The Wild Child
Reconnect – March 2, 2008
Text: Galatians 5:16-6:10; 
Key Thought: Following God means a constant struggle with the desires of the part of us that is naturally bent away from Him, but as we stick with it and embrace His help, we discover the joy that comes with choosing to put Him ahead of ourselves.

16So I advise you to live according to your new life in the Holy Spirit.  Then you won’t be doing what your sinful nature craves.  17The old sinful nature loves to do evil, which is just opposite from what the Holy Spirit wants.  And the Spirit gives us desires that are opposite from what the sinful nature desires.  These two forces are constantly fighting each other, and your choices are never free from this conflict...

24Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful nature to his cross and crucified them there.  25If we are living now by the Holy Spirit, let us follow the Holy Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives.  26Let us not become conceited, or irritate one another, or be jealous of one another...

7Don’t be misled.  Remember that you can’t ignore God and get away with it.  You will always reap what you sow!  8Those who live only to satisfy their own sinful desires will harvest the consequences of decay and death.  But those who live to please the Spirit will harvest everlasting life from the Spirit.  9So don’t get tired of doing what is good.  Don’t get discouraged and give up, for we will reap a harvest of blessing at the appropriate time.  10Whenever we have the opportunity, we should do good to everyone, especially to our Christian brothers and sisters.                                                                                                (Galatians 5:16-6:10, NLT)

Series Intro: A Practical Look at Lent 
· This morning we return to our 40 days of Lent series – a practical look at the ancient Christian observance and practice of Lent
· Lent is the traditional name given to the 40 day period which ends with Easter Sunday, which is set aside to be a time of personal growth through self-denial and a renewed focus on God, as opposed to other distractions in life – eliminate a distraction, grow closer to God, help others in the process
· We don’t want this to be a meaningless, religious ritual – all they do is weigh people down and suck the life out of them

· Rather, we believe that when this is properly understood in the context of who God is and the good He wants to do in our lives, that it can become something that will bring us personal benefit and growth
· And it’s not too late to start – just decide today, and pick up a card at the back to help you with it
Intro: Positive Psychology (the pursuit of happiness)
· There was a front page blurb for an article in the Ottawa Citizen last Monday that caught my eye, something about children and spirituality
· I had a quick look, and incredibly enough, yes, having beliefs does make children happier

· Look for next week’s groundbreaking article on how having a place to live and food to eat also makes them happier, too

· At any rate, down near the bottom of the article, it mentioned something else that piqued my curiousity – the “Positive Psychology movement” – something I hadn’t heard of before

· To quote the article, “The study of happiness, or positive psychology, is gaining momentum worldwide. Positive psychology is the most popular course at Harvard University”
· So I looked up Positive Psychology this week on Wikipedia – because it’s always right – and even when it’s not, it’s fun to read the discussion pages and see the geeks beat each other up... !

· And Wiki (along with some other stuff I read) said that it’s about highlighting the “other” side of psychology – for so long psych has been about trying to help people deal with their issues, about pathology and illness and hurt, but that there’s another side of helping people, and that is furthering the positive – trying to highlight and then accent what makes people happy, what makes them content, what makes them flourish and succeed

· I’m not really surprised that this would be an area of interest – I mean, who DOESN’T want to be happy?  Other than maybe Simon Cowell, because it would hurt the ratings?

· And it’s only too natural to think that if we could figure out what MAKES us happy, then maybe we could wind up actually BEING happy – that we could get from “here” to “there”

· You would think that being happy would be kind of a “no-brainer” – do what you enjoy, do what comes naturally, be free – how hard can it be to be happy?  
· We sort of live our lives like that a fair bit of the time – we look to enjoy ourselves, we work really hard at having fun and good leisure time, we spend a lot of money on the pursuit of happiness, thinking that it’s right around the next corner – we do what feels good, what comes easily

· And still, drat that happiness, because it continues to be elusive, and the harder we work at it, the farther away it seems to run, and over time I think many people arrive at the realization that there’s a bit of a paradox at work: that the end result of doing what feels good isn’t necessarily being happy, and it might even be the opposite – even if you’re at Harvard

· The Supernanny video we watched before the break would seem to bear this out, because who is more in touch with their desires than children?  And yet, kids who get their way all the time, who are enabled in their pursuits by their anxious, indulgent, wishy-washy parents – they’re miserable!  Wretched!  Pitiful!  No-one would confuse them with kids who are happy
· So what’s the deal with THAT?  We get what we want, but then we’re not happy?  Chase the toys, but then have no desire to play with them?  Trade up jobs, or spouses, or families, or cars, and still, none of the fulfillment that the desires promise us will come

· So we turn to God, to faith – surely then we’ll be happy, right?  God’s gotta be happy with people who go to church, who try to do the right thing, who give some money – so He’ll spread that happiness around, right?

· And then comes a shocking realization: we still have many of the same struggles that we did – and when we realize that, it’s very tempting to throw it all away and try to find something else

· I wanted to look at that struggle this morning, from Paul the church-starter’s letter to the Christian community in the region of Galatia, in the New Testament

Read Text: Galatians 5:16-6:10
16So I advise you to live according to your new life in the Holy Spirit.  Then you won’t be doing what your sinful nature craves.  17The old sinful nature loves to do evil, which is just opposite from what the Holy Spirit wants.  And the Spirit gives us desires that are opposite from what the sinful nature desires.  These two forces are constantly fighting each other, and your choices are never free from this conflict...

24Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful nature to his cross and crucified them there.  25If we are living now by the Holy Spirit, let us follow the Holy Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives.  26Let us not become conceited, or irritate one another, or be jealous of one another...

7Don’t be misled.  Remember that you can’t ignore God and get away with it.  You will always reap what you sow!  8Those who live only to satisfy their own sinful desires will harvest the consequences of decay and death.  But those who live to please the Spirit will harvest everlasting life from the Spirit.  9So don’t get tired of doing what is good.  Don’t get discouraged and give up, for we will reap a harvest of blessing at the appropriate time.  10Whenever we have the opportunity, we should do good to everyone, especially to our Christian brothers and sisters.                                                                    (Galatians 5:16-6:10, NLT)

A Closer Look:
· v16 – “the Holy Spirit” – you could also say, “God’s presence”, or “with God’s empowering” – because the Holy Spirit is God – He has a distinct role, and that is to be God’s activity on earth among us, to make Him real to us, and to help us follow Him – He’s an aide, a support worker, someone that Jesus sent to help us make it when He returned to heaven after His time on earth
· v16-17 – “sinful nature” – Greek sarx – the key to understanding what Paul is trying to say here is to get our understanding of this concept right – and Paul uses this word again and again in this section

· And what DOES it mean, anyway?  Some Bible translations represent sarx with “the flesh” – which makes me think of my body, because I have a fair bit of extra flesh which I’d love to put up on Ebay

· That’s where you get the cliché, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” – which basically is a well-used excuse to do things that we know are wrong, but justify them to ourselves, right?

· What does this section tell us?  That sarx is

· “craves”

· “loves to do evil”

· “opposite of the desires of God’s presence”

· “constantly battling God’s presence in us”

· “continual conflict” 

· Where does this COME from?  It’s the wild child!  And in all of us, no less!  It’s the part of you and I and all of us that is bent away from God
· The Bible says that in the beginning, we were made for relationship with God, but then disaster struck – Adam and Eve walked away from God, they failed, they acted against Him – and as a result, the rest of us have had this “bend” in us ever since, this “warp” – like a pool cue in a seedy pool hall, we’ve got a problem with straight 


·  This sarx then, is that – the spiritually frail part of us that goes along with the rest of our weaknesses and flaws just waiting to surface
· v17 – “constant conflict” – reminds me of Spy vs. Spy in MAD magazine
· One good one, one bad one – who knows which is which – who are locked in a never ending conflict, where one gives it to the other and the other gives it right back on a continual basis, and they find ever-more creative ways to pound on each other

· It can feel like that in us, can’t it?  That for every time God wins one round, our waywardness and the devil storm right back and take the next round – and it’s a battle of attrition that just keeps going and going and going 

· v24 – “those who belong to Christ Jesus... have nailed to the cross”
· So it’s not an evenly-matched battle – in fact, God has the advantage, in that with the work of Jesus in our lives, if He is in the centre of our lives, if we have given Him the control, then He moves in and His first order of business is to deliver the death blow to our waywardness, to our human frailty, to our “bent”-ness

· That means that we have been broken free to go forward – and yet, it seems too often that we’re climbing up the tree that this spiritual waywardness has been nailed to and trying to pry it free, with our choices and our attitudes and our actions – God pulls us forward with Him, but then we dig in our heels and try to back up – but we don’t have to, because it’s been killed
· It’s like RRSP’s – for years and years you save money for your retirement, and then the day comes – you retire

· Now that you’ve retired (once you hit a certain age in Canada), you’re not allowed to deposit to your RRSP anymore – and in fact, you have to start to spend it instead

· Well, this passage is as if you’ve retired – go ahead and spend the moolah – but instead of doing that, you decide that you’re going to save for retirement and put your money in a closed account – there’s no benefit to doing that, and in fact, eventually you only hurt yourself with that kind of stupidy

· v25 – “let us follow the Spirit’s leading” – Paul gives them the straight talk – there’s no reason why this can’t happen, if we’ve put God in the centre – if we believe that He is real, He matters and He cares

· What does that leading look like?  We get a clue right away – as to what it’s NOT – and the context is relationships – the leading of God’s presence at work in us is to do good to others, to love others, to be the presence of God to them, and to build community with them, not to tear it down
· v7 – “God cannot be ignored – you will always reap what you sow” – a farming metaphor – what you plant is what comes up out of the ground – what you put into your shopping cart is what you buy at the checkout – what you put on your plate is what you eat at the buffet – garbage in, garbage out
· Every choice that you and I make has consequences, and the consequences are a direct result of those choices – there is a straight line relationship, a direct line 

· v8 – there are two paths – following our waywardness, living in the “bent”, will only lead to death, instead of the happiness that it promises again and again to our itching ears – but going with God and His reality in us leads to an incredible life now and forever

· v9 – have patience – the good stuff is on the way, and it just takes a little longer – if we will continue to struggle, to fight for it, to keep the wild child under wraps and well-behaved

· v10 – and again, the good is specified as what we do, how we relate to those people around us – it’s all about people, it’s all about loving others and helping them, as opposed to stepping on them on the way to fulfill all of our desires
So What?

· If this is going to be so hard, why not just take the easy way?  Just do the best you can and live for the now, and then see what happens
· Unfortunately, that’s the end result that you will have to live with, both along the way and at the end

· And it’s DOABLE!  One of the lies that you will hear as you follow God is this: “Why try?”

· There’s no-one good enough to live up to God’s standard – no-one that gets it right on the whole place, no one at all, so why try?

· Why not just give up?  But that’s a lie – because the Bible says here that we are able to do this, because we have His help, and we can have the help of our fellow travelers with God as well
The Big Idea:

Following God means a constant struggle with the desires of the part of us that is naturally bent away from Him, but as we stick with it and embrace His help, we discover the joy that comes with choosing to put Him ahead of ourselves.
Conclusion: The Paper Clip
· Paper Clip [hand one out to each person]
· Something that is inherently bent, much like you and I, is a paper clip

· We’ve all been bored before, and had a paper clip at hand – if we have a bunch of them, we link them together, just to drive the people who actually DO some work crazy

· But if we just have one, and we’re thinking, or doing something else, what happens?

· Perhaps some of you have destroyed yours already!

· We have a bunch of bends in us too – they’re more obvious, most of the time, when we’re younger, and our parents work hard to try to make sure that many of those bends get straightened out
· When we grow up, we think we’ve left those childish ways behind us – but I think a lot of times we just get better at hiding or legitimizing them – our wild child goes underground, the one that wants to be happy at all costs, the one that stamps and cries when it doesn’t get its own way, the one that gets us into trouble – the one that we need to be careful about letting loose

· It can be a struggle – the wild child gets out and makes a mess, and then the responsible side of us has to clean it up and make apologies and promise not to let it out again

· But God offers us a way off that rollercoaster/merry-go-round – with Him in the centre of our lives, He can take us off that cycle and help us to live in such a way that the good increases, as He straightens us out step by step by step
· It takes time – just like you and I, if we put that paper clip back into a straight line again, it likely will break – I’ve busted a few paperclips in my day – but if we were to do it gradually, well, eventually we would have a straight clip again

· Well, God is working on you and I, and if we will stick together and help each other, then we will make it that much easier for each of us

· And not only that, but we will discover the joy that only God can bring

· Instead of frustration, emptiness, that longing feeling that nothing can fill, the expectation denied that hurts so much – there is rest, joy, peace, fulfillment, hope, and love, moment by moment

· Is it easy?  No, it’s not – it’s not easy to follow God, but it’s SO good and SO worth it if we will take the trip with Him
Response: Bent (Matchbox 20)
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