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The message is going to be anti-climatic after that music! But hey, before we jump into our ‘Primal’ series, Happy New Year! Can you believe it? 2010! I know many of you were away for Christmas and New Year but you’re back. Welcome back! I just pray God’s blessing on you this coming year. How many of you made resolutions? Quite a few. I want to let you know that I’ve been to the gym every day this year. In fact, I’ve been to the gym every day this decade! I’m feeling good! 

I’m excited about where we are headed. Let me say a couple of things, some of us have been away, but we are getting back in gear. This month, we are doing this series called ‘Primal,’ I’ll tell you more about that. Then at the end of the month, I’m so excited, Dick Foth, a friend of ours, is going to be with us the last weekend in January. Then in February, we will cast some vision in terms of where we are headed this coming year. We’ve got some hard work in front of us but some exciting things that the Lord is going to do this coming year. I want to share with you some miracles that God has done that will blow you away. You won’t believe it but I’m just going to leave it at that. Then on Ash Wednesday, as we begin Lent, many of you have been wondering and talking about reading through a one-year Bible, well, we are going to do it, but we are going to start at Lent. So please do not start reading your Bibles now! Ha ha.  If you want to get ahead, I suppose you could start reading your Bibles now, but we are going to together begin a reading plan that our team has put together. We are not just going to read through the Bible but we will preach through the passages that we’ve read together. So it will be an exciting experiment for this coming year. I can’t wait to see what the Lord does.

Welcome again to those of you who are guests with us. We are honored that you would begin the New Year here at NCC. I pray that God would bless you and begin a new work in your heart this weekend.

One of my highlights from 2009 was a trip to Lambeau Field. It’s been a dream of mine. I was a Packers fan as a kid, I lived in Wisconsin for a while, got some cheese in my blood, so the opening weekend of the football season, I preached here on a Sunday morning, then caught a flight to Milwaukee, drove up to Green Bay and went to my first ever game at Lambeau Field. It was a life goal for me to be there and I ate cheese curds. They have cheese curds, how cool is that!  I bought a cheese-head hat and the whole nine yards. But one of the highlights was that I got there early enough that I was able to visit the Packers Hall of Fame. If you know anything about football, Vince Lombardi is probably not just the most legendary coach in Packers history but maybe in NFL history. One of the legends about Vince Lombardi that I love is that at the beginning of every football season, he had a tradition. He would call in these professional athletes that had been playing football their whole lives and he would hold up a football, and he would simply say, “Gentlemen, this is a football.”  I love that, because it’s like, we know what this is but I’m going to remind you of what this is. And He would just take them right back to basics of tackling and blocking, which may explain some of their early championships. It’s this idea that if you are going to be successful at anything, you never outgrow the basics, the very fundamentals, you never get past those things. What made Lombardi such a great coach is the fact that he brought his players back to that simple truth.

2,000 years ago, Jesus was asked an interesting question. A scribe said, “Which of all the commandments is most important?” It was kind of a trick question. Honestly, I don’t think he thought he was going to get an answer, but Jesus, as only Jesus can do, answered in a way that is so profound. How many of you know that we have a tendency to complicate this thing called Christianity? We complicate it, but Jesus had a way of simplifying it. He could say so much in so few words. What Jesus said was this, “The greatest commandment is love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind and all your strength.”  That’s it. What He did was take hundreds of laws that had been accumulated and thousands of years of tradition and history and He said here it is, in one sentence, love God, heart, soul, mind and strength. Here’s a question for you – if Jesus said that’s most important, doesn’t it naturally, logically follow that we ought to spend an inordinate amount of time trying to understand exactly what that means and obeying it. What does it mean to love God heart, soul, mind and strength? By the way, it is not enough to love God in just one of those ways, you’ve got to love Him in all those ways, like love to the fourth power. There are these four dimensions, and there is certainly overlap between those words, but what I want to do over the next four weeks is bring us back to basics. This is the great commandment, Love God heart, soul, mind and strength.

This series is based on a book that was written by someone I know well. Let me say this, if you were here the first weekend in December, you got an early Christmas gift, we gave you a copy. If you didn’t get that copy, there are copies available. If am not going to preach what I wrote because you can read, right? So, go ahead and read, and what I want to do is springboard off of those four dimensions over the next four weeks. So, if you have a Bible, turn over to Ezekiel Chapter 36, verse 22, or you can follow along on the screen.

 22 “Therefore, give the people of Israel this message from the Sovereign Lord: I am bringing you back, 

Is it possible that that is not just a message to the people of Israel, but that it’s a message to you? I am bringing you back. What a wonderful promise.

but not because you deserve it. I am doing it to protect my holy name, on which you brought shame while you were scattered among the nations. 23 I will show how holy my great name is—the name on which you brought shame among the nations. And when I reveal my holiness through you before their very eyes, says the Sovereign Lord, then the nations will know that I am the Lord. 24 For I will gather you up from all the nations and bring you home again to your land.  25 “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean. Your filth will be washed away, and you will no longer worship idols. 26 And I will give you a new heart, and I will put a new spirit in you. I will take out your stony, stubborn heart and give you a tender, responsive heart. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you so that you will follow my decrees and be careful to obey my regulations.

Several years ago, Laura and I had the privilege of attending the National Prayer Breakfast. It is a gathering for all branches of government, both Houses and Congress as well as a delegation of leaders from foreign countries. They gather to pray. The speaker the year we went was Bill Frist, who, before serving in the Senate, was a thoracic surgeon. In fact, he had performed about 150 heart transplants. In his remarks, he talked about the miracle of heart transplant. He talked in reverent tones about this moment when a new heart had been grafted into a new body, and all the surgical team could do once the grafts had taken place, all they could do was wait in hope that it would begin to beat.  Then he stopped talking in medical terms and started talking more in spiritual terms about this moment when a new heart would beat in a new body. He called it a mystery. So it is with you and I.  When we give our heart to Christ, Christ gives his heart to us. In a sense, there is a transplant that happens.

A few years ago, I read a book by Charles Siebert titled A Man After His Own Heart and in the book, he details about observing a heart transplant. Then he talks about meeting with those heart transplant recipients afterwards and he describes the banquet that he attended and he talked about how, as you can imagine, these heart transplant recipients had a profound appreciation for life because they had been given new life by this new heart. He talked about how they acknowledged their responsibility to honor the donor. Then they talked about how, with the new heart came some new cravings and new desires, and I’m not going to get into all the science behind, but how many of you know that the heart is not just a physical thing, it is a metaphysical thing?  It was a profound read for me to imagine what that must be like. Well, in the very same sense, that happens to us when we put our faith in Christ. We get a new heart. Seibert referred to these heart transplant donors as, I love this, as the tribe of the transplanted. Isn’t that cool? The tribe of the transplanted. I would suggest that if we are following Christ, we are a part of the tribe of the transplanted, and that’s exactly what this passage talks about.

What an amazing promise!  I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you and I’ll take out your stony, stubborn heart and give you a tender, responsive heart. Isn’t that what you and I need? What we need is for God, not just to give us a face lift, not just to put a band-aid on something, but my hunch is that what most of us need is for God to do a deep work within our hearts. And at the beginning of a new year, what a unique opportunity for us to put our hearts on the table and say, ‘God, whatever You need to do in me, would You do it?’

I want to walk through this passage and unpack it because I think it is an amazing promise and an amazing pattern for us to follow. Verse 22

22 “Therefore, give the people of Israel this message from the Sovereign Lord: I am bringing you back,

Can I offer a reminder of what we are all about at National Community Church? We exist to help people find their way back to God. That’s why we exist. We want to help people rediscover a relationship with God, or for those who have never met Him or don’t know what the Creator has plans and purposes for their life, we want to introduce them to Christ for the first time. I have a hunch that there are many people at our locations this weekend that are a long way away from God and thinking it is a long way back. But it is not, you’d be shocked. You feel like it is a long way away because you feel like you’ve walked so far away from God, but I want to tell you something, the moment you turn around, what are you going to find is that God followed you to wherever you are and if you simply turn around, his grace is there ready and waiting to embrace you, to forgive you, to save you. It is the nature of God and what God wants to do is to give you that new heart. I love Psalm 23, it is probably the most quoted Psalm, The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. Many of you can probably recite that from memory. Do you remember at the end, there is this little promise – surely the goodness and mercy of the Lord will follow me all the days of my life? Do you remember that? I love that promise, but it is not a very good translation, because the word ‘follow’ is a hunting term, and if you really want to know what it says, what God is saying is ‘I’m going to track you down, I’m going to hunt you down,’ but not to harm us. His goodness is going to hunt you down until you turn around and are ready to receive the kindness of the Lord. Listen, I don’t care how far away from God, the moment you turn back around, the word is repentance, just turn around, the moment you confess your sin, He is right there, ready, willing, waiting to forgive you and to give you a new start. Say Amen! What a wonderful promise to know that his goodness is tracking us, is hunting us, is following us, all we have to do is turn around.

22 “Therefore, give the people of Israel this message from the Sovereign Lord: I am bringing you back, but not because you deserve it

We’d like to skip right over that verse, wouldn’t we? 

but not because you deserve it. I am doing it to protect my holy name, on which you brought shame while you were scattered among the nations. 23 I will show how holy my great name is—the name on which you brought shame among the nations. And when I reveal my holiness through you before their very eyes, says the Sovereign Lord, then the nations will know that I am the Lord.

Can I offer this reminder, maybe a little bit of a recalibration, God doesn’t do what God does for you, God does what God does for Him. You are just the beneficiary. God doesn’t do things because we deserve it, it is not by works that we are saved, it is by the grace of God. It is this unmerited favor that we’ve received from Christ. I honestly think that some of us are pretty selfish in the way we approach God. In fact, we have this selfish spirituality that, the truth is, it’s not really about us following Christ, but we invited Him to follow us because we don’t want to go anywhere without Him but we are not sure we want to go where He wants us to go. Does that make sense? It’s not about us serving his purposes, it’s more about Him serving our purposes. I think there are moments in our lives where we better look in the mirror and look at our motives and make sure that we are doing what we’re doing for the right reasons. It’s not about your glory, it is about his glory. We exist to glorify Him. I love the shorter Westminster Catechism, it is 107 questions and answers. About 120 clergymen and some laymen came together in 1631 and put together this list and it is so good. The very first question – what is the chief end of man? The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.

Now, here’s what beautiful when you begin to live for the glory of God – nothing can go wrong. It can’t. All things work together for good to them that love God and are called according to his purpose. You have to look at it through an eternal perspective, but let me put it in perspective. Two months ago, I was having dinner with Matt Chandler, he pastors a church in Dallas, Texas called The Village Church, and Matt, I think, is one of the best preachers in our generation, a phenomenal leader, I love this guy. We were speaking at the same conference and he and his wife and a few of us were around the table and we’re just talking about life, a very casual conversation. The next week, I found out that Matt is diagnosed with malignant brain cancer. I think he is 33, or 35 years old. Over the last month, I tracked what God has been doing in his life through Twitter and through Blog and I’ve been praying for him and his wife and three little daughters, and how do you respond in a situation like that? For many people, that would be devastating, they’d be ready to throw in the towel, ‘how could God do this to me?’  But I love the way Matt has handled it. Time and again, I’ve heard him point to this passage in Philippians, one of those passages that we believe it but we don’t really want to experience it where it talks about sharing in the sufferings of Christ and counting it a privilege to do so. See, the issue is not whether the chemotherapy works, I pray that it does, I pray that for his church family and for his family, but that is not the issue. The issue is, is God going to be glorified through this situation. That is the issue. So it is not about our circumstances, it is about who we are becoming through those circumstances. It is about, is our life, in the good and the bad, the things we love and the things we don’t, is our life glorifying God. I want to tell you that it is a scary thing when you start to live for the glory of God because you feel like you are dying to yourself, and you are, and it is awesome, because you don’t have to live for yourself, then you can live for something that is far bigger than you and far more important than you. You begin to live for the purposes of God and it begins to redeem the things in your life. 

Let’s keep going. Verse 25

 25 “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean. Your filth will be washed away, and you will no longer worship idols. 

We are going into a new year, and I think it is an opportunity to make a clean break of some habits you shouldn't have, or with some things that have crept into your life, maybe routines or just wasteful things, things that are permissible but not beneficial, or maybe things that have pulled you away from a relationship with God. Is there something in your life that needs to be purified? I feel like the Lord has really put something in my heart, as I go into this year, it is a promise and it is a pattern in Scripture: purity equals potential. I absolutely believe that. Throughout Scripture, what we see is that if someone is willing to purify their heart and their mind before God, if someone has pure motives, then there is nothing that God cannot do in that person’s life. Isn’t that exciting? Now, you have to do the hard work of purifying yourself and you can’t, only Christ can do it for you, but it is by his sacrifice on the cross that you can be clean and set free. If you confess your sins, He is faithful and just to forgive you of your sins and to cleanse you from all unrighteousness, and the moment you do that, I’ll tell you exactly what will happen, the father of lies, the one who seeks to bring condemnation into your life, will try to remind you of everything you’ve done wrong last year, but that is not the heart of your heavenly Father, who is all about giving us a new start over and over, his mercies are new every morning. I believe that if you will purify yourself before the Lord, He can do some amazing things in your life. But let me put it this way, I’m not just talking about ‘Lord forgive me for everything I’ve ever done wrong,’ that’s weak. I don’t let my kids get by with that. Parents, do you let your kids get by with that?  No, tell me what you are sorry about, because unless you understand it, then you are going to go back and do the exact same thing over again. Did you know that Martin Luther would sometimes spend six hours in confession before the Lord?  Either that means he was far more sinful than you and I, or he understood confession.  I’m not talking about just a cleansing, I’m talking about a deep cleaning, if you will. A deep cleansing where we really allow God to excavate the depths of our hearts and the things that are in our hearts that shouldn’t be there that would be detriment, that would be impediment to what God wants to do in our lives. It is so easy for us to go through the routines and get in our habits and do our things, I’m just saying, if we don’t redeem the opportunity going from an old year into a new year to do some deep cleaning in our hearts, then we are missing an opportunity for God to enlarge our potential for his kingdom’s sake.

After I posted that blog on purity equals potential, I got an email from an NCCer that said: I was just reading your blog and saw your entry on purity. On Christmas Eve I decided to make 2010 the year of purity, purity on all fronts, spiritually, physically, mentally, nutritionally, even purity of tongue. Thanks for the reassurance from God. I agree that purity equals potential. I also believe that a definition of purity could simply be obedience. To become impure is usually just a choice. If I choose to obey God on all fronts, purity should come naturally. I also believe that there will be some indigestion on the way.

That’s true. But, is there something in your life that God needs to purify? Then we continue, the end of verse 25

and you will no longer worship idols.

There again, it’s like, we want to skip to the next verse. I don’t have any idols! Are you kidding me? We immediately think of ancient people bowing down to little statues. Those silly, foolish ancient people, pagans, bowed down to wood carvings. Are you serious? As we go to the mall over the holidays and buy things we don’t need to impress people we don’t even like. We are just sophisticated idolaters. That’s what we are. We wouldn’t bow down to a statue of Aphrodite, but when we are at the gym, checking ourselves out in the mirror, you know what I’m saying. Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit. Did I mention that I’ve been to the gym every day this year? Take care of your temple but how many of you know that that thing can become an idol in your life? See, here’s what’s so tricky, you think of idol and you think of something bad, but it’s not, it can be something good. Nine times out of ten, an idol in your life is something good but that something good has become something bad because instead of seeing it as a means to an end, it has become an end in itself. So everything from money to sex to family to your job, any of those things can become idols in our lives if they displace God as being primary in our lives.

Matthew 6:33: Seek first the kingdom of God and all these things shall be added upon you.

It doesn’t say to seek God second or third or fourth or tenth, seek God first. The reason why many of us struggle spiritually, I am so convinced, I don’t know if I have the words to frame it but it is very interesting that the first commandment is have no other Gods before me. It’s a commandment against idolatry. The first commandment is where it’s at, because if you break that one, you break all of them, but if you can keep that one, then you can keep the other ones. It really comes back to, is there an idol in your life? That’s what I’m trying to say. Is there an idol in your life and are you courageous enough to look in the mirror and ask God that question. 

How do I know if it is an idol? Maybe it is a good thing that is a little out of control. Listen, it takes tremendous discernment. I’m not saying it is easy, but let me help you a little bit. Here are a few idol questions:

Number one, are you willing to give it up?  If you’re not willing to give it up, maybe it is something that has a hold on your life.

Number two, what do you think about when you don’t have anything to think about?  If you are like, I don’t know what my idol is, what do you daydream about? What do you fixate on? Is it possible that that thing can be taken to an extent where it begins to consume you more than your relationship with God?

Number three, what do you put your money into? Or too much money? Your spending habits are idolatry clues, because where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. I’m not trying to find the idol in every closet. All of us struggle with things that could be idolatrous, so I don’t want all of us walking out totally discouraged.  But listen, I need to ask a hard question, is there an idol in our life?

Number four, does the thing draw you closer to God or push you further away? Be honest. Is it something that helps your relationship with God or something that hurts your relationship?

Number five, is it something you control or something that controls you? An idol is often an addiction. It is something that displaces God and you don’t control it, it controls you. It has become a master in your life.

Number six, what does it do to you emotionally? Our intense emotions reveal so much about us, don’t they? Our intense emotions really reveal what is important to us.

Finally, what is your greatest desire?  Honestly, is it God Himself, or is it what you want God to do for you? 

Those are tough questions that we don’t ask all the time but this is a time where we need to ask those questions. I think ‘Primal’ especially as it relates to the heart, is all about this, this is so simple, God loves me, I love God and that’s all that matters. It is getting back to that place where you are nurturing that love relationship with the Lord where your heart belongs to God.

Have you given something else the title to your heart? Then you need to give it back to God. Last verse:

26 And I will give you a new heart, and I will put a new spirit in you. I will take out your stony, stubborn heart and give you a tender, responsive heart. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you so that you will follow my decrees and be careful to obey my regulations.

Let’s close with this. I pray this for my kids all the time, and I pray it for you, for my spiritual family. I pray that God would give them a soft heart. It is so easy for the heart to become hardened to the sin in our life; it is so easy for our hearts to become hardened to the things of God. Does your heart break for the things that break the heart of God? It is so easy for us to have a callused heart because it is so hard to have a vulnerable heart that you put out there. But my prayer for us is that we would have a soft heart towards God.  It says, I will put my Spirit in you. I want to end with this promise. Can I tell you what you need this coming year? Here it is, you don’t need more money, you don’t need more opportunity, you don’t need a relationship; what you really need is more of the Spirit of God filling you, that’s what you really need. If you are going to produce the fruit of the Spirit, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control, then you need the Spirit of God in you. It is the Spirit of God that gives us a new heart.

I want to promise you this and I want to invite you to this. If you give your heart to Christ, Christ will give his heart to you. I have no idea where many of you are at in your spiritual journey, but I want to talk to two specific kinds of people this weekend. Number one, I think there are many people who have been seeking and searching and thinking and praying and wondering and asking and dialoguing for a long time about what it means to follow Christ and what is this thing called Christianity all about. It is all about loving God heart, soul, mind and strength. It is not all these religious trappings, it is about a love relationship with the Creator who sent his Son to die on the cross for you. If you give your heart to Him, He will make you into a different person. He will begin to change you from the inside out. He will begin to shape a new heart within you. That’s what we need! We need for God to give us his heart.

Then, I wonder for some of us, in you’re in this place where, oh man, if you had any idea how hard my heart has become, like, I hear your words but they don’t even touch my heart because my heart is so callused that the word of God hasn’t penetrated my heart in years. And for some, it is just fear of opening themselves up. For some, it is a level of brokenness and it’s so hard for you to think about becoming vulnerable again. I don’t know what it is for you, but I wonder if for some of us, we need to give our heart to Christ again.

In Revelation Chapter 2, these letters to the churches, it talks about one of the churches, it says you are doing amazing deeds, you are doing incredible things, but I hold this against you, you are forsaking your first love. That’s all I’m calling us back to, a love relationship with a God who loves you more than you can possibly imagine.  Let’s pray.

Father, we come to You right now and I pray that some people would make some decisions this weekend that would change their lives. Lord, for those here that need You to heal some part of their heart, Lord, their heart is callused or broken or hurt or damaged, oh God, would You by your Spirit begin to work within them in a way that they couldn’t even comprehend or explain or understand, but as they open their hearts to you right now, would You come in and begin to do a healing work? God, would You just do it inside of them. And Lord for those here this weekend who have never opened their heart to You, have never invited You to come into them, have never given their heart to You, I pray that today would be their day, that your heart would begin to beat within them today. 

As your heads are bowed and your eyes are closed, let me ask, at all of our locations, because I think sometimes we need to respond, we need to say yes, this is something God is doing in my heart. If you are here this weekend and you would say, ‘I want to give my heart to Christ,’ would you do something very simple, and though this is between you and God, I want to pray for you, and I think sometimes it is a way of, a point of demarcation where this is the moment, this is happening, if you are here this weekend and you want to give your heart to Christ, just slip up a hand then take it back down. It’s that simple. If you’re here this weekend and you would say that there is part of your heart that you need God to heal or confess that your heart has become hardened to the Lord, but I feel like God wants to bring you back, then just slip up a hand. Wow! 

Lord, thank You for what You are doing in our hearts this weekend. God, I pray that this would not just be some New Year’s resolution. God I pray that this would not be just something that we would walk out of this service and immediately forget what You have done in our lives. God I pray that we would become part of that tribe of the transplanted, that we would honor the donor, that we would have a new appreciation for life, that we would have new cravings and new desires and new appetites that would be birthed within us because You have put your heart inside of us. Lord right now we thank You and we receive your heart so that we can love You with all of our hearts, with the heart that You have given to us, we pray these things in Jesus’ name, for your glory, Amen. 

