“THE LORDSHIP OF CHRIST”

(John 13:13)

“You call me Master and Lord, and you say well; for so I am.”


According to the first chapter of the book of Genesis, man was created to rule.  In Genesis 1:26, “God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion…over all the earth.’”  So man was made to rule the world.  Yet it is equally true that man was made to serve.  In the very beginning he was placed in the garden to cultivate it and guard it for God, and as he did so, he was told that he himself would also reap benefits for his effort.  Man was made responsible to God for every detail of his life.


Every man, consciously or unconsciously, is mastered by someone outside of himself.  Some are under the tyranny of Satan; others are under the loving Lordship of Jesus Christ.  But whether it be Satan or Christ, every man has a lord.  He takes his orders from one of the two.   Immediately we meet a difficulty.  The slave of Satan scoffs at the idea that he is anybody’s slave; he claims an unconditional “freedom” in his life.  He is like the Jews who said to Jesus, “We were never in bondage to any man,” conveniently forgetting their long national bondages to foreign nations in the past.   While blinded by sin and Satan (II Corinthians 4:3-4), the lost man thinks of himself as “free”.  In reality, he is the pawn of personal selfishness and the slave of Satan.  In contrast, a Christian happily admits his desire to be the “bondservant” of Jesus Christ.  He readily testifies that Jesus Christ is Lord of his life, and only laments his own poor adjustment to His Lordship.  In this study, it is my purpose and intention to assert that the only rightful lord for any man’s life is Jesus Christ.


There was no theological textbook or statement of beliefs in the New Testament church.  If the early Christians had a creed at all, it was stated in just two words, words that were like two sudden thrilling notes of a trumpet.  The two words were kurios Iasous—translated “Jesus is Lord.”  The early Christians thought this to be the only creed that was necessary.  It is the idea of the Lordship of Christ that I want to explore today.

I. The FACT of Christ’s Lordship

Let’s begin with the fact that Jesus is Lord.  The fact that Jesus Christ is Lord is the central affirmation of the New Testament.  It is the first and most revolutionary fact that confronts any reader of the New Testament.  William Butler Yeats once wrote, “Genius is the art of learning to live with the major issues of life.”  Whether men recognize it or not, the major issue of life is the issue of the supreme Lordship of Jesus Christ.

A few samplings from the pages of the New Testament should give sufficient evidence of Christ’s Lordship.  In II Corinthians 4:5, the Apostle Paul summed up the message of the Christian Gospel in these words:  “We preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake.”  In Romans 14:9, we find these words:  “To this end Christ both died, and rose, and revived, that He might be Lord both of the dead and the living.”  So the purpose behind the total redemptive work of Christ was that He might be Lord.  Then, in Acts 16:31, in announcing the way of salvation, the Apostle Paul said, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.”  Each of these verses, and many more, give evidence to the fact that the Lorship of Christ is the first fact of the New Testament.

It is important to note that the word “Savior” occurs only twenty-four times in the New Testament, while one commentator who researched the occurrences said that the word “Lord” is found some 600 times.  Slightly more than 150 of these occurrences of the word “Lord” refer to God, while more than 300 of them refer to Jesus Christ, and the word is used as a human term of respect several times.  Look at just one book as an example—the book of Acts.  The term “Lord” is used of Jesus 108 times, while the term “Jesus” is used only 67 times and the term “Christ” is used only 31 times.  In the letters of Paul, Jesus is called “Lord” well over 200 times.  Thus, I repeat, the truth of the Lordship of Christ is the central affirmation, the cardinal truth, the first fact, of the New Testament.  Open the New Testament wherever you will, you are bound to see in its pages the evidence of the Lordship of Christ.

II. The FOUNDATION of Christ’s Lordship

The first truth, the fact of Christ’s Lordship, leads to a second truth:  the fact of Christ’s Lordship has a solid and infallible foundation under it.  

The question may arise in our minds:  What is the justification for ascribing to Jesus such absolute, unqualified supremacy?  Or, to put it in other words:  What right does He have to be Lord?  What right does Jesus Christ have to claim your deepest love, loyalty, and obedience?  Does He have any valid credentials?  This question finds its simplest answer in the words of Peter in his sermon on the day of Pentecost.  In Acts 2:36, we read, “Let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom you have crucified, both Lord and Christ.”  In other words, Jesus is Lord by Divine appointment.  He is Lord because God made Him Lord.  But this is not an arbitrary arrangement.  In the very nature of things it is fit and proper that Christ should be Lord.

One of the classic statements of the Lordship of Jesus is in the first chapter of Colossians.  In that passage Paul grounded his claims for Christ on three tremendous truths about Him.  Each of these is reason enough for Jesus to be Lord of your life and mine.

First, Paul declares that Jesus is Lord because He is God.  In Colossians 1:19, we read that “it pleased the Father that in Christ should all fullness dwell.  This “fullness” is the fullness of God.  In Colossians 2:9, the Bible says, “In Christian dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.”  If Christ were a mere man, then He would have no more right to be Lord than any other man.  Jesus was “born King” (Matthew 2:2) and “born…Savior” (Luke 2:11).  Supernaturally born, He is natural Savior and natural Sovereign.  Like some majestic snow-capped Alpine peak towering high above all lesser peaks, nearer to heaven than to earth, Jesus towers above the plain of our common humanity:  above us in His quality of manhood, in His sinlessness, in His inherent fullness of Divine life, in the Divine power that flowed through Him, in the authority of His thought and claims and deeds—solitary and incomparable—God in human flesh!  He is man, but he is more than man—He is God, and thus He is Lord of all.  

Second, Paul taught that Christ is Lord because He is creator of all things.  In Colossians 1:16-17, we read, “By Him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers; all things were created by Him, and for Him, and He is before all things, and by Him all things consist (hold together).”  Four times in one sentence the phrase “all things” is repeated and traced to Christ as Creator and Lord.  Paul groups together the whole universe of created beings and created things, and then high above it, he points to the majestic person of the unique Son of God.  We find this same truth in the first chapter of the Gospel of John, the third verse:  “All things were made by Him; and without Him was not anything made that was made.”  Jesus is the agent of God’s creation, and thus He is Lord of all.  

Third, Paul affirmed that Christ is Lord because He is the redeemer of men.  In Colossians 1:19-20, the Bible says, “It pleased the Father….having made peace through the blood of His Cross, by Him to reconcile all things unto Himself.”  The New Testament bases the personal Lordship of Jesus over His followers upon this fact.  His right to reign in our hearts is based on the fact that He died for our sins, and thus purchased us unto God as His redeemed possession.  

The expression, “our sins”, in the preceding sentence reveals why it was imperative that He die for each of us to give us the option of freedom from the slavery of selfishness and sin.  Each of us is not only undeserving (we don’t deserve Heaven) because of our sins, but we are also ill-deserving (we flat-out deserve Hell).  You see, even the tiniest sin is a moral outrage to God, Who is infinite in perfection and holiness and “is of purer eyes than to look upon sin” (Habakkuk 1:13).  He could have justly consigned us to Hell and forgotten us, but instead, He set His love upon His errant creatures and sent His Son to die as the Substitute for each of us.  In His infinitely qualitative Death on the Cross, Jesus took the Hell we deserve in order to give us the Heaven He deserves.  In I Corinthians 6:19-20, the Bible says, “Ye are not your own, For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s.”  Thus, Christ has the absolute and unqualified right to rule as Lord because He is the only redeemer of men from the dire problem and the dread punishment of personal sin.   

The great Christian hymn, “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” closes with this stanza:

“Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a present far too small, 

  Love so amazing, so Divine,   Demands my soul, my life, my all.”

III. The FORCE of Christ’s Lordship

There is a third truth which is absolutely crucial in exploring the Lordship of Christ: the third truth is that the fact of Christ’s Lordship has a tremendous practical force for your life and mine.  There is no doctrine in all the Word of God which has a greater practical bearing on life than does this doctrine of Christ’s Lordship.  It –He-- touches our lives at every point.  Every decision that we make, every deed that we perform, every thought that occupies our minds, and every motive that impels us should be determined in light of the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  Let me mention a few of the practical implications of this glorious truth.

First, if (since) Jesus is Lord, it follows as naturally and logically as day follows night that we, and all we have, belong to Him.  This is ultimately true of every human being on earth, but it is intimately and personally true of every Christian.  We must then live in full recognition and practical acknowledgment  of the fact that we are not finally the owners of anything, not even ourselves.  We are simple stewards of all we have and all we are, and we are to be faithful managers of the total life-estate He has given us, and the result of our management is to be His highest glory.  

Second, if (since) Jesus is Lord, it then follows that we must obey Him.  When a person becomes a Christian, he voluntarily places himself under new management.  From that moment on, his character, his conduct, and all of his contacts and relationships must be regulated by the Word of God.  Today we have created an artificial distinction between trusting Christ as Savior and confessing Him as Lord.  Salvation is regarded as a cafeteria line arrangement where we can take Jesus as Savor if we wish and pass up His Lordship over our lives.  We can conveniently take what we want and leave the rest.  Not so in the New Testament.  You can’t have a “Come in, Savior”, and “Stay out, Lord”, salvation.  In the New Testament, to crown Jesus Christ as Lord is the same as trusting Him for salvation.  The New Testament says, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved.”  The Saviorhood and Lordship of Christ are constantly intertwined in the Gospel mosaic and any attempt to divorce them emasculates the message.  To put it negatively, there is not one verse of Scripture about salvation that denies the Lordship of Christ or decisively declares that His Lordship is not a part of real salvation.   

The Bible does not invite sinners to “accept Christ as Savior.”  Nor does it say “accept Christ as Savior and Lord.”  Rather, it invites us to believe in Him, to receive Him, and it clearly tells us who He is.  In fact, the Bible does not tell us to accept or receive Jesus Christ as anything.  Is this verbal hair-splitting?  I don’t think so.  The problem with our slight grammatical change is that the word “as” limits.  When we put in a limiting word, our addition becomes subtraction.  The truth is that we should not qualify the Lord Jesus Christ with words that limit Him.  We must identify Him Scripturally and then receive Him as the Scriptures have presented Him.  Instead of dividing the Person of Christ into parts or offices, and choosing between them, we are to trust Him as is.  We are to receive the total Christ into our total lives to meet our total need.  When we trust Him, we surely don’t know all that He is, and we may spend all eternity entering intellectually and experientially into that glorious knowledge, but we still receive Him when we trust Him to save us.  

What kind of strange logic is it that declares that we can trust Christ without obeying Him?  I must obey Him if I trust Him, or my trust will be mere hypocrisy.  If you trust a doctor, you follow his prescription; if you trust a guide, you follow his directions; and if you trust Christ, you will obey Him.  Jesus Himself said, “Why call ye me Lord, Lord, and do not the things that I say?  Not every one who says to me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father Who is in heaven.”

A wise Christian philosopher, novelist and pastor, George Macdonald, said,  

     “We must do the things we must, Before we do the things we may;

       We are unfit for any trust,   Till we can and do obey.”  

Jesus Christ is called “Savior” 24 times in the New Testament and “Lord” many hundreds of times.  Several of the 24 times, He is called “our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  The New Testament tells us that, “being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1).  Then it tells us that we are to “grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To Him be glory both now and forever. Amen” (II Peter 3:18).  It is obvious that we only do business with Him when we deal with the total person, and when we receive Him, it is that total Person that we must and do receive.  

Adelaide Pollard wrote a great Christian hymn entitled, “Have Thine Own Way, Lord.”  The hymn closes with these words:

“Have Thine own way, Lord!  Have Thine own way!  Hold o’er my being absolute sway! 

 Fill with Thy Spirit till all shall see    Christ only, always, living in me?”


It is at this very point that all the tension of the Christian life and all the tension in our society occurs between autonomous, self-centered human beings and the claims of Christ to absolute control of each human life.  In the case of believers, a tense struggle between flesh and spirit prevails until the Biblical resolution is found (Galatians 5:16-17; note especially verse 16).  In the case of unbelievers, the retort that “we will not have this Man reign over us,” is the common and representative response, spoken or unspoken, to the claims of Christ.  In the church, the tension is often covered in respectability by a celebration that usually stops short of His full control in every aspect of each person’s life, and the culture at large is blatant in its rejection of Christ and His claims as Benevolent Lord.  


Let the issue be clear.  Before I can fully say, “Thy Kingdom come,” I must say, “My kingdom go.”  If Christ’s Lordship does not disrupt my own lordship (the meaning of sin: ‘I am the Boss of my life’), then the reality of my conversion to Christ must be questioned.  The prophet Isaiah, looking ahead to Christ’s actual reign, said, “The government shall be upon His shoulders” (Isaiah 9:6), and “of the increase of His government and peace there shall be no end” (Isaiah 9:7).  But today, at this moment, if I am to fully honor His Person and His Purpose in my life, the government of my life must be solidly and totally placed upon His shoulders, and there must be no reservations in my surrender.  But this is not a mere stern and sterile arrangement.  Jesus Himself promised  specific compensation to us when we make this surrender.  This is His promise:  when Jesus becomes my Savior and my Sovereign, He also becomes my Sponsor!  When He gets the keys to my kingdom treasures, I get the keys to His Kingdom treasures!  This is not to be wrongly interpreted; this is better than mere material resources, though the promise may include that.  The principle resources of the reign of Christ are “out of this world”, but they are to be translated by each Christian into everyday living in this world!  Read and re-read the book of Ephesians to be reminded of the inventory of these resources, or read and re-read I Corinthians 3:21-23.  


I have flown to nations all over the world.  When I board an airplane, I gladly give control to the pilots.  I don’t want to be in control, because I know that it is much better for them to control and guide the plane.  They are infinitely better qualified, and therefore, it is best to give control over to them.  I simply seat down in my assigned seat, buckle myself in place, and “abide” for the duration of the flight.  By doing this, do I lose anything?  No, I simply gain the benefit of their competence for my life.  I could demand the “freedom” to fly the plane, but my insistent exercise of such “freedom” would only cause the flight to end in disaster.  Christian, being in Christ, you can nestle in and “abide” in Him and under His Lordship.  You can indeed “be careful for nothing”!  He can handle your situation with His own skill, sense and supernatural ability, and you gain the benefit of His Omni-competence for your life!   


Third, if (since) Jesus is Lord, we surely should tell others about Him.  The idea of the Lordship of Christ is the very ground on which the Great Commission is based.  “All authority is given unto Me in Heaven and on earth.  As you are going therefore, turn people into disciples in all nations….” (Matthew 28:18-19).   What an incredible privilege and blessing to be included in the greatest enterprise on earth, the task of “making all men see” (Ephesians 3:9).  Since Jesus is Lord, we should never rest content so long as there is a single person anywhere in the world who has not heard of Him and had the opportunity to submit himself to His loving Lordship.   

Fourth, if (since) Jesus is Lord, it follows logically that all believers ought to immediately submit themselves to Him.  The Bible says, “If you shall confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved.”  If you are not a Christian, if you are unsaved, I do not ask you, “Will you confess Jesus as Lord?” for you must and will do that—now or later.  Malcolm Muggeridge, the great British philosopher and writer, said, “We acknowledge a King that men did not crown and cannot dethrone,”  and I must add that He is King of even the person who militantly denounces and hates Him.  The proper question is, “When will you confess Him as Lord—now, while both you and He can get the full benefits of that relationship, or beyond the grave when it will be too late for you to get in on the incredible benefits of His Lordship?”  The Bible says that, one day, “at the name of Jesus, every knee shall bow, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  You will do it eventually, why not now?  

It is essential at this point to mention what is perhaps the greatest problem in the Christianity we know.  “Words are cheap,” the old adage says, and it is true.  It is very easy to give lip service to Jesus as Lord, but the test is in our actions.  In fact, it is not mere action, but obedient action, that is the proof of His Lordship in our lives.  We speak of Lordship, sing of Lordship, and celebrate Lordship in every worship service, but we may do all of this with no expectation or intention that our profession will lead to a moment-by-moment practice that is totally controlled and monitored by His Lordship.  Somehow the coordination of these two things often does not “compute” in the lives of conventional, church-going “Christians.”   We profess that Jesus is the Leader and that we are His followers, but truthfully, we are often guilty of drifting into role confusion.  I recently read this statement, “On a sinking ship, the passengers can do anything they like.”  But be warned.  On the “Christian ship”, when the “passengers” pay their fees and then merely sit down to enjoy the ride, they must realize that they are a very real part of the increasing lilt of the boat, and the boat will end up being an aimless derelict on the sea of life (or completely scuttled at the bottom of the sea) instead of the Lifeboat it was intended to be.  

Paul Rees wrote, “The inadequacy of the typical evangelical message of His Lordship is glaring.  We speak often of handing over all the keys of control to Jesus Christ, but to what real personal result?  To what final product?  Does it match the product of the New Testament?  Of the book of Acts?”  Christian, if all of the prayers you have prayed over the last thirty days were totally answered, what effect would this have on the global cause of Christ?  I fear that honesty would drive us to a very sad answer.  The word “Lord” is the supremely important word of the New Testament, and yet it is often the most thoughtlessly spoken word in the Christian vocabulary.  It would appear that we Christians need to spend some lengthy and quality time re-thinking the Lordship of Jesus Christ.

A young student of Rugby boys’ school in England approached Dr. Arnold, the headmaster of the school, holding a failed Math paper in his hand.  Dr. Arnold examined the paper and said, “Son, you must think.”  The boy forlornly replied, “But, Sir, I did think.”  The Dr. replied firmly, “Then you must think again, and this time you must think correctly.”  Christians, it is certain that we must think again about Christ’s absolute and authoritative Lordship, and this time, we must think correctly.  

I have deliberately chosen to save this gigantic truth until the last page of this study.  In order to impress us with the absolute and unqualified nature of His Lordship, the New Testament occasionally uses an extremely radical word for Jesus as Lord.  One of the Greek words for Lord is despotes, from which we derive our tyrannical word, “despot.”  This word is used in our common speech synonymously with the words “tyrant” and “dictator”.  This word is radical enough that it should serve to startle us into a recognition of the absoluteness of Christ’s authority over everything and everybody.  He is absolute and unqualified Ruler of all—and I don’t get a vote about that fact.  When He is really the Lord of my life, nothing else can be; but when He is not really the Lord of my seconds, and minutes, and hours, and days, and weeks, and months, and years, and decades, anything can be.  
The Latin equivalent of the Greek word for Lord, kurios, is dominus, from which we derive the English words, “dominion” and “domination”.  The central idea is that of total control.  The Lordship of Christ means that you personally submit yourself to His control over your entire life.  Control is essential in life.  This is proved every time we read in the newspapers or hear on the newscasts of some celebrity whose life is spinning destructively out of control, and we see this also in the common lives of people all around us.  Without control, any factor or feature of our lives can become incredibly destructive.  Gravity must control the planets, or they spin away into vagrant paths through space.  The grace of His Lordship must control our lives, or they spin away onto a collision course with diaster.  Control is necessary in life, and the proper control is advantageous.  Neither you nor I can become what God designed us to be without the proper control of Jesus as Lord of our lives.  

Speaking of Jesus, the Bible says, “Thou art worthy,” and this calls for my total yielding to Him.  It is only the unworthy in me that refuses to bow down to the One of Supreme Worth and Worthiness.  In fact, when I face the One of Supreme Worth and Worthiness and do not respond by total surrender and submission, I simply expose the fact that what is unworthy controls me.      

Dear friend, would you say with your heart today, “I at this moment yield and surrender myself to the Person of Jesus Christ and receive Him into My life.  I want Him to be everything He is—inside of me.  I want Him to do everything He wants to do—in me and through me.”  At that moment, He will become your Savior, your Lord, your Friend, your Companion, your Guide, your Counselor, ….indeed, He will become your very Life.  You will forever regard this moment as the greatest moment of your eternity!  
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