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Cause “Normal” Isn’t Working
Ridiculous Message Series
January 8, 2012

 
A NEW Year or just another year?
Last week Steve began his message with this question, Will this be a “new” year or just “another” year. Will we just change the calendar or will WE change? 

I’ll give you the bad news first--it won’t be a NEW year unless we change something. We will need to stop some things we have been doing to find space to do some new things. If you want to grow in your understanding of life you will want to read and study. If you want to lose weight you will want to exercise, watch what you eat and get in shape. If you want to get out of debt you will want to track your income and expenses and spend less than you make. If you want to grow spiritually you will need fresh desire and spiritual practices to support your effort. Nothing automatically changes because it is a new year.

Fitness Center
I worked at the Downtown Fitness Center in Houston, TX, for three years to put myself through college.  At the time we had 8,000 members and they all showed up in January. We were packed!  The January fever usually lasted about thirty days. The regulars would complain that they couldn’t find equipment to use. But by Feb the New Year’s resolutions had worn off and we were back to normal.  So I’m NOT talking about THAT kind of a new year today. 

A New Way of Life
The good news is that it is a New Year and for a brief time we do have a fresh start. But what I am calling us to is a new way of life that leads to a new YOU for a New Year. A New Year is not enough if there is not also a new YOU.

Expectations
Let’s begin today by thinking about our expectations.  We tend to get what we expect in life. 

Today, by God’s grace, I’d like to raise our expectations about what God will do in and through us in 2012. I’ll start with a story to illustrate the point.
My experience with the Holy Spirit in India
	I was rookie
	Operating with culture shock and jet lag
	Church was celebrating the Grand Opening of their new facility
	Festive, colorful banners, packed house with high expectations

I could identify with their excitement--Indian Creek was in rented facilities for 11 years. At that time we didn’t have our own building but I could imagine.

I didn’t know I would speak that morning until we were on our way to the church. This was initiation, I decided. I had figured I would watch the veterans for a few days and get my feet under me—but nope, Sam Stevens, the leader of the India Gospel League, threw me into the deep end.

On that particular Sunday I brought a message about building the foundation of your church with four pillars:  Prayer, Bible study, Worship and Outreach. And then, of course, since a church is not a building but the people, I said, The people of the church need to be filled with God’s Spirit. 

I read the story of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2:1-21 and said, We are going to close today by inviting the Holy Spirit to fill us. 

I invited them to pray that the Holy Spirit would fill us and would fill the church up with His presence and His power so He could send us out to be His witnesses. I bowed my head and began to pray like I would at the conclusion of a worship service in the U.S.

I was not prepared for what happened next. They began to pray, out loud, with passion! They stood to their feet and raised their hands in the air and shouted for God to fill the place. I opened my eyes and was shocked at the sight and sound of over 100 people praying with all their might. 

I bowed my head and continued to pray—this time out loud. This went on for a minute or so and I thought, how do I bring this to a close. I mistakenly thought I was in charge! I wondered if there was a time I should say, Amen.  

The prayer went on and increased in intensity. I noticed a bunch of the men went over to the side of the building like they were concerned with holding up the wall. People were laying face-down praying with all their might. Some were jumping and shouting. What happened here, I asked myself. It was like an explosion of passion for God. It didn’t feel dangerous or scary; it was just unfamiliar to me. I knew I didn’t do anything to cause this and I wondered where it was leading.

I didn’t have to wonder long. The next thing I knew there was a breath of God’s presence and power that filled that room like a wave. I could just as easily have called it a gust of wind. It came in with a force that was tangible. You could feel it. It was like heaven breathed on earth. 

When the wave of God’s presence and power filled the building they celebrated like their prayers were answered--and then I realized it. They were expecting this. This is what they were praying for. I had referenced the outpouring of God’s spirit in Acts 2 as a piece of history but evidently they had experienced it before and they were counting on it again. 

When the presence of the Holy Spirit came into that building in a powerful way it was like everyone became more alive and joyful than ever. The fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, etc and it was like you could feel them all at the same time! People came rushing forward to the altar for prayer. It appeared to me that people were healed on the spot. People were delivered from demons instantly. And it did seem as if the walls would explode. 

There was a second wave of the Spirit that day and then a third. The prayer time and response was powerful and positive it went on for at least an hour. I felt like I was glowing spiritually for a couple of days afterward. 

Unpacking
I was blown away by what happened. It’s taken me years to unpack what happened that day. I hesitate to share it because words don’t do it justice. It is hard to describe something that was so powerful and spiritual in nature. I realize it is very subjective and hard to verify.

I’ve never had an experience like that since that day but what I experienced that day has fundamentally changed every day since. My expectations were forever altered.  

Today, church, I want use this story as an illustration about expectations and call us to step outside our comfortable, safe, Christian box. 

The Invitation
I believe God is giving us an invitation into something greater than we’ve ever experienced before. That day in India He forever changed my level of expectation when I pray. My prayers and my expectation of the Holy Spirit’s presence and power stretched and never went back to their original form. 

I believe God is inviting us, His people, to come close. In Hebrews 4:16 we are invited to come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. 

I believe He wants to answer our prayers more than we are inclined to pray. I think He wants to lead us out of our safe, comfortable spiritual ruts into a life with Him that is exciting, uncommon and divine. 

He wants to lead us out of the natural into the supernatural. 

He wants to fill us to overflowing with His Spirit. He wants to heal us and empower us be His children carrying His Good News to the world.

If we don’t…
I’m afraid that, if we do NOT pursue God with a passionate desire, we are likely to end up with just ANOTHER year. We will trip over the same problems. We will indulge in the same excesses. We will gain weight. We’ll slow down. We’ll incur more debt. This is the way of least resistance. Unfortunately this is often the “normal” path for a new year.

Normal
Think with me about what is “normal” in our culture for a minute.  Normal people are stressed, overwhelmed, and exhausted. Many of their relationships are at best, strained and, in most cases just surviving. 
Even though we live in one of the most prosperous places on earth, normal is still living paycheck to paycheck and never getting ahead. 

In our oversexed world, lust, premarital sex, guilt, and shame are far more common than purity, virginity, and a healthy married sex life. 

And when it comes to God, the majority believe in Him, but the teachings of Scripture rarely make it into their everyday lives. 

In churches
In churches, “normal” is lukewarm Christianity, self-centered spiritual consumerism, and shallow, me-driven faith.  God has become a means to an end. He is a tool in our toolbox to accomplish what we want. The majority of people who claim to know God, deny Him by their actions.  

Normal isn’t working
Normal isn’t working! It doesn’t work for normal people. It doesn’t work for God—it doesn’t work for me either. I don’t want us to be normal!

Invited into the Supernatural
God has something better for us. I believe He is inviting us from a natural life into the supernatural life. He wants us to be alive with His Spirit. He wants to renew your mind with His Word. He wants you to flow with His power so that you experience Him working through you. 

He wants there to be times in your life where you speak His words to someone and you go, Wow, I think God gave me those words. 

He wants you to serve with a strength and endurance that surprises you.  When you are done you will wonder, how did I do that—you had divine help!  

He wants you to give generously—sometimes way beyond what you think you can afford--and then in the future God will give back to you and you will realize—I was a part of a miracle. 

There is a life lived in partnership with the Holy Spirit that is available to you where you can hear the voice of the Holy Spirit in your head. Your heart can feel so full of worship that you think you are in ecstasy. God’s word can become clear for you in a way that you realize the Author of life is speaking truth to your soul.

Full Surrender
This is a life marked by full surrender and risky obedience. This is not a half-hearted save-it-for-Sunday kind of spiritual life. This is one where serving God is so much at the center that everything else revolves in an orbit around your whole hearted commitment. God is not an after-thought He is the first thought and the one that matters most.

Ridiculous
The life I’m talking about is an “all-in”, passionate pursuit of God at any cost.  For many the life I’ve just described is uncommon, abnormal, even “ridiculous.”  If so—then I’m calling us to embrace the ridiculous pursuit of God!

Examine your Expectations
I began the message talking about a group of people that had high expectation and they were not disappointed.  I hope to raise your level of expectation today.	

Low Expectations
You may know a story of low expectations, it happened when Jesus returned to His hometown of Nazareth. The Bible tells us that He did only a few miracles there because of their lack of faith. Matthew 13:58

I invite the Prayer Partners to pass out the Bibles

Matthew 13:53-58
 53 When Jesus had finished telling these stories and illustrations, he left that part of the country. 54 He returned to Nazareth, his hometown. When he taught there in the synagogue, everyone was amazed and said, “Where does he get this wisdom and the power to do miracles?” 55 Then they scoffed, “He’s just the carpenter’s son, and we know Mary, his mother, and his brothers—James, Joseph,[f] Simon, and Judas. 56 All his sisters live right here among us. Where did he learn all these things?” 57And they were deeply offended and refused to believe in him.
 Then Jesus told them, “A prophet is honored everywhere except in his own hometown and among his own family.” 58 And so he did only a few miracles there because of their unbelief.

Compare that to the Indian congregation’s level of expectation for what the Holy Spirit would do. And compare it to your own expectation of what God wants to do in us.
   
1. We all have the same God
1. One group’s experience led them to believe in miraculous power presently available. They expected miracles, healing and a tangible presence of God.
1. Another congregation had the very Son of God in their presence and they scoffed at what He could do and as a result he let them reap the consequences of their lack of faith.

Q.  Which congregation do you most identify with?

This story scares me. I lay awake at night sometimes and wonder if we are not missing out on what God wants to do in us. What if we have low expectations and get just a little bit of God as a result? I don’t want a little bit of God. I want Him to have His way in us and flood us with His presence and power to accomplish His will.

What if?
What if God wants to overwhelm us with His presence? What if He wants to do miracles in us? What if He wants to send a city to us but we are too satisfied with the status quo. Or what if we are afraid of God? What if we limit Him? What if we are missing out at the very same time that God is wanting to give us the gift of Himself?

Prayer	God forgive us if we’ve limited You! We confess we often bring low expectations. Forgive us if we’ve gone our way instead of Your way. Have Your way in us!

We can’t stay here
I am really concerned. I’m grieved and I’m worried about the normal American church. We can’t stay here. Ignorance is not bliss. I’ve had time and space to reflect on that experience and to study the scriptures. I’ve prayed and studied the work of God around the world. The conclusion I’ve reached is that God is more willing to work in us than we are willing to let Him.

God is Willing and Wanting to Fill Us
God is willing and wanting to be involved in our everyday life in a vital and powerful way. There is more of the Spirit available to us than we know.  In many cases we don’t know what we are missing.

We Want God on Our Terms
The second thing that concerns me is this--we might just like it this way. We want God on our terms. We might think we need to keep God at arm’s distance. We may be so concerned with keeping control of everything important in our lives that we want just enough of God to make our life work. 

Several years ago I came across a writing by William Rees titled $3 of God please.

“I would like to buy three dollars worth of God, please.

I would like to buy just a little of the Lord. Not enough to explode my soul and disturb my sleep. Not enough to take control of my life. I want just enough to equal a cup of warm milk just enough to ease some of the pain from my guilt.

I would like to buy three dollars worth of God, please. 

I would like to find a love that is pocket-sized. I don’t want enough of God to make me love a black man or pick beets with a migrant. Not enough to change my heart. I can only stand just enough to take to church when I have time. Just enough to equal a snooze in the sunshine. I want ecstasy, not transformation. I want the warmth of the womb, but not a new birth.

I would like to purchase a pound of the eternal in a paper sack. If it doesn’t work, I would like to get my money back.

I would like to buy three dollars worth of God, please. I would like to hide some for a rainy day. Not enough for people to see a change in me. Not enough to impose any responsibility just enough to make folks think I am ok.

Could I just get three dollars worth of God, please?”

My Fear
I fear that we may adopt a lifestyle that is neither like Christ nor like the example of Christ followers I see around the world. We’ve chosen a Christian experience generally lacking the presence, the power and the vitality of a biblical example.  It could be out of ignorance or it could be out of willfulness--and that may well be different for each of us individually. 

Ridiculous
But I want to invite you into an expression of following Christ that we are calling, “ridiculous.” I challenge you to join us every Sunday in January as we take the guess work out of what it means to follow Christ in a vital, biblical way in 21st Century America.  

This series has been brewing in our leadership for three months now. We are convicted at a heart level that we raise the bar and call our congregation to live a biblical expression of Christianity where we become ALL that God wants us to be.

We’re calling it ridiculous because normal isn’t working for God. I don’t think it is working well for us but I know it isn’t working for God. 

We don’t look at this as a month long experiment where at the end we all go back to normal. We hope our normal has changed so significantly that it matches a biblical expression of full devotion to God. 

In the middle of the month we are challenging every person who calls Indian Creek home to go on a weeklong fast. We are calling for a Daniel fast from Monday, January 23 through Sunday, January 29. We are calling it a Fast for Freedom—freedom from the past, freedom from spiritual bondage or addiction, freedom from hurts, habits or hang-ups. At the end of the fast, that Sunday, Jan 29, we will have a Sunday evening service full of worship and prayer. We will pray big, bold prayers and ask God to restore anything and everything that He wants for us. 

I believe God wants to bless Indian Creek this year in unprecedented ways. I believe He wants us to make a whole hearted return to Him. He wants us to humble ourselves in dependence on Him. And if we’ve sinned He wants us to confess it and forsake the sin that holds us back. Then He wants us to be examples of His grace and take His Good News to our worlds—our neighborhood, our workplace, our extended family and friends.

The Daniel Fast
To prepare our hearts for this we are calling for a Daniel fast this month. A Daniel Fast is a fast that refrains from meat, fine foods and alcohol. We chose it because we want as many as possible to go on this journey together as a church. We set it at end of the month so we could have time to prepare ourselves and do some planning for the fast.

There are more details about the fast and how to prepare for it on our Website: www.indiancreek/danielfast

I’m afraid if we always do what we’ve always done we will always get what we’ve always got. I believe God wants more for us. Sometimes if you want to increase your hunger for God then you increase your hunger and it makes you more aware of what is truly important in life.

We don’t fast to gain approval from God and we don’t fast in penitence for what we’ve done—we fast so we can focus our efforts and energy on pursuing God. We set aside what is normal to seek after the supernatural.

They’ve been with Jesus
I want it to be said of us, like it was said of Jesus disciples, we don’t know who these men are but we can tell they’ve been with Jesus. (Acts 4:13)

The apostle Paul said, we are considered “fools” for Christ. (1 Cor 4:10)

Normal wasn’t working for these guys. They realized true obedience was going to lead them into a experience many would call “ridiculous.” We are going to embrace that term this month and become familiar with a lifestyle that honors God, that walks in the present power of the Holy Spirit, that includes hearing from God, that isn’t afraid of sacrifice and that is sold out to the Cause of Christ.


God is looking for a people who are passionately in love with Him and totally devoted to his cause.

I don't want us at Indian Creek to be a typical average American Christian church. I want us to be like the Acts 2 church.

Acts 2:42-47
 42 All the believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in meals (including the Lord’s Supper[i]), and to prayer.
 43 A deep sense of awe came over them all, and the apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders. 44 And all the believers met together in one place and shared everything they had. 45 They sold their property and possessions and shared the money with those in need. 46They worshiped together at the Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with great joy and generosity[j]—47all the while praising God and enjoying the goodwill of all the people. And each day the Lord added to their fellowship those who were being saved.

I think this is the model. I believe God painted us a picture of the church when the church is working right. 

Let me introduce you to a couple at Indian Creek who have embraced “ridiculous”. They’ve chosen a lifestyle of faith and sacrifice that embodies what we are talking about today. I’m excited for you to hear their story.

Jason and Chelsea Reiswig

Closing
Can you imagine what that would be like for us?

Ridiculous
We would walk in freedom from bondage to our schedules, our fears and from people-pleasing and find new life and new energy through the Holy Spirit. 

We would find a new sense of IDENTITY in Christ. We would draw strength from His power and we would find purpose through alignment with His will for our lives.

We would live a daring, surrendered, “whatever it takes” obedience. 

People would be drawn to the wisdom that flows out of a life dedicated to the Word of God.

People would ask for prayer and it would change things! Miracles would happen.

Marriages would have divine energy and families would be held together by love.

We would be a people that are strong and courageous. We would take on the cause of Christ in our cities and in our schools. We would take our faith to work with us and the product would be a superior product that is more about transforming the lives of others than making a profit. 

The marketplace, Arts and Entertainment, Civil services even the government would be impacted because earth would become more like heaven. 

Crime would go down and pornography would go away when the people of God live the ridiculous life of a sold-out Christ follower. 

People around the world would have clean drinking water. Children wouldn’t go to bed hungry. Basic medical treatment could reach everyone in the world no matter how remote the village if the children of God were willing to live a biblical lifestyle.  

Sin would be exposed and confessed. People would quickly recognize if they started living out of their own fleshly driven impulses. They would have a passion to walk so close to God that they lose their taste for the world. 

You could call it ridiculous but I submit to you it is “normal” to God. Jesus didn’t die so we could be casual in our faith. 


How?
Make the most of every opportunity in these evil days. 17Don’t act thoughtlessly, but understand what the Lord wants you to do.18 Don’t be drunk with wine, because that will ruin your life. Instead, be filled with the Holy Spirit.  Ephesians 5:16-18 

Be filled with the Holy Spirit
Are you willing to ask God to fill you to overflowing today with the Holy Spirit?

Will you confess your tendency to serve God on your terms?
If there is unconfessed sin in your life ask Jesus for forgiveness?
Ask for God to lead your live—accept Him as your Savior and Leader

Invite Him to fill you with His Holy Spirit.  You receive the Spirit when you accept Christ, Eph 1 calls it a deposit, ask Him to fill you.

Now we are right back to where I was with the Indian congregation. 

What are your expectations? I don’t expect us to act the same but I know this, God’s promise is the same. If we ask Him to fill us He will. If we are honest and passionate in our pursuit, He will not disappoint us. If we ask Him He will lead us into a life that goes beyond the natural into the supernatural. 

I’m asking for a ridiculous faith and I invite you to join me.










