NATIONAL COMMUNITY CHURCH

January 10, 2010

Primal Series: The Soul of Christianity

Mark Batterson

Welcome to everyone at all four of our locations. Thanks for making NCC part of your weekend. We continue this weekend our ‘Primal’ series. 2,000 years ago, Jesus said something so profound that we actually refer to it as the Great Commandment. He said, “Love the Lord your God with all of your heart, all of your soul, all of your mind and all of your strength. Last weekend, we talked about the heart, and the bottom line, we don’t need a band-aid or a face-lift, what we need is for God to give us a new heart. That is the promise we talked about last weekend. When you give your heart to Christ, He gives his heart to you and your heart begins to break for the things that break the heart of God. 

Let me take a moment to say, “Wow!” We’re celebrating! I’m still on a high from last weekend! Dozens and dozens of people gave their heart to Christ for the first time last weekend; many others said they needed to give their hearts back to Christ. God has begun a wonderful work inside of us.

Just a couple of things, if you made that decision, we are here for you, that is why we exist, we want to help you as you take the next steps in your spiritual journey. So, you know about the group that for three Monday nights will meet at Ebenezers, I want to encourage you to take advantage of that opportunity. And let me say this, if you made a decision as well last week or during this series, we want to put a copy of Primal in your hands as our gift to you and a way that you can take those next steps in that journey. All you need to do is fill out a connection card and take it to the connection table at your location and we’ll get that gift for you.

Heart last week, this weekend we are talking the soul. If you have a Bible, turn over to Matthew Chapter 11, or you can follow along on the screen. Let me say, I’m not going to preach what I wrote, you can read, I know you can, so we are going to let you do that, but we do want to springboard off of heart, soul, mind and strength over these four weeks. So, let’s see what God has to say to us this weekend. Matthew 11:25

25 At that time Jesus prayed this prayer: “O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, thank you for hiding these things from those who think themselves wise and clever, and for revealing them to the childlike. 26 Yes, Father, it pleased you to do it this way!

 27 “My Father has entrusted everything to me. No one truly knows the Son except the Father, and no one truly knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” 

 28 Then Jesus said, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy to bear, and the burden I give you is light.”
Let’s unpack this passage together for the next few minutes and really this weekend is less about the message and a little bit more about worship and really pointing towards us celebrating communion together.  So I want to share just some abbreviated thoughts.  Verse 25

25 At that time Jesus prayed this prayer: “O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, thank you for hiding these things from those who think themselves wise and clever, and for revealing them to the childlike.

Some of you this weekend need a revelation from God. The reason I know that is this – many of our services last weekend ended with wonderful prayer times. I prayed for dozens of people and what’s interesting is that when you pray for people, it’s like taking their spiritual pulse because you are able to discern the issues that they are dealing with, the things they are grappling with, and most of the things I prayed about last weekend had to do with the fact that the people needed some discernment from the Lord. What I’m talking about is something beyond common sense. Now, thank God for common sense, He has created us with a logical left brain, but listen to me, reason will only get you as far as reason can go, and there are moments in our lives where we need a revelation from God. That’s the only thing that is going to get you where God wants you to go. How many of you know that is true? I found myself over and over again last weekend praying for discernment. This is something beyond common sense, it is even beyond the wisdom that God gives us, it is something that the Spirit of God reveals to us and so many people are wrestling, asking God to reveal what’s wrong and to reveal what’s next. They need a revelation from God. The question is this though – how does God reveal Himself? And who does He reveal Himself to?  I think there is an interesting answer in this passage. He doesn’t reveal Himself because we demand it, He doesn’t do it on our timeline, He typically doesn’t do it in the way we want it. He doesn’t do it because we deserve it. God reveals Himself to those who humble themselves like a child. You need a revelation from God? It’s a simple as this. You search your heart, are there selfish motives in your heart? Are there prideful motives in your heart? If you can purify those two things and if you can take on a childlike position, then God can begin to reveal Himself to you. This is so significant.

Several months ago, we were talking about the idea of giving and that giving, in a sense, puts you in a position of blessing. It is the desire of our heavenly Father to bless you. There is nothing that God wants to do more than to bless you as his children. It is the nature and character of our heavenly Father, but here’s the thing, He doesn’t bless disobedience. You’ve got to live in obedience and then your position yourself for blessing. 

How do we position ourselves for revelation? We humble ourselves like a child. In another gospel story, Jesus says something very similar to what He says right here. He says, “Unless you become like a little child, you cannot enter the kingdom of heaven.”  What a profound statement. Just one 30,000 foot thought, in a sense, spiritual growth, the theological word is sanctification. Everybody say sanctification. You feel more spiritual and smarter saying it. The idea of sanctification is that we are conformed to the image of Christ. But it is really interesting because there are two dimensions to it. We are conformed to the image of Christ. Don’t you want to love like Him and act like Him and talk like Him and pray like Him and dream like Him? You want everything about you to be like Him, and that’s what it means to follow Christ.  But there is also this second dimension where you become like a little child. Jesus very intentionally put a child at the very center of the kingdom and said, ‘Unless you become like a little child, you can’t even enter the kingdom of heaven.’ Well, what does that mean? It is an incredibly kaleidoscopic statement that means a lot of different things, but I think one dimension of it is this – I think as you grow in a relationship with your Savior, with your Creator, what happens is this – you recapture this childlike sense of wonder. It is also like your soul, that if you aren’t careful, with the wrong circumstances and a lot of experience, before you know it, your soul can die. But when we come into a relationship with Christ, it comes back to life and then God begins to fill this soul with a childlike sense of wonder.

A few years ago, I read a book by Arthur Gordon, Wonder, it is one of those books where I don’t just recall what he wrote, but I remember exactly where I was when I read it. For our 15th anniversary, Laura and I spent a couple of days in Rome. We’d never done the big trip, so we were like, 15 years, let’s go! We headed to Rome and then we spent a couple of days off the coast of Naples on the island of Capri and it was magically and wonderful. For whatever reason, this is the book that I packed for that trip. I remember I read it, if you really care, in a lounge chair by the pool where we stayed. But there was something about reading it there that made it come to life, and my favorite chapter was titled: The Night the Stars Fell.  Arthur Gordon, I’m guessing was in his 60’s or 70’s when he wrote the book, tells the story of when he was a small boy. His family was staying in a seaside cottage during the summer and late one night, his father came into his room where he was sleeping. He actually woke up hearing his parents argue about whether they should wake him up. His dad came in and picked Arthur up and put him in his arms and then walked out of the house, down the porch down to the beach and told his son, “Watch.” And they looked up into the night sky and just as he said it, it was like a streak of fire that went across the sky, and then another and another. Arthur didn’t know what it was, and he said, “Dad, what is that?” And his dad said, “It is shooting stars.” And he explained that every year on certain nights in August, the sky would put on this show and there would be shooting stars and six decades later, Arthur Gordon said this, “No doubt in my childhood, I had the usual quota of playthings, but these are forgotten now. What I remember is the night the stars fell. My father had, to a marvelous degree, the gift of opening doors for his children and leading them into areas of splendid newness.”  I love this. “He believed that a new experience was more important to a small boy than an unbroken night of sleep.”  That so inspires me as a dad. When I read that I prayed, “God would You help me be that kind of dad?”  So I love that dimension of the story. 

Here’s my true point. I think that it is so easy for us to loose the sense of wonder that we once had. It is so hard to put this into words, but I think for many of us, a relationship with God can almost be reduced in the wrong circumstances to this long list of do’s and don’ts and rules and rituals that become empty and meaningless. I’m not trying to point fingers but I went to some churches growing up where, I kid you not, it was about what you didn’t drink, where you didn’t go, what you didn’t say, and in some of those churches, how long your hair wasn’t. It was like your whole relationship with God was reduced to these external things, and I wonder how many of us are this spiritual looking shell on the outside but your soul is empty.  Do you really love God with your soul, with all of your soul in a very deep place where God is the One who brings you to life and when his wonder begins to fill your soul, it’s like, I am in relationship with my Creator. Gordon says, “This surely is the most valuable legacy we can pass on to the next generation, not money or houses or heirlooms, but a capacity for wonder.”  I love this. I mean, some of you are like, ‘wait, are you telling me this is the gospel message, this sounds too good?’ That’s exactly what I’m telling you. What I’m telling you is the He is the God of wonders, He is the One who created everything around us. Who do you think wants us to enjoy the shooting star more than anybody else? The One who made it. And He wants us to have a soul that has a capacity for wonder, and I just wonder if some of us have lost that and that’s what we need to get back.

This week, a hands-down highlight for me, Tuesday night having dinner with my family and Josiah, my seven-year-old, asked me if he could read the Bible to our family. Here’s the deal, in the new year, I felt a little convicted because as parents, we try to read to our kids, but I wasn’t reading him the Bible like I could or should, so I started picking stories and he was eating these up. By the way, I love our children’s ministries at our locations, because as I was reading the stories, he was like, ‘I’ve heard that story!’  It’s awesome because that foundation is being laid in their life. Then, he found a Bible around our house and he claimed it as his. He asked if it could be his and he is up on his top bunk at night, past his bedtime and he is asking me if he can stay up and read his Bible. What am I supposed to do?  I’m not going to say, ‘No, go to bed, quit reading your Bible!’  No!  He is reading it and I love it, he is telling me stuff that is in the Bible, He says, “Dad, have you ever heard this?” I said, “Son, I’m a pastor, do you realize that? I’ve heard these stories once or twice.”  I don’t know why, I think it was from Matthew 3, it was a John the Baptist story, and on Tuesday night, he launches into this story and he is reading words that as a seven-year-old he has never encountered in his life, and he is trying to wrestle those words and the rest of us are looking around the table just like not sure whether to cry or laugh or what. And I thought he was going to read a couple of verses but he keeps reading and reading and reading and we are done with our dinner and he is still reading this story. As a parent, I guess if all else fails, I want my kids to grow up and love the Word of God. I want them to know that there is a place they can turn when they are hurt or broken or when they have doubts or questions. I want them to know that the Bible is a book they can build their life on. It was so gratifying to see it and it’s hard to describe, but there’s something about the seven-year-old approach to the Bible that thrilled me and convicted me, like, do I read my Bible like that? Like, Wow, the Bible, awesome! Ya know?  

I just think in every area of our life, do we not need to recapture this childlike approach to life, this childlike approach to God? Let’s keep going, in verse 28, this is the heart of what I feel like the Lord really wants to say to us this weekend

 28 Then Jesus said, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy to bear, and the burden I give you is light.”

I’m reading that verse and I’m having a thought. This is not in my notes, but I’m wondering how many people have never come to Christ because they don’t know that this is what He says.  When they envision God, they envision someone very, very different. They don’t think that God is the One who is saying, ‘Come to Me, you who are weary and carry burdens and I will give you rest.’  That’s not their image of who God is and their souls suffer because of it. What a promise!  Some of you this weekend are so weary, you are relationally weary, you’ve given a relationship everything that you think you’ve got and it’s not what you want it to be and you don’t know where to go. Some of you are so burdened relationally that someone has done something that you can’t control but you are experiencing some of the consequences of it. Some of you are emotionally weary. There is no grace left for other people, there is no joy left in your relationship with God, there is no peace in your heart and you are just about out of patience. Listen, all of us have been in that place where emotionally we are weary and burdened. And I think spiritually, some of us are so weighed down by our guilt and the reason why we are still weary and burdened is because we try to do the exact opposite of what this passage teaches us. We try to get our act together, we try to even do more, we try harder and harder, then we get more weary and more burdened and we never really truly accept this simple invitation, come to Me, come to Me, weary, burdened, and I will give you rest.

I want to get practical for a couple minutes. I want to talk about two sides to the equations. Some of you have a very empty soul and I think it’s important to realize that some of that is not a mystery, some of that is under our control. There are some things that we can do to guard our soul, to protect our soul, to make sure that our soul is being replenished and refilled. So, let me share something that I blogged this week. You can find it there if you can’t write it fast enough. I have seven priorities coming into this new year, those weren’t priorities I set for this message and not everything really revolves around the soul, but I wrote out these seven things and I have them in my Bible because I need to be reminded going into the new year, so here are seven things.

Number one, find something to be grateful for every day. I think I told you last weekend that our family is keeping a gratitude journal. Everybody in our family has a calendar and in that calendar, at the end of the day, we write down one thing that we’re grateful for. How many of you know that if you are looking for something to be frustrated about it, you can find it like that?  But I would also suggest that if you are looking for something to be grateful for, you can find it. Gratitude fills the soul in a way like nothing else can. You don’t need what you don’t have, you need to be grateful for what you have and it will begin to fill your soul with his joy.

Number two, don’t email during peak creative times. I can get a couple hundred emails in a day and if I’m not careful, what happens is this, my peak creativity, when it comes to writing or sermon prep or the things that I do that are more visionary kinds of things, those are all in the a.m. hours. 90% of my creativity happens in those hours and your personality may be very different, but what I find is that if I’m not careful, I can get into the office and check email, and how many of you know that if you check email first, your soul gets cluttered and the whole rest of the day is ugh and you can’t even be at peace and your soul is messed. This is one of my little deals, if I can’t see the bottom of my Inbox, anybody else?  Vary rarely is it empty but if I can get to where I can see the bottom, ya know.

Number three, no soda. I really don’t think that has anything to do with the soul. But that one small change in my diet is going to make a big difference. Laura and I went to see a movie this week – terrible! I’m so used to getting that big soda and putting it in that big cup holder! It wasn’t the same with water, but alas.

Number four, read through the Bible. Listen to me, if your soul is empty, you are not reading the Bible like you could or should. The Bible has caloric value. When you read the Word of God, it begins to nourish your soul. Again, February 17th, we are going to give you a reading plan, Ash Wednesday, beginning of Lent, we are going to read through the Bible together as a church and then our weekend messages are going to track that Bible reading. I’m so excited when I think about us collectively reading the Bible together. It will make a huge difference.

Number five, listen to preaching podcasts. As I begin to look at my life and how am I learning and growing and being fed, preachers need preachers. I’ve been going to the gym several times a week but I found that I would listen to whatever was on the radio, and that isn’t good stewardship in terms of maximizing my time, so now I download podcasts, you can download worship music or whatever, but now when I get a physical workout, I’m also getting a spiritual workout. It’s spiritual multi-tasking and it’s one way that I try to fill my soul. I need to be fed.

Number six, delegate more. Again, this is just how I’m approaching my life and leadership. By the way, sometimes we think we are doing people favors if we do it for them, no you are not, you are robbing them of opportunity. You are a thief, you are stealing opportunity for them to step up and step in and make a difference.

Finally, say no more. I’m a yes guy. It is hard for me to say no, but here’s the deal, saying yes to one thing is saying no to something else. So these are practical steps that I’m taking in my life. How can I make sure my soul is replenished?  

So, you are here this weekend and your soul feels empty, what can you do? There are some things that you can do. Worship, worship begins to flood your heart with the presence of God. Confession begins to empty some of those things that clutter your spirit, emptying the trash, if you will.  You can serve others and it will begin to replenish your soul. What can you do to begin to fill that soul? Here’s the second half of the equation. There are some things that only God can do for you. This is where it gets so good, I love this. I feel like one of the things that the Lord really spoke to me this week. We had an amazing prayer time as a staff this week, instead of going to our desks and doing our things, we ask God what He was speaking to us. I felt like the Lord took me to this idea, in Hebrews 3 and 4 where it talks about entering the rest of the Lord, then this passage says you will find rest for your soul, some of us are so weary and so burdened because we are trying to do it ourselves. What I want you to know is that religion is about what you can do for God, but Christianity is about what God has done for you, in the person of Jesus Christ who paid a price you could not pay, He paid a debt you could not pay, paid a debt He did not owe.

It is about you allowing Him to do for you want you can’t do for yourself. Have you ever done that little thing where someone is standing behind you, it’s almost like a faith exercise where someone is standing behind you and you have to freefall backwards? It’s so hard to do isn’t it? It’s so hard to just totally fall into another persons arms and let go, but I think that’s part of what it means to rest in the Lord. It means I’m not going to try to do it, I can’t do it, but I’m going to rest in the atoning sacrifice that Jesus Christ made at Calvary. Everybody take a deep breath and let it back out.

I’ve told you before that that’s my definition of the sovereignty of God. In his heart, a man plans his course but God orders his footsteps. It’s the sovereignty of God, take a deep breath and relax. God wants you to get where God wants you to do more than you want to get where God wants you to go. Amen. Take another deep breath, let it back out. It’s also a pretty good definition for the grace of God, isn’t it? I can’t do it, I don’t deserve it, but He has done it for me.

This weekend, we celebrate communion together at all of our locations, and if you want to know, if you are weary and you’re burdened and you need rest for your soul, there is only one place to go, and that’s the foot of the cross. That’s the place where we simply confess our sin and we are unburdened by it and we receive the grace of God. If you’ve never made that decision before, today is your day. You need to quit trying and just simply receive what He has done for you. Let’s pray together.

Father, we come to You and we thank You for this amazing invitation. God, I pray that we wouldn’t just hear me say it but we would hear You say it, come to Me all you who are weary and carry a heavy burden and I will give you rest. That is your invitation to each one of us. Lord I pray right now that we would find rest in You, those who are weary, those who are burdened, that right now we would give those things to You and we would simply receive the grace that You have for us. Lord, would You prepare our souls to receive communion this weekend. Lord I wonder if some of us maybe have grown a little bit callous to this amazing story of grace, Oh God, would You flood our soul again with gratitude and joy and love and grace and peace as we receive what You freely offer to us? In your name, Amen.

