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Flow #1: Rivers of Living Water within Us.  

SCC   1.29.05  SRB

I’d like to ask you to do something if you would. Would you turn to the person next to you and tell them how your week was? On a scale from zero to ten, ten being fabulous and zero being zero, what kind of week did you have? 
OK, I’m going to ask that you stop that conversation right now. You can continue it later out in our new Solid Grounds Café.  
I had a good week, thanks for asking. I want to talk to you about what kind of a week, what kind of a life we should expect to have. If you have your Bible turn to the Gospel of John, chapter 7. In fact bring your Bible to church with you.  
In the Bible there are descriptions and even promises of what life can look like for people who follow Jesus.  These descriptions are often quite extraordinary, but they’re presented as things that we ought to think are possible for very ordinary people like you and me. John 7 takes place in Jerusalem during a big feast called the Feast of Tabernacles that commemorated God’s presence with his people. Jesus shows up unexpectedly and becomes the center of controversy.

John 7:37  “On the last and greatest day of the Feast of Tabernacles,” the feast that commemorates God dwelling with his people, “Jesus stood and said in a loud voice” --“If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.” What Jesus means by “thirsty” is anybody who has unsatisfied desires, anybody who feels restless, anybody who feels discontent about anything at all. It doesn’t mean that you have deep spiritual yearnings.

“If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the

Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within them.  By this he

meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Let anybody

who is dissatisfied, unhappy, discontent, who didn’t have a real good week, who hasn’t

had a real good life, let them come to me. Jesus said, “Such a one will have streams of living water flowing from within him.”
The Old King James Version, translates it, “And out of his belly will flow rivers of living water.”  Jesus uses their word “koilia.” Out of your belly, the center of your being. That place that gets all tied up in knots when you’re anxious or afraid. That place that feels empty or hollow when you’re dissatisfied or unhappy or feeling alone.  

Jesus says. “Anybody who’s unhappy, dissatisfied and comes to me and trusts me and begins to follow me right down in your gut, in your belly, you will be flowing with energy, hope, love and power.” By this he meant the Holy Spirit. This new kind of life is tied to the presence and work of “God, the Spirit, inside you.”
Turn to John 10:10 10The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.
Here he uses a picture of a shepherd and some sheep. He says that my people, my sheep, anybody who comes to me--“may have life, and have it to the full.” 
One other point - who does the thief represent?  I want you to feel quite bold now. Guess anything at all. There’s no penalty for this. Who does the thief represent? Satan, the Evil One. In other words, Jesus says we ought to expect some opposition. This life may not be without challenge because there is a thief who wants to rob us of it. 
How many of you here would say that you are filled with inexpressible joy? When people are around you, they notice your belly is flowing with rivers of living water? 
I think a lot of people hear about Jesus’ message, and they’re overwhelmed by the hope, the beauty of it, and they say, “Yes” to it. For a time, there’s a kind of a spiritual honeymoon. They’re filled with love for God, and they’re drawn towards the Bible. They want to tell other people about Jesus. They love to worship and some things change. Maybe their coarse language gets cleaned up. Maybe certain addictions get overcome. Maybe they get involved in serving or something. They discover friends who are also following Jesus. 
But over time this sense of progress, this sense of growth and change kind of stalls out.
And instead of my life looking like this amazing picture painted in the New Testament, I yell at my children whom I love. I worry too much about money or my job. I get jealous of people for stupid, petty reasons because I think they’re more successful than me or more attractive than me. I use deception to get out of trouble or to get what I want. I pass judgment on people so easily, so casually, so arrogantly.

There is a life that is promised and it is a life of such goodness and beauty and energy and

joy that it’s captivated the human race for two thousand years.  There’s a gap between the life that’s promised by Jesus and my real life.  Now here’s the question: What do people do when over time they’re not closing this gap anymore?

I want to talk about that a bit because we’re coming to a core issue. This is what a lot of

people do. A lot of people say, “I’ve got to work harder.” They think to themselves that

the problem is, “I’m just not being heroic enough in my spiritual effort.”

I’ll tell you honestly, I see this in a lot of you. “I’ll close the gap by sheer spiritual elbow

grease. I’ll get up earlier. I’ll pray longer. I’ll read another book. I’ll go to church more.   I’ll learn new spiritual disciplines. I’ll serve more. I’ll work harder.” 
You hear about somebody who gets up at four o’clock in the morning to pray and you feel guilty because you think, “I don’t pray enough,” so you resolve to do that too. Even though you’re not a morning person. Even though at four o’clock you’re dazed and

confused and groggy and grumpy and nobody wants to be around you then. Even Jesus

does not want to be with you at four o’clock in the morning. But you say to yourself,

“Well, this is hard, exhausting and miserable so it must be God’s will for my life.”

You keep it up for several days or weeks or even months, but you can’t sustain it. Inevitably you stop and when you stop you feel guilty. That guilt keeps growing until eventually you start working at something else and there’s this cycle that you’re in over and over and over again. You’re getting tired, and I don’t mean just physically tired. You are weary in your soul. You are afraid that the gap is never going to close.

It was to just such people that Jesus said, “Come to me all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” He was talking to people who were oppressed and exhausted by a system of spiritual effort.  I love the Message translation of this passage: NEW 28“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. 29Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. could that be the Holy Spirit flowing in your belly, the core of your being?  Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. –
Other people, when they’re faced with this gap, just pretend like it’s not really there. They know what the promised life looks like, and so they decide they’ll just kind of fake it. 

They smile a lot. Every prayer gets answered. Every decision is a word from God.

Every sentence ends with, “Praise the Lord.” They get real good at impression

management. One woman’s son was depressed, but that violated the “family image” because it’s a happy family.  She told him one morning to smile and he said, “No” because he was depressed. She said, “Smile anyway. Fake happiness is better than genuine depression.”.

Fake happiness is better than reality? [pause]  Often times the church subculture teaches people that if you’re not there, pretend.  Precisely because we really try to take seriously aspiring to this promised kind of life, we create a culture where people learn how to pretend and sometimes they don’t even know they’re doing it. People outside the church smell it, and it seems really unattractive. 
Some people do something else. They will repeatedly try to rededicate their lives to Christ. This kind of thing happened all the time in youth groups. “Lord, our middle schoolers are off at Snow Bound this weekend.  Send them real rivers of Living Water.”
Some of you know exactly what I’m talking about. It’s this kind of like serial conversions. It would work kind of like this: We go to a camp someplace and sit around a campfire, and the speaker would tell really emotional stories. 
“You know, last year there was a group of teenagers here. They were driving home from this very camp, and they got in a car crash and they all died.” Then the next year we hear that same story. It was amazing we had any teenagers left to go to camp, because it seemed like they kept dying in crashes on the way home. 
What all this was about was trying to recapture that emotion that’s often there in the early

days of faith. But after a few days or a few weeks it always wore off.  Emotional rededications didn’t close the gap. 
Some people do this: They keep switching spiritual venues. They change churches, traditions, or denominations. I have seen this hundreds of times.
Somebody grows up in a non-charismatic church and they say to themselves, “You know,

if I just went to a charismatic church where they took a different approach to prayer or

healing or tongues or worship or something, if I just went to that kind of church, that

would close the gap.” Somebody else grows up in a charismatic church and they say to

themselves, “You know, things here are so experience-oriented and shallow. If I just

went to a church that has some deep theology . . .” And they go to a real “heady” church.

People go to a church that takes some particular approach to teaching or evangelism or

sacraments or social action. 
In 2 Corinthians 4 Paul says is we have this treasure – this Life God gives - in jars of clay. It comes in and with and through human beings in human communities. In a sense, every church in every denomination is part of that jar.  There are all different kinds of jars, but often what happens for people is they think, “If I just switch jars. If I just had another jar . . .” I’m telling you, when you stand back sometimes it’s just like watching a game of musical chairs, … but it doesn’t close the gap.

So eventually, some people just give up because after awhile that gap is just too painful. Inwardly they decide that such a different way of life is really not possible. Now they often don’t say that to anybody else. They may not even admit it to themselves.

They stay a Christian. They keep going to church. They sure hope that they’re going to go to heaven when they die. But they’ve decided that not much can be done about that gap in this life, and secretly they just give up. The truth is some of you are just about there.

What if there’s another way? What if Jesus really meant what he aid about rivers of living water flowing out of the belly, the core of your being? What if it is possible for you to become increasingly, authentically, no faking, alive with love and joy and truth and peace and courage? And it’s not by trying harder.

Listen to who the Bible says is at work.

Philippians 1:6 “I am confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it through to completion.” ”—God is working in your life and He won’t quit.
Philippians 2:12 “Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  You do your part … God will do the greater part, ‘cause He really does have a purpose for your life. 
2 Corinthians 3:17, “Now the Lord is Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is there is freedom. And we, who with unveiled faces, all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever increasing glory which comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.
Can effort bridge this gap?  No.  Only God can get us from here to there. This gap can only be bridged by grace, and grace is generally experienced in the Christian life as power. When you’re a non-Christian and you want to come to God, you experience grace, first of all, as God’s mercy and forgiveness. But then as a follower of Jesus, you experience God’s grace primarily as power.
Dallas Willard, this book, Renovation of the Heart, writes about grace. He says there’s this illusion that saints don’t need much grace because they don’t sin much.  Dallas says it’s just the other way around. Great saints burn more grace than anybody else, because that’s what they’re living on. That’s their fuel. 
The picture that Jesus uses for life in the Spirit, the picture that he uses when we read in John, is of a river. He talks about the flow of streams of living water.  Words for rivers or streams are used over 150 times in the Bible.  Israel is a desert. It doesn’t have rivers like we think of with the Mississippi or the Arkansas. 

Israel had wadis, w-a-d-i.  Wadis are gullies that run through the sand. Drive east and you see Wadi’s in eastern El Paso county.  After a rainstorm, they would be filled with water, but usually they’re just dry gulches. Israel understood a river is grace, a gift. A full river is life; a dry gulch is death. 
The Bible begins in the Garden of Eden.  Genesis 2:10 says, “A river watering the garden flowed from Eden.”  Life flowed in the garden. 
Psalm 46:4 says, “There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God.  There’s no river in the city of Jerusalem, the city of God. But God’s presence flowed there.  The Bible is saying that there is in this world a flow of God’s presence and God’s power that gives life.
Jeremiah 17:7: “But blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in

him. He will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream.”

So he’s always in touch with the water. “It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are

always green. It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit.”

Psalm 42:1, “As the deer pants for the water, so my soul pants for you, O God.” Now you’ve got to understand this is not a pleasant picture of a little deer in a forest that’s a little thirsty looking for one of many brooks or streams that are available. This deer is going to die if he doesn’t find water. 
The psalmist is saying if the water, the availability of the Spirit of God, is blocked off,

my existence will be a prolonged experience of unsatisfied desire, spiritual dryness,

moral failure and emotional death.  That is what will happen to my soul if it’s cut off from the Spirit of God. I may know that.  I may not.  I may think of myself as being quite thirsty for God. I may think of myself as not even wanting God. Doesn’t matter.  This is a statement of simple fact. If my soul is cut off from God, it’s just death.
Revelation 22:1, “The angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing down from the throne of God and of the Lamb”--the source of all life--“down the middle of the great street of the city.  On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.” Could the nations use any healing right now? From the opening words of Genesis to the closing chapter of Revelation, God creates and then redeems at huge cost, and then recreates a world that he intends to be filled with life … and a river runs through it.

What if? What if the Spirit of God is like a river and is flowing all the time? What if your job as a believer in Jesus is not to try harder or run faster or get up earlier or rev up your emotions or pretend like everything is OK or keep hopping from one place to another? 
What if God really is at work in every moment, in every place? One theologian, put it like this. “There is not an inch in space or a moment in time about which Jesus Christ does not say, ‘This is mine, this is mine, this is mine.’” He says, “There’s no place that river doesn’t flow.” 
Your job is to figure out from one moment to the next just this question: “How do I stay

in the flow? How do I not do those things that close me off to the Spirit? How do I keep

myself aware and submitted so that those rivers of living water are flowing through my

belly, through the core of my being? How do I learn to flow with the Spirit?”

PICTURE OF SURFERS ON A WAVE

Let me use another aquatic analogy. John Ortberg, who, incidentally, is the one who inspired this series of messages called FLOW, talks about learning to surf.  He says, “Last year I surfed for the first time in my life. I went surfing for the first time last year. I took a class with my son. They teach you all the basics, like how to choose the right equipment. Good surfers use a very small, light board. They gave me one the size of a barge just in the hopes that it would help me stand up.

“They teach you how to jump to your feet on the board. They teach you how to

recognize a rideable wave. Most importantly, they teach you how not to die when you’re doing this. One thing they never covered in this class, they never teach you how to make a wave.  Because it’s God’s job to make a wave. It’s my job to just ride it, not make it. I don’t have that kind of power. 
If you’ve ever watched somebody surf whose really good, it looks pretty easy. It’s not. It takes discernment. It takes practice. It takes balance. You’re not passive when you’re surfing, not by a long shot. But you don’t have to make the wave.

When you botch it up, when you fall off, when you misread it, when you wipe out, which you do a lot of especially when you’re learning.  If you botch it, the good news is that when you miss one wave, when you fall off, when you wipe out, there’s another one coming right behind it. They just keep coming. The

waves just keep coming. God just keeps sending them. He’s like a wave machine and the word for that is ‘grace.’ 
When you mess one up there’s another one coming right behind it and then another one right after that, and you just get back on the board.”
I was thinking this week there is a single command that the Apostle Paul gives.  

1 Thessalonians 5:19 NIV 19Do not put out the Spirit’s fire…
I was thinking if you could learn to keep this one command, just this one, if you could just learn to master this one command, you could pretty much live Jesus’ life.  An older translation says, “Don’t quench the Spirit.”

Turn to the person next to you and see if you can recite 1 Thessalonians 5:19. Take a shot at it. 1 Thessalonians 5:19, “Don’t quench the Spirit  

That’s phenomenal. You see, the Spirit is already at work in you.. A lot of times we

don’t recognize it. He’s more patient with your failures and your gaps and your inadequacies and your pretending than you are, and he’s committed to helping you 24/7.

Your only job is just don’t get in his way. Just don’t quench the Spirit. A lot of Paul’s teachings use this kind of language. It’s like this: We’re either doing things that are opening ourselves up to the Spirit’s influence in our lives, and Paul talks about this in terms of “walk in the Spirit” or “keep in step with the Spirit” or “sow to the Spirit.” Or we do things that close ourselves off to the Spirit.

So last Sunday, after we prayed over this new facility I zipped up to the Bronco game and joined my family. And standing right next to Ross was … a Pittsburgh Steeler fan; no, a towel waving, obnoxious, had way too much to drink, Steeler fan.  And he had to go get more beer and we had to stand up let him out and then he had to relieve himself and we had to stand up and let him out and we’d roll our eyes at each other. He was next to Ross and he bumps Ross and waves his towel in Ross’ face and he’d scream in our ears every time they made another 3 down conversion and when they scored … oh, my god!!  

And the things I thought about doing to him. At one point he’d gone for another beer and we were thinking, “lets not let him back in to his seat.”  And the thoughts about beating him with our little orange pom poms, we surpressed.  What’s wrong with this guy. Doesn’t her realize I’m a pastor and I’ve just gotten to the game from church and Standing in Grace River and he’s making it very hard to stay in the Flow … stupid Steeler fan.  We don’t have any stupid Steeler fans here, do we. Oh, the Longos, Mike and Pam our Worship Pastor … and the Lewis’, our children’s pastor and her husband. 
I was out of the river; out of the flow.  We’re going to learn about this. This is a very important thing. The Spirit in one sense is the shyest and gentlest person because he will almost never override your choice to close him out. 
Here’s why.  God wants to transform us in a way that involves your belly, in which we say, “Yes,” from our hearts. The Spirit will allow us to quench him, to grieve him. That’s what I did. For those few seconds, I was in a dry gulch. But then all I had to do is say, “God, I’m sorry. I don’t want that life. Forgive me. I’ll be open. It’s only a football game?!  I want your kind of life,” and just like that, I’m back in the river and here comes another wave.

They just keep coming, so you don’t have to beat yourself up when you mess up.

You can get right back in. That’s grace. You mess up one wave, another one comes

right along behind it. Here’s the deal: For the next few weeks, we’re going to learn about this. We’re going to learn how to do spiritual surfing, how to bridge the gap.  We’re going to be in the flow.
In your program you see a Going Deeper section. Take this home and talk about it. Take it to your small group and think more deeply about these questions.  Go get a cup of coffee and get real and honest. 

Going Deeper (for use with your small group, family or a mentor friend)

1. What are the things you do that cut you off from God’s Spirit?

2. In trying to manage “the gap” what’s your experience with: working harder, faking it, rededication, switching churches, giving up? 

See the Life Coaching Questions above.

3. What are the things you do that keep you in the flow of God’s Spirit? 

4. What can I really expect if I’m in the flow: in my job, with my family or roommates, when I’ve got problems?  

5. Is there something the Spirit is prompting me to do that could only be done by God’s grace filled power? 

Next Sunday our focus is going to be on the mind. Does your mind ever give you trouble? There’s great wisdom in the New Testament, through Paul, on what does it look like to have a mind that is set on the Spirit?  To have thoughts that are increasingly free from things like worry, envy, fear, resentment and so on. Jesus says that this life really is possible. Jesus says that ordinary human beings like you and me can be part of this fabulous, mysterious, wonderful kingdom. Jesus says a river runs through it, and you can jump in at any time. 
Pray … God I admit there’s a gap in my life … and I’m tired of the gap.  And God if it’s possible for me to life in Your presence, to have your Spirit flowing in the core of my being, in my belly, God, that’s something I am sooo ready for.  

Please … stay in the flow while Lisa sings, “Let it Flow.”

