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I’ll Be Home for Christmas #2: When Home Seems Impossible

SCC   12.10.06   SRB

When Life Doesn’t Make Sense?
Let’s read ….

Matthew 1:18-25 The Story of Joseph and Jesus’ birth.  This is a hard story. 
18This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 19Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. STOP!!
Do you wonder if Joseph had any doubts about what was going on in his life? Doubts about Mary, the woman his parents had arranged for him to be married to, turning up pregnant? Doubts: how could this young woman he knew so well surprise him and all of Nazareth like this? Doubts: about what God was doing in his life?  As the story continues the God of all grace, has a gift, a message that explains what God is up to.
20But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”
22All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23“The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.” 
We just finished a series on Listening to God. Are you still practicing listening?  God speaks, but usually on God’s time table not mine. Joseph was listening with a child like pre-disposition to obey.  
24When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
God is not put off by your Joseph’s doubts or your doubts. God knows that you have honest questions about life and Him.  God wants to help you face your doubts honestly. 
Frequently life doesn’t make sense to us …
When Life Doesn’t Make Sense:

So …

A. It’s Good to Ask Questions



- Joseph wrestled with reality and with God.  “Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.”  I read wrestling in between the lines.  Wrestling with life & God. Wrestling with Why. Wrestling with Abba Father, God.

This Motor Neuron Disease is similar. I’m wrestling with this disease and with the implications for my life. I’m wrestling to understand God’s power to heal. Clearly God does heal. I’m trying to trust God to heal me, praying to that end, even willing to adjust my life if that’s what God’s trying to say to me. But it’s still a wrestling match. I’m pretty sure this is more about my intimate relationship with God than it is about my trying to make God heal me. I pretty sure God wants to heal me, but I do have doubts, if for no other reason than, “I’ve never had to trust God like this before.”  “I’ve never had to trust God like this before,” is exactly what 1) tests my faith and my doubts and 2) reveals the reality of God’s Kingdom.

But “I’ve never had to trust God like this before” is real.  We’ve been learning to listen to God speak lately, but …

B. It’s Not Good to Finish God’s Sentences

- “God Speaks; but in incomplete sentences …” 

God doesn’t give you the entire picture of what’s coming, only the parts you need for today.  As a certified control freak, I’m quite prone to ask, “but what’s next, what comes after today, and how am I supposed to get ready for tomorrow and before you know it I’ve taken what God has said to me and finished his sentence, my way.  How often do you think I get it right? Not often.


C. Doubt Dealt with Honestly is a Friend.

Your Staff meets every Monday for discipleship.  We’ve been going through a book about spiritual transformation called Renovation of the Heart by Dallas Willard. There’s a DVD that accompanies the book of Dallas teaching. Then Dallas Willard, John Ortberg and Larry Crabb discuss Dallas’ teaching. I want you to see this clip as they talk about the power of honest doubt.
Video Clip: Larry Crab, John Ortberg, Dallas Willard on Doubt     4:44minutes
Quotes:
Dallas: Idolatry: trying to use God to make our life run well.
Ortberg: in a safe place to recite, as a disciple: “I’m not sure…”
Dallas: faith doesn’t grow on dishonesty.
Crabb: His father says, “if it’s all true.”  The doubt that I’m having might not be the enemy of faith. It might be an avenue to a deeper faith.”

When Home Seems Impossible - The Importance of Honest Doubt
1.  God is not asking you to “fake it till you make it.”  Fake it is how some religion works. But it’s soooo dishonest. 

Honest faith doesn’t require you to be more spiritual than you really are.  Honest faith invites you to face your doubts – even together – a community of honest doubters become a community of honest believers.  I’m certainly there when it comes to the reality of God’s healing power.  


Let’s look a little more deeply at how doubt works.  
2. Doubt is how I Disqualify Myself from Grace. Now Jesus says that God’s Kingdom, the world where God rules and reigns has come close to us – close as the air you breathe.  The grace of God and all his power is part of that Kingdom and God gives us authority to live by His grace and power. So the tough stuff of life is where we wrestle and then discover that God’s grace and power are more than capable of helping us face and over come the tough stuff.  


When you think of doubt as a bad thing, pitting doubt against faith, you also tend to think that God is against doubt. But God knows honest doubt leads to honest faith. So the misuse of doubt causes us, instead of engaging God, to disqualify ourselves.  
God’s Using this (this is whatever junk life is throwing at you) to:

a. teach me something. Yes, and by grace you’ll discover what He wants ypu to learn.  Do you suppose God might want your pastor to better understand His healing power?  The mistake is thinking God sent the disease, versus God using the disease.

b. improve my character.  Upside down thinking is thinking God won’t give you his grace because your character is so bad.  Rightside up is discovering that God is always interested in using life to help you live more like Jesus lived.

c. test me. Yes, but not to keep you from grace. To teach you how sufficient grace is. I can do all things thru Him who gives mestrength.

d. discipline me.  God disciples those he loves, but we think punishment is because God is mad at us. In Jesus he doesn’t need to be mad.  The cross takes care of mad.

e. judge me for my sin. Same.

f. slow me down. Slowing down is one of the ways we experience God. Life throws crap at us and slowing down is one of the major ways we get in touch with the Kingdom, Grace River. 

g. to be glorified.  Yes, God does want to be glorified, but He’s not using junk to force you to glorify Him.  We glorify Him when our faith in His goodness comes thru.

h. to prove my faith. Friends I’ve been following Jesus for over 35 years and my faith is still being proved and I;m here to tell you God keeps coming through for me. Doubt pits my faith against God as if he’ll only come thru if I get rid of doubt. So I should fake it?
Grace is a Partnership, God at work in My Life.

Grace River Story – Gia Bartoli-Shaw

Grace River Story:  Gia Bartoli-Shaw 

Hi, I’m Gia Bartoli-Shaw.  Some of you know me, some of you don’t, but most of you are probably familiar with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  Well, today, instead of hearing about the Sermon on the Mount, you’ll be hearing about my story of doubt.  

As a Christian, I used to think of doubt as the opposite of faith.  Doubt was just a synonym for unbelief.  If I had any doubts or questions about who God was, or what He could do, or if He could hear my prayers (let alone answer them), I assumed then, that my faith in God was limited or even non-existent.  Questions and doubt meant that I didn’t believe enough, that my faith wasn’t strong enough, even that I didn’t love God enough.  How could I say I loved God or say that I believed in God if I had doubts about Him or if I questioned Him about the circumstances I was going through?  How could I call myself a Christian if I had questions about God?  Even though in my heart I knew God and I knew I loved God, when doubts and questions came, I thought that maybe I was lying to myself about being a Christian.  

(Visual aid on stage of doubt and faith) (Steve, these will be ping pong balls and tennis balls…yes, I am crazy and I’m not even sure if I’m using this yet)
I believe God created all of us with doubts and questioning.  I’m reminded of my son when he was little, “Mom, why do dogs bark?  Mom, why do girls play with dolls?  Mom, why does meatloaf taste so yucky?”  Why, why, why…

I had lots of questions when I was younger too.  I grew up in an Italian Catholic family.  My parents sent me to parochial school where we had religion class every school day, our whole school attended church twice during the weekdays and then we would go to church with our family on Sundays.  I was taught about God and I was taught about His Word, but all this knowledge about God didn’t erase the questions and doubts I had.  I wasn’t even sure back then if there was a God.  To me He had seemed like something imaginary, something made-up so that we would behave in school.  And I remember thinking to myself that even if this so-called God was real, He was obviously too big to be able to hear me or care about me.  

My doubts continued through high school.  Not only God doubts filled my mind, but now I had self doubts too.  I was a straight A student and I was also involved in many extra curricular activities.  I put a lot of pressure on myself to be the best at everything no matter what it was.  Perfectionism soon took over my life.  Being a teenager I believed I knew everything about everything…boy was I wrong!  Setting a goal of being perfect in everything, from straight A’s, to the best volleyball player, to the best cheerleader, to the best in Latin, to being the very best in absolutely everything took its toll on me.  Why?  Because even though I know now that there was only one perfect being in the history of this world, that being Jesus of course, I didn’t know then that being perfect was not an attainable goal.  The moment my grades started falling, self doubt started in.  I don’t know if you’ve ever had negative thoughts inside that come up out of nowhere…thoughts that say, “You loser.  You’ll never make it at anything.  You tried your hardest but your hardest isn’t even close to being good enough.”  When you start to let the ball of self doubt roll, it’s very difficult to stop it.  I started to give up on everything altogether.  I began to focus more and more on the self doubt I had and I eventually ran away from everything positive in my life.

I started distancing myself from my family, rebelling against them and eventually ran away from home at the age of 15.  I dropped out of high school the week before my senior year began.

I found myself very alone and very depressed.  I didn’t turn to God because I wasn’t sure I even believed in Him.  I didn’t turn to my family, I had alienated them.  But soon, I found some friends who seemed to ease my self doubt and took away the pain of loneliness.  These friends introduced me to what would soon become my best friend in the world…cocaine.  With cocaine I felt confident, I felt like I could achieve anything and the very best part of it was that I seemed to have a whole lot of friends around whenever I had extra drugs or money.  

The feelings of confidence, power and unlimited friends seemed too good to be true…and it was.  Soon, the drugs weren’t an occasional pick-me-up and I became a full blown addict.  For 9 years I went down a path of self destruction.  I went from one abusive relationship to another.  My health was deteriorating, to the point that my body was starting to shut itself down from the years of drug abuse I had put it through.  My so-called friends were nowhere to be seen when the money ran out.  Again, I found myself alone and depressed but now it was worse than ever.

Now, I don’t know if you’ve ever been in a situation where you were afraid to die but more afraid of living, but that’s exactly where I was.  I felt so frightened and so alone that there was nothing else I could do but fall to my knees.  Maybe this God that I had been told about was there?  I had nothing left so I certainly didn’t have anything to lose by trying this praying thing.  “God, are you there?  If you are there, what the heck were you thinking?  Why did you create me?  What good am I?  What good is it to live if life is so miserable?  God…please help me.”

God taught me an important lesson that night ten years ago.  No matter how much I ran from Him, He had never left me.  No matter how unfaithful I had been, God had always been faithful.  No matter how bad I thought I was or how worthless…He still loved me and He had never stopped loving me.  For a few precious moments that evening, God gave me clarity from the drugs, from the wreckage I had created, from everything.  I called my father who I had alienated so long ago and within minutes, he and my mother were at my home with immediate forgiveness for all the wrongs I had done to them.  That night was the beginning of my road to recovery from drugs, the beginning of a mending process to family relationships that had been lost for so long, and the beginning of a new life in Christ.

I wish I could tell you that I haven’t had any doubts or questions since that night ten years ago, but that simply isn’t true.  As a matter of fact, the closer I seem to get to doing the things God wants me to do, the more doubts I tend to get.  I have learned to listen to God, but even when I know I’ve heard from God the doubts start creeping inside my head.  

For example, God planted a seed in me some time ago about going into ministry and becoming a pastor.  Instead of heeding His voice, I decided to make sure that, yes, this is what He wants me to do.  I prayed, “God, are you sure?  (As if God isn’t sure about everything He does, like I need to double check Him on it).  God, if you’ll give me affirmation of this, I’ll obey.”  God did give me affirmation through family, through friends, even through a pastor at a church we used to go to.  But still doubts sometimes get the better of me.  I went to God again and said, “Well, if becoming a pastor agrees with Your Word, then I’ll definitely obey.”  So I went to the Bible, but instead of seeing the multitudes of verses that Paul wrote about women who taught God’s Word faithfully and how God doesn’t view us as Jew or Greek, male nor female, my focus was on a verse in Timothy that expressed the idea that women shouldn’t teach.  Besides, I thought to myself, my voice is too quiet, I shake when I’m in front of people…on and on with reasons why this calling from God can’t be right.  Again I went to God, “O.k., God, now I need affirmation again only this time I need it from someone outside of my close family so I know they’re not telling me I should become a pastor just so they won’t hurt my feelings by telling me that I shouldn’t be a pastor.”  Three days later, I had an email from Sandy Mueller telling me that Steve Brooks wanted to set up an appointment with me that Thursday.  And wouldn’t you know it, I received affirmation from Steve.

I don’t believe doubts or questions mean that I’m unfaithful.  In fact, I believe doubts can be good if we follow through on finding out what God says.  Questions and doubts have led me to explore and examine God’s Word and ask fellow believers to share their experiences.  Not only has this helped me to overcome my doubts of God and myself, but has led me to stronger faith. 

My husband lost his job last week and I am a housewife.  In the past, this may have created much doubt as to what we were going to do, how would we live and why would God let this happen…but now, my husband and I are both able to trust God and the fears and doubts are minimal.  Even when those fears and doubts start to creep in I ask myself,

Do I really believe that even though God tells us that He’ll never leave us or forsake us that He means that for everyone else except me?

Do I really believe that even though God has been faithful in every promise He’s ever made and that He says He works out everything for the good for those who believe in Him, that He means that for everyone else except me?

Do I really believe that God may have saved me from myself, may have given me a brand new life in His Son Jesus, may have allowed me a relationship with Him that means more to me than anything else in this world, but now He’s just going to throw me out like yesterday’s newspaper?

Hmmmm…I doubt it!!
3.  God is Greater than My Doubts

1 John 3:20 The Message 20It’s also the way to shut down debilitating self-criticism, even when there is something to it. For God is greater than our worried hearts and knows more about us than we do ourselves.

Say this with me: God is greater than our worried hearts.

God knows you and He is using your life situation right now to show you just how good and faithful He is. 

Prayer
Going Deeper

1. Talk about a time when you had real doubts about God or spiritual things.

2. Name an area where doubt is still an issue, eg. Pastor Steve’s working thru the reality and doubts about healing. 

3. How do we best help one another with our doubts?

4. If God is greater than our doubts/hearts, how do you need to trust God today?

5. Pray together about this.

