never satisfied, always craving more.

To be “born from above” means to put these self-gratifying things aside in favor of the Fruit of the Spirit. Against this fruit, says Paul, there is no law. These fruits bring personal freedom, build strong communities, and draw us closer to God. You know what these fruits are: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Paul says that when we give our lives over to Jesus, we “crucify the flesh with its passions and desires” in favor of the real fruit that offers us life. Seeking these real fruits brings meaning and purpose into our lives and satisfies our desires in ways that fake fruits can never do.

So, here is the takeaway for today: Don’t be fruit flavored Christians who run after the wrong things. Not all fruit is the same and not all fruit is from God. Not all the things we call fruit are beneficial; read the ingredients and consider the consequences. Instead, be real fruit-filled Christians who know what is real and what is not, and don’t waste time on the fake fruit of the world. As Paul says, “If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit.”

Today you are professing your faith in Jesus as your Lord and Savior. You are admitting to the world that you want to be “born from above,” by water and the Spirit of God. You are pledging to make God’s fruit the primary fruit in your lives. You are establishing a new identity as a disciple of Jesus. Live into that new identity. Claim it as your own. Be a fruit-filled Christian no matter how hard the world tries to change you. Seek always to say and do things that bear good fruit, things that lead to love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

Nothing is more discouraging than trying to be something you’re not. If you maintain a façade because you are afraid other people might find out who you are or God might not love you, then you’re going to miss out on God’s best for your life.

God does not bless fakes or phonies. If you want God’s blessing on your life, stop living for the approval of other people and start being who God made you to be. God did not create you to be somebody else. When you get to heaven, God isn’t going to ask, “Why weren’t you more like your sister or the popular kid or your successful friend?” God is going to hold you accountable for how you fulfilled God’s purposes for your life.

The world doesn’t need two of you or anybody else. But the world does need you to do the work God has for you on earth. God shaped you and gifted you in a unique way, and we are all missing out if you are determined to be anyone but yourself.

If you’re always trying to be something you’re not, you’re always going to be under stress and fear being exposed, and you’re going to be prone to discouragement. To defeat discouragement, just be who God made you to be. You don’t have to be perfect for God to bless you; just be authentic. Don’t be fruit flavored Christians; be fruit-filled Christians.

Let us pray:
Loving Lord, I thank You that I am Your child. I pray that my life may become so saturated with Christ Jesus, that people don't see me anymore, but see Jesus in me, to Your praise and glory. 

God, when I am mistreated by others, I pray that Your love may shine forth in me. Whatever happens in my life, I ask that Your peace and joy abide within me. No matter what difficulties I encounter, teach me to be patient and kind in all my dealings with others and to show the goodness and grace in me that only comes from You. However frustrating things become, I pray that I may be gentle and self-controlled in my actions and attitudes. 

May I be a good and faithful servant. Lord, I know that I cannot develop the fruit of Your Holy Spirit through my own effort or will, but only as I rest in Christ Jesus. Help me to abide in him, I pray. Amen.
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Fruit Flavored Christians
Confirmation Sunday, March 17, 2024	John 3:1-8
Federated Church, Fergus Falls, MN	Galatians 5:16-18, 22-26	

Every confirmation class has its own personality. The unique combination of people will, over time, reveal the character of the class. This confirmation class – the class of 2024 – has some of the funniest, smartest, kindest, quirkiest, and most energetic personalities I’ve encountered in 25 years of teaching. 

One thing you need to know about this class: they are CRAZY for fruit snacks. If I were to throw a box of fruit snacks on the floor, they would dive for it, tear the box to shreds, and grab as many bags of fruit snacks as possible. That’s no exaggeration; I’ve seen them do it. Now, there is great debate about which fruit snacks are the best: some say Welch’s Fruit Snacks are the best, some say Mott’s Fruit Snacks are best, and others say Walmart’s Tangy Fruit Smiles are the best. 

But it really doesn’t matter which one is best, because – and I hate to be the one to break this to you – fruit snacks are not real fruit! Gasp! That’s right: fruit snacks are not real fruit. Welch’s, Mott’s, and Walmart Fruit Smiles are all “fruit flavored snacks.” Each snack contains some fruit puree or fruit concentrate in small amounts, and one even contains carrot juice (Motts), but this does not make them fruit. All of them have weird ingredients like gelatin (made from processed animal cartilage), red dye #40, yellow dye #6, blue dye #1, various acids, and carnauba wax (to give it shape and form). Yes, wax! And lots of sugar! Somehow this odd mixture of ingredients is supposed to create “real fruit flavor.” 

Here’s my point: even though fruit snacks look like fruit, smell like fruit, and may even taste a little like fruit, they are not fruit! Fruit snacks are imposters. Frauds. Charlatans. Phonies. Fruit flavored pretenders. Mott’s even states on their box: these fruit snacks “are not intended to replace fruit or vegetables in the diet.” Fruit snacks are faux fruit, and the manufacturers know it. What a scam.
