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Good morning again.  It is good to be back with you.  We just got back from the leadership retreat.  It was a good time away.  I think we learned a lot.  We are still in prayer for God’s direction for us in the future, so be praying for us.  We will be talking to you a little bit more as time goes by, but for now, we are remaining in prayer and seeking what God would have us do in the future.  
We began a journey on Ash Wednesday, the start of Lent, preaching through the book of Joshua.  Joshua chronicles Israel’s taking hold of the land, taking possession of everything God promised her 700 years before back in Genesis 12 and Genesis 15 when God spoke to Abraham.  Joshua is the fulfillment of those promises.  What it took for them to take hold of the land,  we are using as an analogy for how we as Christians, in Christ,  can also take hold of everything that God has for us as well.  
There is incredible potential in Christ if we just tap in to it.  Hopefully, in the next 40 days we will learn some of the things we can do to tap into all that Christ offers us, so we can take hold of God’s best for our lives.  The scripture calls it the “fullness of Christ” (knowing Christ better).  In our terminologies it is a sense of really discovering what life is all about, having a sense of depth and richness in our lives, the sense of God’s Emmanuel presence in our midst. 

As we began Ash Wednesday I encourage and challenge you to continue to look at your life and visualize, like the land of Israel, (with that image) what percentage of your life is under God’s control and what percentage is not?  Are there strongholds in your life that you have been unable to remove (areas which you know are tripping you up in your faith)?   We ask you to identify one or two areas of your life that you want to turn over to God’s control and throughout the next 40 days to be in prayer over those areas and see if God doesn’t remove them in your lives.  
In week one we looked at the beginning points.   Where do we begin?  You start by learning to live in obedience. Walk in obedience to God.  How do you do that?  Obedience is something you just can’t will.  It would be nice if you could just will it, but it is not that easy.   We have our old human nature to deal with.  The ‘how to’ is you spend time in God’s word. 
Just like a tree can’t grunt out fruit, Christians can’t produce the fruit of the Spirit on their own.  It is a natural by-product as you feed yourself spiritually. Just like you feed a plant physically and it produces fruit;  if you feed yourself spiritually it will produce the fruit you want in your life. 
 Last week Beth Thomas dealt with a wonderful story.   I just loved the story of Joshua’s encounter with the Commander of the Lord’s Army and how Joshua asked the human question: “God, are you on our side?” And of course God answers in a very strange way.  You would think the answer would be “Yes”, but he says, “No.  I am not on anyone’s side.”  This re-characterizes God in our head, because if you look at the book of Joshua people say, “God is cruel,” “God is so mean,” “God is hateful,”  “He is blood thirsty,”  but in reality when God speaks for himself he says this, “I am not against the Amorites.  I am not against the Hittites, the Girgashites, and all those other “ –ites”.  I am not against Israel.  I am for all these people and it breaks my heart what these people are doing.”   
The whole Book of Joshua begins with a story of God’s mercy upon Rehab.  The best of those people in Canaan was a prostitute and she was the only person who displayed any semblance of faith.  God reaches out and saves her. It is a great story of mercy.  
One of the important steps to living a Christian life is to be very sure of our relationship with God and to have a good understanding of the nature of it.  It is not, “God, what are you going to do for me?”, as though, I am the center of the universe.  It is, “God, I recognize that you are God.  I am not.  Our relationship is as master to servant, it is parent to child; it is father to son.  So, God, what would you like to do  in my life?  I am your servant.  I humble myself before you.  What do you want to do in my life?”  I tell you, if you submit your mind to God, if you want your intellectual life to come alive, just put your mind in service to God.  If you want your finances to come alive, put your finances in service to God.  If you want a strong family, raise your family the way God would have you do it.  Pray, “Lord, show me what I can do as a parent to raise these children. They are a gift from you.  Show me how you want me to raise your children.”  If you do this in every area of your life, put it in service to God, it is going to come alive.  

Today, we are going to look at another thing we can do to take hold of everything God has for us.   It is a passage I have already preached from (if you have been here long enough), Joshua 6, so you may hear some things that are familiar.  It is not rehashed though, it is a remix.  I can’t go past this passage, preaching on in the Book of Joshua, and leave it out even though I have already dealt with it earlier.  I can’t leave it out because it provides some very important steps, again more keys for taking hold of everything God has for us.  And of course there are a lot of people who weren’t here two years ago who are here with us and have never heard it and so it will be new for you and I remixed it with some other stuff as well. 
Joshua 6:1-5 says this, “Now the gates of Jericho were tightly shut because the people were afraid of the Israelites.  No one was allowed to go in or out.  The Lord said to Joshua, “I have given you Jericho, its kings, and all its strong warriors. You and your fighting men should march around the town once a day for six days.  Seven priests will walk ahead of the ark each carrying a rams’ horn.  On the seventh day you are to march around the town seven times with the priest blowing their horns.  When you hear the priests giving one long blast on the rams’ horn, have all the people shout as loud as they can, then the wall of the town will collapse and the people can charge straight into the town.” 
 Let’s pray.  Prayer….
Imagine now, it has been over 40 years and you have heard these stories repeated over campfires of this land flowing with milk and honey and how great it is going to be. You can’t wait until you get there! It is like for the last year your kids have talked about Christmas and how great Christmas was going to be, and as it draws nearer and nearer, they are getting ready to hit the ceiling.  They are so excited, and anticipating expecting great things. I am sure the night before they could not sleep in anticipation and hopeful celebration of what God was going to do.  
They get to the Promised Land and it is nothing like you would expect.  It is hard.  It is not easy.  It says in the passage that the doors to the city are shut.  It is a big city.  Those are high walls.  It is well fortified.  The enemy has the high ground.  If you have ever been to war you know that that is not a good thing.  Trying to charge up the hill, you take a lot of casualties.  They have the home field advantage.  We know by history how difficult it is to engage the enemy in their home territory!  It is a very difficult thing to do!  
Throughout the whole book of Joshua this new life is hard.  It is not a cake walk.  It is not a rose garden, it has pricks in it. It is a difficult time ahead for them, but it is better than the desert.  It’s an upgrade from Egypt….isn’t it?  The same thing is true in the Christian life.  The Christian life is not easy. It is difficult.   It is not a bed of roses.  It is not a paradise.  We talk about becoming 21, getting to be out on our own, actually drinking, as some paradise.  Is getting out on your own a paradise?  No, but it is better then living at home forever (at least your parents think so).  Having kids…it is great isn’t it?  Is it better then having no kids?  It is debatable, but it is not paradise, is it?  How about marriage?  We talk about marriage, love relationships, the birds sing, everything is flowing great.  It is going great. Is it always great?  Is marriage a paradise or is it work?  We talk about being single as being a great life, but it is not a paradise.  
Every aspect of our life has some good things about it, but it also has some challenges to it.  The same thing is true in the Christian life.  It is a whole lot better than the desert isn’t it?  It is better than what the world offers.  It is a whole lot better than living in Egypt because in Egypt there is bondage- it is not paradise.  We need to realize we can not confuse the Christian life with paradise.  God is going to take us to paradise, right?  One day we will be in heaven and there will be a paradise, but until then there are going to be some struggles.   It is not going to be easy.  We say we are Christian and the word Christian means to be “Christ-like”.  If we are going to be “Christ-like” we are going to live the life that Christ lived, and was Christ’s life easy?  Did Christ struggle? Did Christ suffer?  Did Christ experience conflict? Did Christ experience annoying people?  Was Christ disappointed with the world and with people?  
Probably no truer words were ever spoken by Jesus than John 16:32, “In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart! I have overcome the world.”  That is an important passage because there are Christians who will read that,  see what it says and live as though Christ said, “In this world you will have trouble, but take heart you will over- come the world.  Get out there and set your mark!  Conquer the world!  You are going to do it!  You are going to overcome!”  
No! That is not what the passage says.  What does that passage say?  I have overcome.  It was not Israel’s job to conquer the city.  It was not Israel’s job to scale the walls.  There was only one thing they needed to do.  What was that?  What was the one thing God asked them to do?  He didn’t say, “Put the ladders up there.  Take the city under heavy casualties.”  He didn’t say that at all.  What does it say that he called them to do?  It is not hard, but what you will discover is the hardest aspect of living the Christian life. All he asked them to do was to walk in circles. 
 I am sure that is not what they pictured the Promised Land to be like.  I am sure they thought it would be exciting times!  By and large the Christian life is spent walking in circles. The majority of our time is spent in average, routine, mundane experiences and the great thing about this is that it is the material that makes a life.  That is the stuff that will either make you or break you.  
There is a movie that when it first came out I thought was the stupidest movie I had ever heard of.  It is called Stranger than Fiction.   It is the story of a woman who is writing a novel.  As she is writing it the guy discovers that she is writing his life.   As she writes, his life is unfolding.  She always kills off her hero, so the guy realizes he is going to die.  He tries to find her, locates her, and tries to keep her from killing him off.  She finishes the novel.  He is not sure what to do so he takes the novel to a counselor.  The counselor reads it and says, “You have to die.  It is a master piece.  There is no other way this story can be finished.”  He is distraught about it.  He is not ready to die.  He reads the novel himself and discovers that he is right, for the story to unfold the way it ought to, he has to lay down his life to save this little boy.  He does it, but unbeknownst to him the author changes the story and he lives.  This is where the clip picks up.  What I want you to listen to is the monologue after the clip.
Movie clip…. (It’s the very end of the movie beginning with the writer talking with Harold’s counselor, who is a literary professor, and ends with the closing monologue on how the little things in life are there to save our lives. That they are the stuff that life is enriched by and made of. They are the places where God pours meaning into our lives if we use those moments well!)
It was the little things that redeem life, that makes it special.  It was the hero’s wrist watch and setting it back three minutes weeks before that ultimately led to what occurred, but also led to the saving of a boy’s life and also his life.  It is the small things that make a life.  If you want to have a strong family…. it is the small things that make a strong family.  It is the small things of having dinner around the table together just talking.  It is playing catch.  It is just hanging out together.  If you want to have a great marriage, it isn’t built by these huge expensive gifts now and then.  It is in the every day small things.  The small ways you say that you love each other. 
 The key to living the Christian life is those everyday decisions… when you decide rather than plugging in the Wii, turning on the TV set, or clicking on the Internet, that you take time in the small thing of prayer, the small thing of reading the scripture, the small thing of worship, the small decisions of saying, “yes” to God and “no” to things that would have been apart from his will.   It is these small things over time in your life that will build you, make you, and make a faith that is vibrant and is vital to life.  
 It is important that we make those decisions key to success at work. It is when no one is looking, doing your work well.  If there is anything that Christian faith has always passed on it is that a key value is craftsmanship: that we do whatever we do well because we are doing it for God and not for our employer.  We want to please him and if you do that I know that you are going to be successful at work.  
You pass on your faith to your children not by just sitting in Sunday School or taking them to church. It is in the everyday conversations where you weave in how your faith makes a difference in every aspect of your life.  That is how you pass on your faith to your children.  
The next passage I am going to weave into this is Joshua 5:11-12.  It says this, “Just before they entered the Promised Land they celebrated the Passover.  The manna stopped the day after they ate this food from the land; there is no longer any manna for the Israelites, but that year they ate the produce of Canaan.”   Here is the picture: For the early part of their life with God, God did everything for them, but there came a time when God stopped spoon-feeding them and they had to feed themselves.  The same is true in the Christian life.  Spiritual growth is very similar to physical growth.  
When you were a baby you were absolutely dependent on your parents, but as you became older the more you did for yourselves.  You fed yourselves.  You took care of yourselves.  Hopefully, you got a job.  You start getting income, hit adulthood, and are now taking care of yourselves.  At some point you become parents and you begin to feed others.   Then they leave and you have this time on your hands now.  You begin to pass on your wisdom.  
The same is true with the Christian faith.  That is how you grow spiritually. Early in your Christian life you just can’t get enough teaching and preaching. You depend heavily on the church for your spiritual growth. You’re like a sponge and you just soaked it up. But, over time as you become more and more mature what you get on Sunday morning, and at Sunday school, and at Small Group is not enough.  You need to learn how to feed yourself, because unless you do, you will not be satisfied. Just like you wouldn’t be satisfied if you were still home when you are 52 and mama is still doing everything for you. You just wouldn’t be satisfied.  It just isn’t enough.  
The same thing is true with the spiritual life.  You have to feed yourself.  You learn to feed yourself.  The older and older you become the less and less you need the church for spiritual growth.  
But, you still need the church for other things.  Israel always needed God, just the relationship changed. At one point he did everything for them, later he did fewer things for them and they began to do things for themselves.  The same thing is true with us.  
There comes a point in your Christian growth that you won’t be satisfied with just feeding yourself.  You will need to, in order to progress further (to be satisfied), feed others by teaching, leading, being involved in service. And as you become absolutely mature in your faith you will want to pass it on.  You will want to pass on your wisdom by mentoring others, encouraging others in their spiritual faith.  
Here is why this is important: 
The churches have often sent the message to people that you need the church for your spiritual growth; you absolutely need it.  That is a wrong message.  In your early Christian life you absolutely need it, but later on you don’t need the church for spiritual growth.   You need the church for other things, your relationship changes.  You need the church for opportunities to serve.  You need the church for leadership, fellowship, mentoring, passing on the things you have learned in your life - so we always need the church, but our relationship to the church changes. 
 If you don’t recognize this, here is what happens across America.  You become dissatisfied so you say to yourself, “something is wrong with my church.  I am going to go find a church that will do something different in my life.”  They go to another church and it is good for a while, but it doesn’t jingle the jollies.  So they go on… and these people will forever hop because there is nothing wrong with your church.  The change is taking place in you and you need to recognize it. 
 The key to your maturity, to your growth, is no longer having the church for all of your spiritual needs.  It will feed you and provide opportunities, but you also must feed yourself.  Unless you do, you will be forever dissatisfied and frustrated in your Christian life and your Christian walk. It is like the missionary illustration, “if you give people fish you feed them for a day, but if you teach them to fish you feed them for a lifetime.”  In our early Christian life we need the church to feed us fish, but as you grow older and more mature in your faith, you must learn to fish for yourself.  It is there the excitement and growth occurs.  It is there you feel satisfied. 
 It is like the board for The Game of Life.  Visualize the board.  The majority of the spaces on the board are orange.  There are exciting pay days, there are exciting blue spaces, there are exciting stops where special things happen, but the majority of the spaces are just dull orange spaces where you do the things that it says and you move on.  The problem with The Game of Life is that it is incredibly boring, isn’t it?  But the only way to get to Millionaire Acres is by going through the orange spaces, keep plugging away, and plugging away, and plugging away until you get to the end.  
The same thing is true in Christian life.  The key to it and the only way to get to the end, which is a vital relationship with God which ultimately transmits us into heaven, is that we live out the everyday, routine, mundane, orange spaces for him.  That is the simplest thing to do, but it is the hardest thing to do, isn’t it? To live every day, every moment, every decision, but it is the key… the vital link to taking hold of everything that God has for you.
