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1 Corinthians 10:13

“That’s Unbelievable: The Outrageous Claims of Christianity” Series

“We Get It When We Need It.”

     I’ve had a personal problem ever since I was a child. I found myself whispering the words as my pastor spoke. I sat with frowns on my face often in youth group meetings. In my mind at the Bible studies at Ruby and Bob’s home on Tuesday nights as a teenager it sometimes rose in a crescendo in my mind. It didn’t get any better when I became a pastor. Even as I found and find myself uttering the words that my pastor said when I was a kid this little nagging voice continues to break into my conscious mind. It says, “That’s absolutely unbelievable.” I am not sure whether it is a voice like the one that Eve heard, “Hath God really said…” My theology tells me “No”, I cannot have within me the Spirit of God and his enemy speaking to me at the same time. And yet, I don’t want to admit that I could harbor such doubts. Do you know what I mean? Have you ever heard the voice too?

     The voice brings conflicting thoughts, almost as conflicting as the outrageous claims that Jesus makes about you and me. Does the voice mean I don’t really believe or does the voice act as a prod to make me develop the muscles of my theology that allow me to defend my faith to the skeptic, the agnostic and even the atheist. Does this voice mean there is something flawed in my walk with God or does the voice make me a champion over the raw emotional fanaticism that seems common to those who profess not to have such a voice in their lives. I don’t know. But, so often when Jesus is speaking in the New Testament and utters words like, “lose your life to save it.” “The first will be last.” “The meek will inherit the earth.” Rejoice in persecution.” “Pray for your enemies, I’ll pray for ‘em alright, pray that they get an incurable disease or a 100 pound chunk of ice fall from the jet stream and land on the top of their head…maybe?” How about this one, “Humble yourself to be exalted…Jesus must not have lived with some of the yo-yo’s that I pass on the street everyday. When I read those things, hear those things, that voice calls out, “You have got to be kidding me, that’s incredible.”     

     Jesus tells us to forgive when we want to retaliate, to love when it feels soooo good to hold a grudge, to serve others when I would rather indulge myself, to include when I would rather shun, to obey when we want to rebel, to have a child’s faith when I pride myself on the degrees I have earned and the certificates I possess, to believe even when I am pestered by doubts. That’s unbelievable.

     What is unbelievable is that Jesus sees potential in us that we don’t see in our wildest dreams. He detects qualities within us that we cannot imagine we possess. He believes in us when we lack any ourselves. If Jesus had a wallet he would have our picture in it and yet our lives don’t present a picture of the Savior we profess lives within us.

     God’s unbelievable claims about us are snuggled within the scripture like the nuts and semi-sweet chocolate morsels that lurk beneath the surface of my favorite cookies. And, they are sweet to the taste and I want more but what about the voice?

     This series that I bring to you to open the year 2006 isn’t to be listened to passively. It will not be a collection of feel good messages that offer easy answers. You will find them encouraging, challenging and hopefully, intensely practical. God doesn’t give us his word just to give us wisdom, he gives us, through his word, a wisdom that works. This series is designed to give you fresh eyes and a willing heart that will transform your attitudes, your outlook, your values and your life. 

     My Uncle Clyde understood it, my Father did too. It is a concept that is almost instinctual, I suppose, because I seemed to get it too. It is so much easier understood when you are on the giving end and not the receiving end. When we see others at a different place in their life than our own we want it. Since we are an impatient and fearful species we can’t imagine that “We get it when we need it.” My Uncle Clyde didn’t teach me to throw a curve ball till my arm was developed enough to withstand the pressures of twisting your elbow to get the air to flow over the seams of a baseball just so…so that it would dive past Greg Coak’s 31 ounce bat. Gosh it was fun to see the look on Greg’s face when I threw him my first curve ball. He’d been throwing them since Little League and he was already having to ice his arm down after the Babe Ruth games he pitched. I can still throw them, I bet Greg’s arm would fall off today if he tried. He has long since quit playing any game that he has to throw something. Uncle Clyde gave it to me when I needed it. Oh, I wanted it earlier but he knew, yep he knew alright.

     Dad knew it too. When some of the other guys got it from their dads, they were much younger than I. And, since they had for years when they were turned loose with it they had already lost all respect for the power and the way you could get into so much trouble so quickly. Not me. When I was fifteen years and six months old and I had gone downtown and stood in line to get it, when I slid behind that hard plastic circle, adjusted the seat and put that 1967 Ford Galaxie 500 in “D” for the first time I was scared to death, excited beyond measure and ready to cruise “the bypass” all at the same time. My buddies who had lost their sense of awe and already too high a degree of familiarity with driving all had accidents that were their faults very soon after their dads turned them loose with the family car, but I didn’t. I was too scarred and too respectful of that beast. Dad gave me the keys  when I needed them. Not a minute earlier. I did the same thing over and over with my kids. Our scripture passage reminds us that God does the same, “When We Need It We Get It.” As parents we have had virtually complete power over our children’s lives but the secret to happy and successful children is not to use that authority to suppress them but to encourage and develop them. God is also undeniably powerful but he chooses to be a power sharing God. He cares enough about us to infuse us with his strength and give us the power we need when we need it. Remember, God is seldom early but is NEVER late! 

     A wonderful illustration of that principle comes from the time of King David. In Psalm 29 King David looks back to his time as a shepherd boy and recounts the way he saw awesome desert storms rumble through the desert and how those storms portray the incredible strength of God. The Psalm ends with a very sudden conclusion with a startling twist. David ends the Psalm really telling us what God’s intent is in the display and the use of his power and authority. Let’s look at it: Ascribe to the LORD, O mighty ones, ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. 2 Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; worship the LORD in the splendor of his holiness. 3 The voice of the LORD is over the waters; the God of glory thunders, the LORD thunders over the mighty waters. 4 The voice of the LORD is powerful; the voice of the LORD is majestic. 5 The voice of the LORD breaks the cedars; the LORD breaks in pieces the cedars of Lebanon. 6 He makes Lebanon skip like a calf, Sirion like a young wild ox. 7 The voice of the LORD strikes with flashes of lightning. 8 The voice of the LORD shakes the desert; the LORD shakes the Desert of Kadesh. 9 The voice of the LORD twists the oaks and strips the forests bare. And in his temple all cry, "Glory!" 10 The LORD sits enthroned over the flood; the LORD is enthroned as King forever. 11 The LORD gives strength to his people; the LORD blesses his people with peace.

       Here’s the point: our omnipotent God doesn’t simply hoard his power. Instead, he is an empowering Deity who offers to share his strength with those he created. That’s a good thing, because the result is  that we can find peace when we are in a panic, endurance when we have hit the E (empty) on our spiritual gas gauges and be courageous when we are cowardly. Remember the words of Paul in 2 Timothy 1:7? “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity but a spirit of power, of love and self-discipline. What an unbelievable claim from an outlandishly strong God. Is there anybody here that doesn’t need power like that in their life? Who among us would not like to be on the receiving end of God’s generous offer to infuse us with supernatural strength? There are lots of areas that we could benefit from tapping into his might, but I want to look at just three this morning, power when there’s pain, power when we’re tempted and power to do the right thing.

     1. Power when we are in pain. I have been called countless times to the hospital with these words, “Pastor Jeff, please come, so and so has been hit, injured or had a heart attack and we need you badly. Sometimes, the news is simply, she or he is gone. I will never forget my good friend John Rumsey calling me those many years ago and his pain was evident immediately. His oldest child and only daughter Cindy had just been killed in tragic car accident. Jeff can you come. After a very long three hour trip to be by his side I took his and Glady’s hands I could not help but think of my own girls and what I imagined I would do or how I would be if their tragedy would have played out in my own home. Let me tell you something very sobering, what played out in my friend John’s life is going to happen to you. It may not be the same thing, but it’s inevitable that you…someday, somehow…will experience the kind of soul piercing heartbreak that comes from a loss too painful to bear. You are not immune and neither am I. Jesus said as much: “These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world, you have tribulation, but take courage, I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33) He was saying with clarity, that we live in place that is distorted and corrupted by sin, and we will have to suffer the consequences during the time we are here.

     Today if you were to sit down with my friend John over a cup of coffee, he would tell you in no uncertain terms that his daughter’s death was the deepest and darkest valley he has ever crawled through. But he would also tell you with conviction that if God hadn’t walked with him, empowered him and strengthened him, he never would have made it out the other side. Not in one piece anyway.

     2. God gives us power when temptation beckons. Temptations lure us everyday. Have you ever seen that bumper sticker? “Lead me not into temptation; I’m perfectly capable of finding it on my own. Temptations are those unethical or immoral shortcuts that inevitably lead us down a dead-end road. Before I became a Christian I had two criteria for determining which temptations I would indulge in. (By the way these are the two criteria that I believe many of us, myself including, still use after we become Christians.) One, How much pleasure will it bring me? And, two what are the odds that I’ll get caught? When you become a follower of Jesus, the temptations don’t stop either…how I wish they would!!! As I read the Bible I realize that God isn’t arbitrarily trying to spoil my fun; he rather, lovingly wants to protect me from the emotional, physical, relational and spiritual downside that can come when we indulge ourselves in temptations. He actually is in my corner and understands what temptation is. Hebrews 4:15 says it this way, For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are, yet without sin.” It is always easier to talk to someone who’s been there. Our Jesus is not like the ladies in the church I grew up in, “Tsk, Tsk. Shame on you for even having those thoughts!” Instead, I picture him saying “I know, I know. Believe me, I understand. Here…let me help.” I once had a church leader who asked me, “Why did you tell that person that you thought things like that? You shouldn’t do that!” Well, I had to confess that I said it because it was true. What was also true was that God was good to his promise in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “God is faithful and will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, will also provide a way out so you can stand under it,” Why do we fail? We are still making decisions based on my two pre-Christian criteria.

     3. God gives us power when we need it to live right. The flip side of getting power to resist temptation is that we need God’s power to do what we know we should do. Any cursory reading of the Bible will give you a pretty good picture of we should do if we want to be men and women of godly character. I am also willing to confess that without God’s help I can’t do most of it.

· Serve others? Sorry, but I would rather put my own need first.

· Be humble? The way to get ahead is be your own cheer leader.

· Be generous? My inclination is to hold onto what I have.

· Be patient? Not likely in rush hour traffic.

· Forgive those who hurt me? Give me a break.

     Accessing the power of God to live right isn’t a matter of pushing the right buttons, chanting the right words and then presto, chango you are suddenly transformed into a Christian version of the Mighty Morphin Power Rangers. But there are some Biblical steps we can take when we are feeling overwhelmed by tragedy, vulnerable to temptation or too 

  Weak to grow in character. To make it easier, you can remember the 5 A’s.

1. Admit that you are weak without God. My first inclination in crisis is try to get through it myself. I have found I must admit my weakness. Paul said this, “But (the Lord) said to me, My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Therefore I will boast more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest in me.” (2 Corinthians 12:9)

2. Affirm God’s Power and Presence. 1 Chronicles 16:11-12 states: Look to the Lord for strength; seek his face always. Remember the wonders he has done, his miracles and the judgments he pronounced?” Just affirming this truth can make a big difference. Our courage, confidence and strength are bolstered when we remember that the same God who has worked mightily in the lives of others in times past and he wants to work that same power through our lives as well.

3. Align yourself with God’s will. What was the title of our last series? (Looking for love in all the wrong places) The truth is that sometimes we are looking for God’s strength for all the wrong reason. God’s power isn’t contained in some electrical outlet that we can plug into. But, when we plug ourselves into God’s will, he will always supply the power to do what he calls us to. I love an old plaque I own, “God’s will, will never lead me where His grace cannot keep me.”  Take it to the bank!!!

4. Ask God for the power you need. Too often we want God’s intervention in our lives but we beat around the bush. The Bible very simply states, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.” (James 4:2) Sometimes I have done that and WOW, I’ve experienced boldness, courage, effectiveness…God’s power but it doesn’t always work that way. There are times I have done the first four A’s and I still am fearful and weak and in those times I must simply do the fifth A,

5. Act out of obedience to God. Bill Hybels points out this pattern in scripture, he says, “Even when we don’t feel empowered, if we nevertheless take action obediently by proceeding down the road that God wants us to walk, he will give us power as power is needed.” His example is Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, he is overwhelmed with emotion at the impending cross but power is given not in the garden but when he needed it in whippings, beatings, mocking, thorns and finally the cross.

Think for a moment . Imagine what you might become if you leaned on the strength of God instead of your own. Consider the possibilities…God has already…then Act.     
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