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[Note: This Sunday message corresponded with our leadership retreat the previous Friday and Saturday. Since we were seeking the will of God in discerning our priorities for our next ministry year, I used this message as an opportunity to share our process and prayer for discernment. The format comes from Ruth Haley Barton’s Pursuing God’s Will Together. While I was preaching this message, a 63 year old man and one of our elders, had a massive brain hemorrhage. I stopped my message and had us all focus our attention and prayer on him as members of the congregation attended him and awaited the paramedics. This message became very real to our whole community as we sought God’s will together.]

Our fourth spiritual practice is single mindedness. Honestly, I would not have chosen single mindedness as one of the ten core practices of the Christian life. But as I have studied and prepared this message, I’ve come to see this as a very practical attention to aligning our will to God’s will. 

Key Idea: I focus on God and his priorities for my life. 

Last week as we looked at Bible Study as a practice, we looked at the levels of receptivity of the soils of our heart to hear and understand the word. The seed, Jesus says, is understanding the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is the reality we live in as followers of Jesus. In stark terms, there is the kingdom of this age and the kingdom of God, governed by the values and practices of the kingdom that guide and direct our lives. This understanding about kingdom living is a journey of faith. In Matthew 6 Jesus admonishes us to 

Key Verse: But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Matthew 6:33

I’d like to share with you three ways we can practice single mindedness?

1. Focus on God in the midst of distractions. 
A great Old Testament story is from 2 Chronicles 20. Judah is being threatened by enemies who have come from the other side of the Dead Sea. The people all came together to seek God. They begin by remembering God’s faithfulness in the past. What he has done to deliver his people, and the promises he made to them. Then King Jehoshaphat stood before the people and humbly said, 

12 “We do not know what to do, but our eyes are on you.” (This may be the best scripture verse you’ll hear all morning. Jehoshaphat was a good leader who authentically and transparently led his people to focus on God.) 13 All the men of Judah, with their wives and children and little ones, stood there before the Lord. 14 Then the Spirit of the Lord came on Jahaziel (the prophet)….15 He said: “Listen, King Jehoshaphat and all who live in Judah and Jerusalem! This is what the Lord says to you: ‘Do not be afraid or discouraged because of this vast army. For the battle is not yours, but God’s.… 17 Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged. Go out to face them tomorrow, and the Lord will be with you.’ ” 18 Jehoshaphat bowed down with his face to the ground, and all the people of Judah and Jerusalem fell down in worship before the Lord…. 27 Then, led by Jehoshaphat, all the men of Judah and Jerusalem returned joyfully to Jerusalem, (this is where we get “jumping Jehoshaphat”) for the Lord had given them cause to rejoice over their enemies. 28 They entered Jerusalem and went to the temple of the Lord with harps and lyres and trumpets. 29 The fear of God came on all the surrounding kingdoms when they heard how the Lord had fought against the enemies of Israel. 30 And the kingdom of Jehoshaphat was at peace, for his God had given him rest on every side. 2 Chronicles 20:1–30

The desire of God’s people was to trust God. But they were faced with a situation that causes them to cry out to God. We don’t know what to do, but our eyes are on you. We see this in the story of Peter walking on water:

22 Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. 23 After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. Later that night, he was there alone, 24 and the boat was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against it. 25 Shortly before dawn Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. 26 When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear. 27 But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” 28 “Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” 29 “Come,” he said. Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. 30 But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!” 31 Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?” 32 And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. 33 Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.” Matthew 14:22–33

Sinking in the waves and being attacked by enemies threatening their existence are real concerns, but also distractions that take our focus off of God. What are the distractions of life? Distractions came come in the form of bad things and good things. 

Bad things like Worry, Fears (Children’s well being, Illness) Control issues, Conflict, Temptation, Finances, World events and Good things like Blessings and pleasures, Activities, Work, Lifestyle (what we wear, drive, live), Travel, and Media. We can take our eyes off God in our tragedy as well as our triumphs. And we see the story of Jehoshaphat bookended with a focus on God. 

In the midst of life’s distractions, God wants to stay on the screen of our lives. He wants to be the focus. He wants to be worshipped alone, and he wants us to see all of life through the lens of who he is, his purposes in the world.  God wants to be prominent on our computer screen, but distractions are like Pop up ads. You’re busy composing an email and an ad comes up. Advertisers know what I’ve been shopping for online, so those ads are not so random. And the distractions are not random either. Bad things and good things can pop up on our screen, taking our eyes off of God, and his plans and purposes for our lives. A distraction is anything that takes God off the screen of my life. 

What are the waves or the battles ahead of you that can take your eyes off of God? Being single-minded means we learn how to stay focused on him. How can we do that? Focus on God in the midst of distractions, and 

2. Align your will to God’s will. 

Sometimes we cop out on knowing God’s will. We say, “Right! Who can know God’s will for my life? When you figure it out let me know!” But God wants us to know his will and do his will. He wants us to want his will above all else. 

The apostle Paul had the great task of being the great apostle to the gentiles. He headed into unknowing territory—bringing the good news of Jesus beyond the Jewish context to Gentiles who had not known about Jesus or the Jewish law and customs. He faced persecution, beatings, sickness, resistance, and imprisonment. With all these distractions, Paul writes to the Philippians:

13 Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. Philippians 3:10–14 

and Jesus listened to the voice of his father to determine everything he did. … I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me. John 8:28

This is a radical reorientation to making decisions. How do we align the goals of our lives to God’s agenda and will and not our own?

The leadership (elders and pastors) met Friday and Saturday for our annual retreat to figure this out for the life of our church. With all the concerns and worries of being a church (attendance numbers, finances, denominational concerns, and a changing world all around us), how do we discern God’s will for us?

We have discovered that it’s not so much about decision-making but discernment. Decision-making requires us to bring issues to the body, discuss the merits, and then decide what is best. But discernment requires us to create an environment where we are listening to God, to one another and to our congregation. 

When you think of a board experience, you might think of individuals coming together with their personal agendas and arm wrestling each other to get their way. Or elders who come with other people’s agendas trying to represent a particular view point. But how do we remove those distractions and align ourselves with God’s will?

We have been reading Ruth Haley Barton’s book Pursuing God’s Will Together. We understand now that  we are not just people coming together to make decisions, but we are discerners of God’s will. What is discernment?

· Discernment is the capacity to recognize and respond to the presence and activity of God. 
· Corporate discernment begins with attending to the spiritual formation of each leader, including practices of Solitude and silence, scripture, prayer. 
· Ultimately, discernment is about being completely given over to God in love and allowing that love to guide everything. It is about knowing God so intimately that we can tell what he wants just by turning our hearts toward him. It is about trusting God so much that all we want in this life is abandon ourselves to the goodness of God’s will. It is about valuing God’s will so much that we will wait until we feel we have discerned God’s will before taking action. Ruth Haley Barton, Pursuing God’s Will Together

With that understanding of our role and responsibility, we spent an hour in prayer with three types of prayer to help us align ourselves to God’s will:

1. A prayer of trust: Lord, I place your church and my own life in your hands. Psalm 23 reminds us “The Lord is my Shepherd. And I can trust his leading.” Jesus tells us that his sheep know his voice and follow him. 
2. A prayer of indifference: Indifference is a difficult word. It makes it sound like I don’t care, but it means I am indifferent to my own agenda or desired outcome. We identify those things that might be distractions, and we let go of them. Jesus prayed in the garden, “your will, not my will be done.” And we pray in the Lord’s prayer, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Indifference is the desire for God’s will above all else. We actually had a test for indifference. Can you say that you are indifferent regarding the question before us?
3. A prayer of wisdom: In order for us to have guidance beyond our own capacity to make plans, we need to ask God for his wisdom. James tells us “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you.”

After we prepared ourselves with prayer, then we listened—to updates on our goals and numbers, and how we have seen God at work in the past six months. Last year we had a similar process and determined our Sunday morning worship experience was the greatest priority. Knowing we were moving back into our sanctuary after a year of construction, and that worship is the one weekly gathering where everyone is together, all departments developed goals to support our Sunday morning experience. 

· What if we welcomed visitors and young families into our new children’s ministry center?
· What if we enhanced our experience life together on our patio?
· What if we greww our 10:30 hour, which has been in decline, by welcoming new people to a concurrent contemporary service in the fellowship hall, encouraging people to move from the 8:45 contemporary service?
· What if we continued the vertical integration of the Story in a new Believe series from youngest children to adults to promote unity, common learning between the generations?
· What if we all owned the strategy of connecting worship to small groups. 
· And what if more people served to support Sunday morning by greeting and being with our children. 
· Good news
· We are up in worship attendance for the first time in a decade by 8%!
· We are up in Kids Sunday by about the same amount!
· We grew 12 small groups and are almost at 800!
· We also celebrate the increase of Casa de Amistad tutoring to almost 200 kids, and our senior center to 200 adults, and we are at capacity in our preschool with 250. These are relationships we want to continue to nurture as hundreds from our community come to our campus each week.
· We welcomed new members this year, and continue to have a predominance of new to faith or new to church (almost 70%) as opposed to transfers from other churches. 
· And we continue to trend down in age, so that we have more people under 65 than over 65. 
· These are all great indicators of a growing community of fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ. 

We listened to the information, shared our own stories with each other, and asked questions to see where God was at work and where we might grow in our faithfulness to God. We spent time alone, listening for God’s voice in solitude and silence, and asking for his wisdom. Individually we force ranked the priority of our five banner statements of worship, belong, grow, serve and impact, then placed our ranking on the communion table as we enjoyed the Lord’s supper together. We will come back in March and confirm our decision, and then begin setting goals around that priority. 

I tell you this story of our discernment process for two reasons: I want you to know your leadership is working very hard to be aligned with God’s will and to discern his will for your church, and I want you to consider how you might use a similar process to discern in your family, marriage, small group or individually discern God’s will for a decision you are facing. 

Finally, this morning, as you focus on God, align your wills to his will, you also

3. Trust God with your needs and desires. 

As Rick Warren says in his first sentence of Purpose Driven Life “It’s not about you.” God has a purpose for our lives. And each of us has a unique path being fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ. But that path of life may look different for each of us. We have freedom to choose, but all submitting to God’s will and agenda for our lives, not our own. 

Jesus addresses our desires and needs head on. He doesn’t diminish those distractions, or say they are not important, but reminds his followers that God knows you need those things. 

31 So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Matthew 6:31–33

He wants to makes sure we don’t sacrifice God’s kingdom and his righteousness in our pursuit or worry of those things we need. Remember, God is a personal God who cares about and is involved in our everyday lives. God cares for us. 

But what about the desires of our hearts? The key is to delight in the Lord. 

Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart. Psalms 37:4

God is not interested in providing for us those things we don’t need, or are not good for us. But he is interested in our hearts and his hearts to be connected. If they are, then our hearts and our desires change. Our desires become more like his desires. What are God’s true desires for our children? What are God’s true desires for where we live, what we drive, our travel, our health, our financial well being? 

He wants more than anything our hearts. He wants us to become fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ whose ultimate needs and desires align with his. He wants to generously bless us with good things so that we can give our lives away generously. 

Let’s pray.


