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[Pastor Joel]

As our creative team began to brainstorm this series, we were wrestling with how to communicate the different stages of life. A common way to do it would be to talk about the stage of singleness and then being married and then being married with kids, but not everyone goes that path so we wanted to take a different creative tact. About that time, Pastor Mark had gone through the National Gallery of Art and he had seen a series of paintings entitled The Voyage of Life. In 1842, Thomas Cole painted this series and he used landscapes and the beauty and the ruggedness of nature as an allegory to communicate the different stages of life. So you have childhood, youth, manhood and then old age. As you go to the National Gallery of Art, it is in a circular gallery so you don’t just see individual paintings, you take them in collectively and you begin to notice the distinctions, the differences, the uniquenesses, but then after a while, they start to come together and you notice threads of commonality. For instance, Thy Voyager, the individual is in every painting. He takes different forms or shapes and he gets older and matures over time but he is the same. He is a thread. You see the nature, for instance, as representing the hardships and the beauty of life and different coloring and lighting and the calmness or the roughness of the water or the development of the flowers and the trees. So as you soak all this in, you begin to find an appreciation for the name. Life truly is a voyage. Life is not just to be accomplished. It is not just a plan that is set in place for each one of us. It is not a to do list to go down and you’re finished when you get to the end of it. No, life is a journey and that is an incredibly powerful understanding for us to have.
Nina and I, when we go out on a date, there is often a perfunctory conversation that we have at the beginning of our date. We jump in the car and we start going and my number one priority objective is to get us to that destination as soon as humanly and vehicularly possibly! So we jump in the car and within two minutes, there is a series of friendly hooks and kind and loving gestures and encouraging words that are received and given coming out of my car. So Nina will often say something very similar when we get to that point, she will say, ‘What’s the hurry?’  Are you kidding me? I’m trying to get us to our date! This is all for you, every honk is in your honor Nina! She will stop me and help me remember what it is all about, ‘Joel, we are already on the date, can we just enjoy one another?’  And she is exactly right, but that doesn’t stop me from hitting that horn one more time because those tourists drive me nuts! I think sometimes we miss it don’t we. That date becomes not about the date or not about us but it becomes about me competing with myself. We can miss the point sometimes in life. We are so consumed by the efficiency of accomplishing life that we forget to enjoy the beauty of living life. Life is a journey, a voyage.

Over the next four weeks, we want to dock the boat in these different seasons and take in some of the beauty that God has granted us along the way.

Today, we hone in on the very first of the four paintings called Childhood.  As we cross-reference the paintings and the Scripture, it brings us to the well-known statement that Jesus makes in Matthew 18 that says this:
Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven and whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.

Today our campus pastors asked the simple yet profound question: what is childlike faith?  Here we go.

[Campus Pastor]
How does the story begin for you? Now image with me you are an artist, a talented artist, no stick figures, and you were recently commissioned to paint an image of the beginning of childhood. What would that look like? As a pastor, I ask that from time to time, not because I’m trying to get to someone’s earliest memory and that would be the key to unlocking your problems, but just out of curiosity. And I get all sorts of fascinating and interesting responses but one in particular I got recently I found very interesting. They said they would start with Genesis 8:21

The intent of my heart is prone to evil ever since my childhood.

I am a sinner, we are all sinners, you are a sinner.

I think I just said sinner three times in the first 30 seconds, which has got to be some kind of NCC record! But we need to be saved from this. Sin is the problem and Jesus is the answer. He will fill that void. They said this world is so broken, if I could just get people to realize how sinful and broken I am and you are, we could come to know the forgiving grace of God through Jesus.

I have a problem with this. It was the beginning of the year that I decided to read through the Bible in 90 days, not for any particular reason. I just thought it would be a good challenge and it was fascinating. You start to notice things you’ve never seen before, like how repetitive the Bible is. On day 45, right in the middle of my reading, Psalm 107 just jumped out at me and seemed to really capture the journey so poetically. It says
Give thanks to the Lord, our God is good. His love endures forever. Let the redeemed of the Lord say so, whom He has redeemed from the adversary.

He goes on to say that the people of Israel wondered in the wilderness and they could not find their way and they were hungry and thirsty and their souls fainted within. Then they cried out to God in their trouble and God delivered them and led them to the straight path. And it ends with give thanks to the Lord, our God is good, his love endures forever. Then the Psalmist does it again, the same scenario again with a different circumstance but the same themes and ends with give thanks to the Lord our God is good, his love endures forever. And again until the final words, he says, ‘Who is wise? Let him think about such things and consider the goodness of God and his enduring love.’

What’s my point? Where and how you begin the story shapes and determines what the story is going to be and how it ends. It is important, so critical to begin at the beginning like the artist does in this Voyage of a young baby coming out of the womb and witnessing such breathtaking views that stimulates every sense, such potential, such purity, such newness, such goodness and excitement.
Now, in Genesis 1, God creates the heavens and the earth and it is good. He creates the animals and the birds and it is good and He creates man and woman in his image and it was good. He said let’s work together and let’s be in commission together. And in Genesis 3, man and woman go against God’s command. Most of us know this. Sin enters the world. The original translation of the word is separation. If you begin in Genesis 3, or another way of saying it is if you begin at the start of sin, then the primary focus becomes the removal of sin. People are sinners, how are we going to get rid of the sin problem? Starting with Genesis 3, the dominate story begins with how to get rid of sin, and Jesus is the answer. So you can see the bumper sticker now: Christians aren’t perfect, they are just forgiven.  I mean, is that all Jesus is capable of? If you begin I Genesis 3, you get this is what Jesus does and He gets rid of the problem, but listen to me, if you begin in Genesis 1, then the story becomes restoring of original goodness and living holy and completely in that goodness and in that peace that is only found through the Creator. If you begin in Genesis 3, then the fundamental posture towards people is to make sure they know what they aren’t. You aren’t good enough. You are not holy enough. You are not trying enough. And this I not felt needs, this is on the deepest soulful level. You begin telling people what they aren’t. But if you begin in Genesis 1, you tell people what they are. You are a daughter, you are a son, you are a child of a loving heavenly Father and from the beginning of time, this Father has had unconditional, all-embracing love. This is a Creator endlessly diverse and creative and makes things and just says they are good. And one of the things He made was you and you are the image of God. You contain the divine spark. You were created to be a co-creator, to be partner with God in moving creation forward in an ever-increasing dimension of peace.
Now, you know this deep in your bones. You participated in the way of death and sin and you have rebelled and have experienced separation and now your loving heavenly Father is standing in the driveway on his tiptoes and is inviting you home. May you come to know the beginning of this story. 
Where does this story begin for you? Have you been told Genesis 3 over and over and over again or do you need to go back to the beginning where God says you are good?

[Campus Pastor]

There are four things at the core of childhood: uninhibitedness, imagination, innocence and reliance. I want to take some time today to talk about each of those four things because interestingly enough, they are all also at the core of the heart of God. If you see the picture of when I was a baby, you will see uninhibitedness to the core! Apparently when I was a baby, I loved running around in my birthday suit. I thought there was nothing more fun than just being naked around the house. And there was no one around to tell me otherwise. But I’d like to think that maybe from a really young age, I understood what David did before the Lord when he danced without any abandon when they brought the Ark of the Covenant back in. That is uninhibitedness. 
Imagination. A comedian tells this hilarious joke about when his son was about four or five years old, he came up to him and said, ‘Dad, I think I know what I want to be when I grow up,’ and the dad is really excited and says, ‘What son?’ And his son says, ‘I want to be a doctor!’  So the dad is really excited and swells up with pride that his son is going to carry on the family legacy and be a doctor and save lives.  The next day, his son comes back to him and says, ‘Dad, I’ve been thinking and I don’t really want to be a doctor anymore.’ So the dad was thinking maybe now he wants to be a lawyer or maybe even President and gets excited and says, ‘What do you want to be?’ And his son looks at him and says, ‘I want to be a dinosaur!’  You see, that’s imagination! I think the older we get, the smaller our dreams become. Imagination isn’t the opposite of reality, I believe it has the power to create reality. Proverbs 23 tells us that as a man thinks in his heart, therefore he is. What that verse tells me is there is power in our thoughts and there is power in our imagination.

When I was 12 years old, I was obsessed with GI Joes.  I had hundreds of them. I think the marketing was genius because you actually had to buy hundreds of them because they kept snapping where the rubber band met the waist, but my imagination had the power to create a battlefield out of my backyard. It had the power to turn bath time into Pearl Harbor between the GI Joes and the Cobras.  Imagination. When I was a little kid, I had an imaginary friend. My dad tells me all these hilarious stories. All the times I got in trouble, it wasn’t my fault, it was Chipmunk’s fault. Chipmunk was my imaginary friend. I would always lose my dad’s car keys. He was ask me where his keys were and I would say, ‘Chipmunk did it!’ I loved to blame my imaginary friend.

It is our innocence that allows us to really create with our imagination. So innocence is the third thing I want to talk about. I’ve got three cousins, all boys, two years apart from each other. So when they were three, five and seven, the middle one, Daniel, who is hilarious, we have this story where we all went over to our aunt and uncle’s house right after church for lunch. We hadn’t seen Daniel for about 15 or 20 minutes and so we were starting to getting a little worried and we start to look all around and we can’t find Daniel anywhere. As we come back inside, next to the screen door, we see a two foot by two foot square panel that had been painted white. You’ve got to understand that the house is surrounded in dark tan vinyl siding so something was a little fishy about this. We walk inside and finally find Daniel and we asked him, ‘Daniel, what do you know about that white painted square panel? Did you paint that white?’  He looks at us and says, ‘Yes, don’t worry, I’ll finish the rest later.’  That is innocence! 
Also, childhood is a time of complete reliance. We rely on our parents for everything. When we are babies, we rely on them for food. When we are in elementary school, we rely on our parents to take us to soccer practice. We rely on our parents to buy us that new pair of Michael Jordan shoes. We rely on our parents for everything. And our anxieties look a little different from 5 to 50, don’t they? When we are kids, our biggest anxiety is the price of a pack of baseball cards, but maybe now in our adulthood it is a mortgage payment or something like that. But whether you are 5 or 50, you have to learn to rely on God completely.

In Matthew 18 and 19, Jesus says on two separate occasions that unless you become like children, you cannot inherit the kingdom of God. I don’t think we can afford to miss this parallel between children and the kingdom of heaven. So let’s allow God to expand our imaginations, to renew our innocence as we learn to fully rely on Him and pursue after Him with complete abandon.

[Campus Pastor]

Last weekend reminded me of one of the most exciting times of my life. Around this time about 13 years ago, I was getting ready for the NFL draft. I can remember the moments leading up to that training and preparing and getting myself ready. I started comparing myself to the competition, how fast, how quick, how strong. What were the draft experts saying and what were their analysis and their predictions? I was thinking about myself coming from a smaller school, competing against those coming from more well-known and larger schools, where I ranked against them and how could I improve my ranking, on and on and on. I remember thinking about these things. This kind of comparing and analyzing and ranking is not just relegated to the NFL draft or the professional sports world, but this is something we do in our everyday lives. We continue to rank ourselves, compare ourselves as a way of trying to assign value to ourselves and to others. We’ve been conditioned as well to give attention to higher values as well. So we compete for those designations in order to put ourselves in a better position, at work, at school, at home. We see this kind of competition and ranking in reality TV shows. We see it play out on social media. We even see in Matthew 18, Jesus’ disciples, those who are closest to Him are even having a discussion and debate about who is greater among them. They know about the prophesies in terms of who Jesus is. They know that his kingdom will come. In their minds, when they are thinking about kingdoms, they are thinking about positions of rank in those kingdoms. So they are beginning to compare and to analyze and rank one another and decide who is greater and figure out how they can attain an even greater ranking. I love how Jesus just shuts this entire conversation down in only the way that Jesus can. It says in verse 2 that He brings a child in the midst of them as a metaphor for what He is going to say to the disciples. The Message translation tells us in verse 3
I’m telling you once and for all, that unless you return to square one and start over like children, you are not even going to get to look at the kingdom of heaven, let alone get in.

There are several things I’d like to unpack in this exchange between Jesus and the disciples but for the sake of time, just allow me to point out two of them.

First of all, Jesus is telling his disciples, ‘Your focus is off and you are looking at the kingdom of heaven in a very transactional way. You are thinking about what you can do in exchange for greatness.’  They were trying to attain value and rank in a way that we attain value and rank here on earth. But God’s kingdom doesn’t have the same rules or standards. They don’t apply in the same way. Jesus says unless you change or go back to square one. When we accept that Jesus has died to save us from the eternal penalty of sin, we are reborn or born again. This is the change that Jesus is referring to. This is what He means by going back to square one. Now, you would assume that the disciples would know this but Jesus feels the need to emphasize it.

Secondly, He says starting over like little children. When we are born again, we then have to unlearn this old value system and learn a new one. What we value here on earth is not valued the same way in God’s kingdom. We have earthly values that say put me first. But God’s value system in Romans 12:10 says to honor one another above yourselves. We have an earthly value system that says create your own platform, sell yourself, make your name great. God’s value system says: For those who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted. We find that in Matthew 12:23. We also have another earthly value that says appearance is everything. So we lift, we tuck, we inject to look better, to perform better and to rank higher. But God’s value system says man is concerned with the outward appearance, but I am more concerned about your heart. I Samuel 16:7.  Jesus is making it clear to his disciples and to us that we won’t even get into the kingdom of heaven if we don’t do this. Humble submission to God is what’s paramount. Not positions of rank, not how much money we make, not even how good we are. If we want to see the kingdom of heaven, we’ve got to change, be reborn, and then we’ve got to start over learning a new value system like little children.
[Campus Pastor]

What is it like to be a child? I think to me, one of the biggest things about being a child is going to Disney Land. I remember growing up and seeing movies like The Jungle Book, The Fox and the Hound, Honey, I Shrunk the Kids, all of those movies were my era of Disney. So when friends around me began to go to Disney Land, I was getting a little jealous. My friend had a story where he was woken up early one morning and his parents surprised him with this Disney Land trip. It was pretty incredible and he came back telling me how great this trip was. Well, a few months later, my parents woke me up saying we are going on a trip. The first thing I thought of was we are going to Disney Land! But we ended up going to Duluth, Minnesota to go view a lighthouse. It was not the best vacation in the world, but eventually I said to myself, ‘I want to take my kids to Disney.’ So as I got older and started having kids, we put a trip on the books and we went to Disney last year for the first time as a family and we really got to celebrate what that meant. I just remember walking into that park and stepping in there and hearing It’s A Small World and being in awe of all of the Disney stuff. In that moment, there became a rush or a flood of the fascination and I teleported back to that time where I realized I had lost the awe and I had lost the wonder of what it was like to not only be a kid but to be in wonder and in fascination of these kinds of things. I will never forget that. I had become a child again and that’s really what Disney meant to me and I got to celebrate that with my family and that was important. I was astounded at the wonder of this park. 

In the Scripture that we are talking about, Jesus makes a comment. He says that it is important for us to be like little children. In that comment, one of the things that began to stand out to me was when you become like a child, what is one thing of being a child that is the hardest to keep, the hardest to hold onto, and I think it is the sense of wonder. Wonder is defined as this: to be filled with admiration, amazement, awe, marvel, something strange and surprising. It is a cause of surprise, astonishment or admiration. As a child, things that are new, things that are exciting, seeing things for the first time coming alive and they are vivid. Then the older you get, the more you lose that sense of wonder. I think to become like a little child is to go back to that place of being in awe and being amazed by the wonder of God.

In the Cole paintings, you see this child and his hands are outstretched. He is reaching toward heaven. His eyes are wide open and you can tell he is taking it in. This child is sitting in that boat and he is soaking up all of the creation, all of the color, all of what God made, all of the majesty, all of it, soaking it in. I think that is something I want to see myself, that I’m challenged with to restore that sense of wonder and awe.

I think when we become Christians, as a new Christian, you see a lot of that. As a Christian, you begin to be amazed at some of these things and you begin to discover God. You have this wonderment of who God is. But the older we get in our faith, the more we become mature in our faith, we tend to become more familiar, we tend to become more busy and we lose that sense of wonder. 

Familiarity leads to predictability and predictability leads to boredom. I think boredom is one of the very things that can rob us of wonder in our faith. 

Another thing is the fact that we can be so busy, that the frenziness of life can allow us to miss those moments. I remember I was at home and I was running from thing to thing at home and I stepped on this Lego piece that my son had been building Legos with. I looked at the Lego and I was frustrated at the Lego but my son says to me, ‘That’s the piece I was missing to finish this!’  In that moment, I had to make a choice, was I going to miss this moment of contributing to the wonder of my son creating this beautiful thing or am I just going to rush by it? I think sometimes we allow ourselves to get so busy that we miss the wonder moments that God is trying to create for us.

So how do we fight against familiarity? I think what we have to do is put ourselves in places that are unfamiliar. We need to change things up once in a while. I think what that means is we read Scripture in different places. Read Scripture in another area of the house or go outside. Change up your worship songs. www.714music.com has just released some new worship that you can download for free. Get some new worship to change up how you are worshiping God. Put yourself in places that are unfamiliar. Do things that are different. That will help change up the boredom and allow God to really speak to you. Putting yourself in the presence of God is one of the best things you can do because every time you meet with God, God is going to do something different. God is going to speak something different. Psalm 139 says that the thoughts God has for us are like grains of sand on the seashore. That is the number of different thoughts God has toward us. What if we could grab just one of those every time we get in the presence of God? That removes us from boredom and allows us to be able to hear  God uniquely and for God to speak something uniquely to us every time.

And of course to fight against frenzy is to just slow down. In a culture like ours and in an urban environment like ours, it is so easy for us to rush past things but we need to slow down. We need to carve out that time to be able to meet with God, to be able to slow down and hear God and be able to allow us recapture the wonder of who God is. Christ did the very thing of what He asked the disciples to do, to become like a child. Christ came to this earth as a child and He walked through every temptation. He fought against familiarity. He fought against the frenzy of life and He continued to operate out of a place of wonder. 

I know that what God has for all of us. He wants us to be able to recapture the wonder so we can be like Christ and recapture the wonder He has set before us. 

[Campus Pastor]
Do you remember the first time you were given real authority? The one that sticks out to me was when I turned 16 and received my driver’s license. I’ll never forget the day my mom handed me the car keys for the first time. That was powerful! I was in sole control of a 1985 Plymouth Reliant K. I had the freedom to go wherever I wanted. Of course, I had to ask permission and be back by midnight, but still! That was authority! But how did I get that authority? My 16 year old brain didn’t quite understand it at the time but my mom gave me a huge gift by loaning me the family car. I had not done a single thing to earn the right to drive it. I hadn’t contributed to the loan payments. I hadn’t picked up a single oil change. I didn’t even have money in my pocket to put gas in the car. I received the gift of authority because I was part of the family.

In Matthew 18, we see the disciples struggling with the concept of authority. Verse one says: At that time, the disciples came to Jesus and asked who then is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  He called a little child to Him and placed the child among them and He said, ‘Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”
The disciples, like all of us, want to know the path to success. They are asking the question, how do I make it to the top in the kingdom that you are describing here, Jesus? I’m sure they are thinking about the sacrifices they have made to become his apprentices. They gave up family, jobs, comfort. They even traveled around with Him in the countryside for several years. If they are not the greatest yet, surely they are on the path to greatness. The disciples understood greatness a lot like we do. We have a tendency to think it is found through human accomplishment. Do the heroic and you will attain greatness. Jesus wrecks that picture with the help of a little child. There is very little small children can do to attain greatness on their own. Their status in the world is completely dependent upon the standing of their parents or their caregivers. 
In Cole’s childhood painting, the baby has no control over the boat. In fact, it is unable to even comprehend the concept of control. The greatness he experiences is in his inherent trust in the One who is steering the boat and his position of humble receptivity. That’s the way greatness or authority is experienced in God’s kingdom is a recognition of our powerless. We are incapable of changing our condition. We can’t work our way to the top of the ladder. In fact, we can’t even reach the first wrung. That is the beauty of the gospel.

In Romans 5:6, the apostle Paul writes: You see, at the right time while we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  In verse 8, he continues: God demonstrates his own love for us in this, while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

It is a hard concept to swallow. Through our own actions and the consequences of the actions of others, we are separated from God. We are in need of forgiveness. That is what Jesus brought to us through the cross. He took on the penalty that was meant for us and made a way for us to become children of God. Jesus’ work is made effective in our lives when we humble ourselves and like little children, put ourselves in a position to receive his greatness and authority, not because we have earned it, but because we are his. God gives good gifts to his children. He wants to give good gifts to you but the question is – are you receptive?  Become like a little child. Stop trying to be better and trust in his ability to form you into the person that you have always been created to be. Stop stressing over gaining authority and delight yourself in the status that is your because your life is hidden in Christ. Develop your dependence upon Jesus and discover the joy that comes from being part of his family, from being his child.  Let’s pray.

Jesus, we recognize that although we would love to get younger, it is impossible for us to become little children without your help. God I pray that we would embrace this transformation that You have called us to, that we would recognize that even in the midst of our sin, You reached out to us in love to forgive us of our sins, to cleanse us of our unrighteousness and bring us in through adoption to your family. Now we have the right to receive from You. So God I pray just like that boat on the boat, our hands would be outstretched to You to receive what You have for us. God help us to remember that as we have been connected through Jesus, we are now connected with our loving Father who wants to give good gifts to his children. God we receive from You right now. Fill our lives with good things as we humbly become, through the power of the cross, like little children. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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