January 4 – Jesus: The God Experience

Key Ideas:

[Institute – 2 lectures to ministers that were most important and yet hardest to hear:

On best weeks, you will only get ½ done that needs to be done, and what is left undone matters eternally – you’ve got to learn to deal with the frustration.

When you go to minister with a church of God’s people, you may know more about the details of the Bible text, but you will have folks around you that know far more about God and living for God than you do – humbly listen to them and learn from them.]

That second issue is the one I want to us to settle on this morning. You see, we all know that there is a big difference between book learning and life learning, between knowledge and experience. We wouldn’t want a doctor who only had book learning and theory – that’s why doctors do internships and residencies. We want them to have both – the book learning and life learning, both knowledge and the experience.

God comes to us and invites us into relationship with Him. This involves two acts of grace on His part:

1. God reveals Himself to us in words – the Bible – book learning and knowledge. This is crucial and the very fact that the immortal, indescribable, holy God would reveal Himself to us is an act of grace.  [Us revealing ourselves to a cricket, for example, we would have to limit our speech to a few chirp sounds and living in the low places crickets live!]

2. God has graciously chosen to let us experience His presence in life – life learning and the experience of God. [Us inviting the cricket to our table and the protection of our home with the promise that one day he would be like us.]

When Jesus says, “Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” (John 17:3) He is talking about both acts of grace – to know the truth about God from Scripture and to experience the truth about God in our lives. Both are necessary and both are gifts of grace. 

This term “know” is a very intimate and experiential term in biblical terminology – although more modern translations have made this euphemism harder to see in the text. That’s why it was used in Scripture to talk about the intimate sharing of love between a man and woman in marriage. When we sang the song, “Jesus, Friend Forever,” we used very intimate language for our walk with Jesus. This is spot on accurate of what God wants us to have in our relationship with Him – to know Him, to experience Him intimately in our lives – not sexually, but experientially and emotionally! We get at this when we ask folks to “be near” those who grieve or minister to them as only He can. This is made powerfully possible because of God’s Holy Spirit who lives in each of us who have surrendered to the Lordship of Jesus and been baptized.

For many of us, the hunger we feel, the spiritual itch we can’t scratch, is the yearning to know God. I am convinced that all addictive behavior springs from our trying to fill this hunger and scratch this itch using the wrong things to fulfill us – food, alcohol, achievement, sex, shopping, or a host of other things. That hunger can only be fulfilled by God. Too often, we try to lay that burden on our spouse or our addictions or our church. But deep in our hearts, we know only God in Jesus can fulfill this. That’s why some of our songs from every era touch us so …

“As The Deer Pants for the Water Lord, so my soul longs after you …”

“My spirit pants for thee O living word …”

I am excited that God had the Gospel of Matthew make very clear that we can experience, that we can know God through the ministry of Jesus in 4 ways:

1. Experiencing Jesus in the Story (Matt 1:23 and "to fulfill" theme)

2. Experiencing Jesus in authentic fellowship and worship (Matt 18)

3. Experiencing Jesus in service to others (Matt 25)

4. Experiencing Jesus in reaching past barriers to conform people to Jesus (Matt 28:18-20)

This will be what our focus in 2009 is all about – experiencing God in Jesus and the spaces where that can happen!

We believe that as ministers and Shepherds who are called to teach and equip our church family for ministry, we must help our church grow in all four of these ways of experiencing our Almighty God through Jesus. We are building on last year’s theme built around the growth chart – we need to move from being fed, to feeding ourselves, to the point of feeding others. This is what our vision statement for our church is all about as well: inviting folks to the life of Jesus, Including folks in the family of Jesus, and Involving folks in the mission of Jesus.

So when we sing, “Jesus, let us come to know …” we are actually offering a prayer to the Lord asking Him to help us in this journey, a journey He said was what eternal life is all about!

 Key Scriptures

Luke 7:11-17 – God has come to visit (care for) his people (cf. James 1:26-27; Ps 146:9)

John 1:14-18 – God pitched his tent and lived among us as one of us

John 17:3 “Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”

Jeremiah 24:7 I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the LORD. They will be my people, and I will be their God, for they will return to me with all their heart.

Jeremiah 4:22 “My people are fools; they do not know me. They are senseless children; they have no understanding. They are skilled in doing evil; they know not how to do good.”

Hosea 4:6 … my people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.

Background Theology of Knowing/Experiencing God in Matthew:

There are four Immanuel sayings (and a couple of echoes of these sayings) in the Gospel of Matthew. The first one sets the tone for the others: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”) (Matthew 1:23). Matthew wants to introduce believers to what we will call “The God Experience” that we find in Jesus. The four ways we share in the God experience, and four ways of helping us measure our effectiveness as a church, are the following:

Experiencing God through the Jesus’ story from the Scriptures (Matthew 1:23)

Experiencing God through radical and authentic community and worship (Matthew 18:20)

Experiencing God through service to those in need (Matthew 25:31-46)

Experiencing God through cross cultures to form disciples (Matthew 28:18-20)

Key Songs:

“Jesus, Let Us Come to Know You”

“Jesus, Friend for Forever” (Delirious? song we’ve sung before) – during sermon


(We have the music for this and we have kinda harmonized it.)

“My Stubborn Will at Last Has Yielded” (Sweet Will of God)

Video:


http://www.worshiphousemedia.com/index.cfm?hndl=details&tab=MM&id=11635


I can’t remember if we have this scheduled.

Kernel Ideas:

Programs, plans, slogans can’t bring revival. Nostalgia, longing for the past, and remembering things better than they really were in the “good ol’ days” can’t bring revival. Longing for our own personal dream for how things could be better or how they should change can’t bring revival. 

Revival has always been about people surrendering to the will of God and praying for God to come and be present to make them more than they are. But as humans, we often reach for programs, nostalgia, or our dreams because surrendering ourselves to God takes away our magical thinking and requires us to do the hard work of seeking God above all other things! So rather than experience God, most of us settle for slogans, belly aching, and dreamland. (The Thief of Always.) 

God sent Jesus so we could experience His presence in real ways. But for that experience to real, we’ve got to follow Jesus – not just talk about Him, use His name, or claim to be His representations. We’ve got to take up our cross everyday and follow Him – put our decisions and our church agendas and everything to the Jesus test. And Matthew gave us four clear ways to help us do this! (Find the quote of Bonhoeffer in “Life Together” about the threat of letting our dream of church become an idol that causes us to devalue in the incredible gift God has already given us in our church fellowship.)

Gathering Specific Focus:

Daybreak & Refresh Focus: 
Jesus is “God among us” and He came to help us know and experience God. Introduce the four ways we experience God from Matthew. Moving beyond knowing about God and to experiencing His presence in our daily lives. Compare to the way we shortcut our way to intimacy sexually – Biblical way is to experience and “know” someone in the context of a life commitment of marriage vs. sexual act.

Sundown Focus:
Look at Luke 7:11-17 and James 1:26-27 and Psalm 146:9 – why caring for widows and orphans is so important to God and how fulfilling this calling helps us experience God in our lives! (Danny for this lesson?) Key link is Luke 7 and James 1 both use the word “visit” to speak about caring for others – in Luke 7, Jesus’ actions toward the widow is seen as God visiting His people and in James 1, this is the task of genuine piety, to “visit” the widows and orphans.

