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Galatians 2:20
I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself up for me.
Ephesians 4:11-12

And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ;

Our theme for 2025 is Equipping the Saints.  To equip the church so we can build up the body of Christ.  Spiritual workout.  

We all want to experience God.  In my opinion, that is the difference between the on-fire believer and the typical church-goer.  As I reflect on our past pastor’s retreat, all our home grown guys have a common link - they all experienced God powerfully and it changed their life and changed their vocation.

We must recognize the greatest obstacle that we will face will be ourselves.

It won’t be a huge, powerful demon.  It will be us.

Mark 12:29

Jesus answered, “The foremost is, ‘Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God will all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’  “The second is this, ‘you shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”

There is a healthy love of self that Jesus refers to here but there is also a very sinister love of self that is often times masked in layers of spirituality.

CS Lewis, Screwtape Letters

…ruthless, sleepless, unsmiling concentration on self that is the mark of Hell…

This is what I refer to as spiritual entitlement.  Lord, because I am here You owe me something.  It’s all about me.  It's like a two year old child who seems demanding of his parents. He has become the center of the universe. The entire world must revolve around his needs, his wants and his desires. 

As a new believer it is ok to be a baby.  We wouldn’t expect a baby to get his own food, change his own diapers, etc…

But, at some point there must be a shift.  

A nearby city story

At some point we must go from being about me to being about Him.

From a Me-ist to Deist. Go from my way to Yahweh.  Me-centered to Christ-centered.

Go from a belief that says, "God is for me, my plans, and my agenda in this world." to giving up their lives and dreams in complete surrender to him. 

Martin Luther

A religion that gives nothing, costs nothing, and suffers nothing, is 
worth nothing.

Biblical principle:

Philippians 2:3-5

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.  Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus…

If we are to pursue the attitude of Christ it will require that we get out of self.

How do we get out of ourselves?

This is why I push people to get married.  God created two institutions on earth.  The church and marriage/family.

In order to truly make marriage work, both parties have to die to themselves and seek the best for the other.

A shift happened in my relationship with Lisa when I realized that I wanted her to be happy and that meant that I may not be the person that is able to do that for her on earth.

If only one side sacrifices, then it’s a bad marriage.  Both sides seeking the best for each other.

Marriage is a huge discipleship training class.

This is the beauty of sacrifice.  It stirs something deep in our hearts.

It is said that Cyrus, the founder of the Persian Empire, once had captured a prince and his family. When they came before him, the monarch asked the prisoner, "What will you give me if I release you?" "The half of my wealth," was his reply. "And if I release your children?" "Everything I possess." "And if I release your wife?" "Your Majesty, I will give myself." Cyrus was so moved by his devotion that he freed them all. As they returned home, the prince said to his wife, "Wasn't Cyrus a handsome man!" With a look of deep love for her husband, she said to him, "I didn't notice. I could only keep my eyes on you- -the one who was willing to give himself for me."

Galatians 2:20

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself up for me.

The church is the other institution that pushes people out of self.

God has created a unique mechanism that if used correctly can bring healing, love, opportunity, empowerment, hope, and prosperity.

That mechanism is the church. If used correctly can bring incredible blessing into the life of the believer.

One can acquire everything in solitude except character. 

The church is the gym of the soul.

Sylvester Stallone surprised the entertainment world by resurrecting his iconic movie hero, Rocky Balboa, for one last film in 2006. Then, while promoting the film, Stallone shocked Christian fans by saying that his faith in Jesus Christ had influenced the writing of the first Rocky screenplay.  His renewed affiliation with Christianity had motivated him to write the last one.  In an interview with Citizenlink.com, Stallone said, “I was raised in a Christian home. I went to Catholic schools, and I was taught the faith. I went as far as I could with it until I got out into the so-called real world and was presented with temptation. I kinda lost my way and made a lot of bad choices.”

Those bad choices, especially his decision to place fame and career ahead of his family, left Stallone unsatisfied. So he went back to church. “The more I go to church, the more I turn myself over to the process of believing in Jesus and listening to his Word and having him guide my hand,” Stallone said.

Stallone also realized he had to trust Christ more than himself. “You need to have the expertise and the guidance of someone else,” he said. “You cannot train yourself. I feel the same way about Christianity and the church. The church is the gym of the soul.”

I went to a conference in SF years ago that was being conducted by one of my mentors.

After the conference we had some discussions regarding church. One conversation was about Richard Branson, and where can the rich and famous go to church? Trend is for pastors to disciple them one-on-one but that is incomplete. They must be in the gym of the soul.

Need to be in community and rub elbows with one another. Cannot do the Christian life in isolation from the fullness of the breadth of the body.

Love babies crying, people walking in late interrupting people’s worship, self-centered HC people who eat everyone else’s food in abundance but when it’s their turn to bring HC dinner there’s too little and cheap food. Love it because church is the gym of the soul.

The church is where we work all these things out.

Don’t be one of these people:

1. 7-11 member
Key is convenience.  You only come when it's convenient.  When it works out in your schedule and you’re not tired or have to sleep early that night.  You conveniently booked yourself classes and meetings so it’s inconvenient for you to come to church.

2. World Cup member
Not a football/soccer fan but a world cup fan.  Only get involved or come when it’s a big, fun event.  Regular church service is not fun enough.

3. E harmony member
Come to meet people, especially of the opposite sex for potential marriage partners.

“I think God is leading me to go to the hc with a lot of eligible bachelors.”  

Honestly, many of us are more led by our hormones than by Jesus Christ.

What can you do right now?  We start our 21 days of fasting and prayer.

John 11:33-35

When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, He was deeply moved in spirit and was troubled, and said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to Him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus wept. 
Jesus then troubles Himself.

tarasso {tar-as'-so} - to agitate, to cause one inward commotion, take away his calmness of mind, disturb his equanimity, to disquiet, make restless, to stir up, to strike one's spirit with fear and dread.

heautou {heh-ow-too'} – himself. (3rd person singular and plural – to denote that the agent and the person acted on are the same.)

Jesus stirs Himself up.  He gets ready to confront an enemy that He will personally be visiting again soon.  Jesus troubles Himself to face death.

We need to learn to trouble ourselves for one another.  When that happens, then you have a church.

God has blessed us with a church family.  Let’s make the most of it.
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