Whining For Eden

Recently I was reading in my one year Bible where Paul and Barnabas were in Lystra preaching the gospel. Paul noticed a fellar there that had “crippled feet” and had never walked, but Paul saw that this fellar had faith. So Paul yells over the crowd to “stand up!” The gentleman does and walks for the first time.  The crowd goes crazy, even grander than over a play station, and are all convinced that these really are gods in men’s’ bodies. Paul goes from here to zero when the “old wine” shows up.  The Jews from Antioch show up and turn the crowd into a “murderous mob.” Acts 14:19

They stone Paul and drag him outside of the city where they leave him thinking he was dead.  Paul comes around, shakes it off, looks at the believers there around him and says, “Wow, that was a rush, let’s go back to town.” 

Barny and he split for Derbe the next day and after preaching there for awhile they decide to return to Lystra. Must have been a great Italian café somewhere there…….

These visits “strengthened the believers.” 

Paul encouraged the believers, “reminding them that they must enter into the Kingdom of God through many tribulations.” Acts 14:22

It is shortly after this season in Paul’s life that he writes the book of Galatians. Paul’s frustration with the believers as target audience is not their lack of religion but he says, “I am shocked that you are turning away so soon from God, who in His love and mercy called you to share eternal life he gives through Christ.

Let’s jump to Paul’s writing in Ephesians. 

“And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. 

Among them, we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind. And were by nature children of wrath…” Eph. 2:1-3

In the last several weeks I have had a half a dozen sessions with clients that wanted to talk about our most recent fallen high profile Christian leader.  It always brings up the issue of, “how can I keep my life in a healthy direction and honor Christ with it?”

I think Paul has got a great grip on a response to that question. He understands that his life can no longer be one of “pleasing men but rather of pleasing God.”  Galatians 1:10

But practical what does that mean?

I want to make a strong statement up front and work from there. 

You can read scripture all day long, pray in the name of Jesus, sing the best of the best worship songs from the bottom of your heart, but if you are not doing this in the Kingdom of God you have a bastard faith.  There can be little hope for good things to come out of this. To be sure we can band together like the villagers in The Emperor’s New Clothes and convince ourselves of that we are in the groove, but we are simply deluding ourselves.

We have no hope outside of Kingdom living. Indeed seeking to live Christianity out outside of the Kingdom is nuts!  It is impossible.  Over 100 times in the gospel Jesus mentions the kingdom and that being why he came.  The purpose of the kingdom is not to build an empire but rather a family.  God is not looking for soldiers, but instead He wants His family back. 

Paul’s observation is that the Kingdom of God is experienced. We get to know God, be led by Him personally. He is not afar from us spewing to us edicts or precepts to live by; He dwells among us and lives in us!  

Paul’s exhortation to the Galatians is not that they stopped their faith, it was that they were turning away from experiencing God.  The mistress of self righteousness will always have one leg in bed with us. Her seduction is subtle and well rehearsed, always leading us away from the Father and the state of grace. 

To see the kingdom we must understand what it looks like as believers to walk in the kingdom of man and what it looks like to walk in the kingdom of God. 

Far too many believers are still whining for Eden, wanting it as it was without realizing there is a redemptive process that must be appropriated on our part. 

Christ has broken the power of sin’s grip over us, but we must as Paul states in Philippians “work out your salvation.” Paul is not advocating you must work to be saved. He clearly understands that this is solely the gift of Christ. Eph. 2:10

But, Paul does get that the Kingdom work and our development is where I walk with the Father and I am progressively saved from my old self.

Let’s look at our Ephesians passage from a perspective of “good evangelical.” 

Verse 2 speaks of “walking according to the course of this world.” 

For we as men and women, we almost need to go back to the garden and ask what became normal when we fell.

Prior to the fall we were radiant in our glory which was a beautiful reflection of God’s glory. Father son reflection or father daughter reflection. I as man knew what “ish” was all about. Each morning I rose early and would look at what God had placed before me. I could feel within the surge, the hunger to bring out the fullness, the fruitfulness of all that I saw. I had no desire to kingdom build but rather I longed to cultivate and create beauty in all its grandeur.  I saw, I would excitedly penetrate and stir up life.  I was glad to be in sweet communion with my Father who mentored me daily, often early staring our days together.  My aloneness was gone because the woman by my side rose each day to be my catalyst, releasing my strength and encouraging me in my dreams. I often blessed the Father for such an incredible gift. 

Woman, though created as the complete being found the fullness of her life somehow resonating even more beautifully as she brought the strength of her beauty to bare upon her man.  Life was seamless then, just one grand honeymoon.

When we fell, life changes very quickly and tragically. Man is no longer ish, instead he is limp and full of excuses. He seeks to take care of himself first and is quick to project blame. He lives in the shame blame paradigm and hides often in bushes. He seeks to cover himself with things that are at best lame. 

God says to him, the default setting for you my son is now one of intense labor, “by the sweat of your brow.” 

Woman’s’ beauty fades. She seeks to control her man and tell him what reality actually is. She no longer desires to be the lightning rod to bring man’s strength out, but rather seeks her own way. She does not listen to the heart desires of her man but rather simply wants to tell him what reality is. God says to her, “you will desire relationship with your man but this combination of craziness will make it impossible.”

Any wonder then that marriage can be so tough?

One of the greatest liabilities that came out of our fall was entitlement. The trinity states we have become “gods” like them. This entitlement along with the mistress, self righteousness is where most of our grief comes from. 

True life within us is gone and we only hold death now. A “god” that has no life but only death to offer is a butt ugly ride. 

Entitlement for men in the 60’s produced Archie Bunkers and death.

Entitlement for ladies in the 80’s and 90’s has faired no better. My cliental today is roughly 75 % men. They are good, solid, godly men with hearts holding deep loneliness. The “perfect being”, woman, is perfectly fine not being the catalyst to her man.  

When we do not walk our lives out in the designs God has fashioned for our fulfillment we can’t keep blaming God for not showing up in our life.  When we walk our lives out “according to the course of this world” we can only expect ugly as the fruit germinated. No matter how many Bible studies we are involved in, how often we pray, how many we lead to Christ, apart from abiding in Christ and in His kingdom we will never see peace. Paul in Colossians 2 mocks these efforts as ways to get to changing the course of your life. Instead he returns again to walking literally with Jesus, relationship. 

This is a quagmire of epic portion. Into this mess then comes blessed Jesus as the perfect son to the Father and the perfect brother to you and I. 

Paul goes on then in Ephesians 2: 4 “But God being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in sin, made us alive together with Christ.” 

The default setting has not changed here on earth, but Christ has broken the power of death’s grip on us. Into we which are death machines He now extends opportunities for we to be bearers of life again. This is the Kingdom of God planted here among the dead.

There is a process that must absolutely be undertaken for you and I to be life giving beings again.  

We enter the Kingdom and engage in the redemptive, restorative process by resuming my role and responsibility. Not because I have to but because I get to. 

Like Paul “to live is Christ.”  We stop and hold a mindfulness of Jesus, of the Father and of the Spirit. We breathe them into us like the very air we breathe. We get still so that we might hear them speak to us, empower us.  We linger in sacred scripture often. We read not to achieve but rather to hear God breath into me, speak to me.  We open our hearts up to other brothers to listen for the words of Christ through them spoken into us. We watch movies, read books, look at fashion, art, music again to sense the presence of our sacred Father and we share these experiences with Him. 

When we fail, we confess to a wingman or to the Father quickly less self righteousness slide more than a leg in bed with us. 

We live with expectant hearts, looking to see the manifest presence of God. We live with hearts of love, gratitude, always seeking to pour into another who is less fortunate than we are.  We hold an awareness that I am a steward of all that God has extended to me. We live not with a mindset of giving God 10% but rather asking God how much we should keep, it all belongs to Him and we celebrate that. We look to God for the results and not our own designs. We learn to live with things that don’t pencil out on the rational level. We are first and foremost men of strength that use that strength to be life giving influences. We train our hearts to listen to those who we share life with and not simply hear their words, but their souls.  We seek to leave more than we take from this world. We are men that are crazy enough to believe that if God wanted to jump into my earth suit He might well change the face of my family, community or world.  We begin to believe in our gut that there is nothing that I can do that will ever separate me from the love of God.  We throw off the nature of Adam programmed within me to project blame, to hid, to run in shame or build “my own” kingdom.  Each and every day we kick self righteousness butt out of bed and to the curb. We live in humility knowing that Jesus has made this all possible and not my efforts. We hold the mindset of being cultivators of love, life, and wisdom. 

We will work diligently as unto God, meaning we will seek the beauty in what we are doing.  We will seek the face of our Father for gifts of creativity.  We will be people characterized by compassion, grace, mercy.  We will be trained by our Father to learn when to pull the sword and when to keep it bridled.  We will be men that seek to follow in Jesus’ footsteps- to be gentle, with our strength under control and humble- we will live in the what is not what might be or should be.   

And we will learn how to make a good winter soup………

Journey on blessed brothers,

jeff
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