So Close

Hebrews 11:6 And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.

The Apostle Paul cut through a lot of religious garbage and emphatically tells us the baseline requirements for encountering God in a life altering way.  

It does not take decades of monastic aestheticism.  

You do not have to memorize vast quantities of scripture. 

Giving large sums of money to religious organizations is not required. 

Moral perfection is not a pre-requisite. 

You do not have to be amazingly intelligent.  

You are not required to have deep doctrinal understanding. 

It is not necessary to have formulated a perfect systematic theology you are comfortable with.  

All of these things have merit and value but are not necessary in a quest to encounter and engage God.  You really only need two things. 

1. A belief that He exists.  Even if it is not well articulated or perfectly understood.  All of that can come, but it starts with believing that He is. 

2. A belief that He will reward your search.  You need to believe He wants you to know Him and He wants to know you.  You have to believe that God desires you to have the answers you are looking for.  You have to believe that when you encounter God He is going to bless you with what your spirit needs most. 

1. These are the foundational building blocks of faith.  Everything grows from there.  Think of those two things as survival material you would pack for a long journey.  Those are the only things you need to get you to God.  As long as you have them and cling to them, no matter what happens, you will get to God and your life will be transformed.  (RIFF…I may be…)  I cannot overemphasize the importance of these two beliefs being ever present with you.   

2. Every sin is because of a breakdown in faith concerning the first one. When we are conscious of the reality of God we have a hard time sinning. 

3. Lack of passion and discipline in our spiritual life is because of a faith breakdown in the second.  (If you really believe…)
The Driving Force
Scripture illustrates what will happen when we allow these dual beliefs to become the driving force in our lives.  

Matthew 2:1 Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, 2 Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him. 3 When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born. 5 And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet, 6 And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Juda, art not the least among the princes of Juda: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel. 7 Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young child; and when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also. 9 When they had heard the king, they departed; and, lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was. 10 When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. 11 And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. 

The wise men that came following the star were called Magi.  They were pagan astrologers.  These men were the mystics of the Chaldean courts, advisors to kings, practitioners of occult, pagan, ancient mysticism, and pantheism.  Their belief system, their belief box they lived in was comprised of things that were outlawed by Judaism and certainly were not part of 1C or 21C Christianity.  (Might pray against them)  While practicing their pagan religion of astrology they saw a star and were persuaded that it would lead them somewhere significant, so they followed it. They were so devout in what they believed that they made an extremely dangerous, costly journey.  For two years on the back of a camel, through incredibly dangerous lands, they followed a star, until they came to Jerusalem.  They are driven by a faith that there is a King out there and when they find Him He is going to make their quest so worthwhile that only their best worship and their best gifts are worth bringing.  They searched because they believed that He was and He would reward. 

Here is the sticky little widget in this whole deal.  When they reached Jerusalem they reached an invisible line that their occult art, the practice of what they believed could not take them past.  
If you believe that He is and that He will reward your search those dual beliefs will push you to the edge of your little belief box.  At that moment you have to decide if you are going to embrace your little system of beliefs that you are comfortable with or if you are going to reach for God.     
The Magi reached…  

Matthew 2:4 For thus it is written by the prophet.  This is a reference to Micah 5:2.

Everything they had learned, all of the years of acquired knowledge, two years of unbelievably difficult and dangerous travel all serve to do one thing; bring them to the end of their knowledge, to a place they have to step outside of their belief box if they are going to find God.  Let me make that statement very clear.

· Even though their belief box was wrong it was not wasted because it got them within 5 miles of Christ. 

· It becomes wasted the second they are not willing to step outside of it to pursue greater truth.  

Just because something got you close to God does not mean it is the only thing you should cling to.  Just because you go beyond it does not mean that it had not value.  

These guys got to Jerusalem following a star chart and an occult practice, driven by a faith that a King existed who would reward their search, but could go no further with their star charts.  They will either go outside their belief structure and consult a Jewish prophet or go home disappointed. 

If they refuse they will have wasted a lifetime of learning and two years of travel.
If they refuse to go beyond what they know, the practice of astrology they will never encounter the king. 

If they choose to not step out of their religious structure they are no better off than they were two years ago.
They are making a choice between serving a religious system or worshipping the living God.  

Every person who believes the God is real and that He is a rewarder will come to this decision.  
So Close
So many are so close.  

So close to encountering the King.
So close to the reward they need.

So close to the presence of Christ. 

So close to greater understanding. 

So close to more blessing.

Great geographical distances or great doctrinal differences do not separate them.  What keeps them from the object of their search is an unwillingness to walk beyond what they have known up to that point.  What keeps people from going beyond their belief system and their religious structure is a fear  of what it means if they walk beyond it.

If I pursue greater revelation does it mean mom and dad raised me wrong? 

If I step outside of what I know to reach for a greater dimension of Christ in my life does that mean everything I have learned is wasted?

If after all my searching I need something more for true transformation in my life what was everything up till now about? 

Let me tell you what it was all about.  It has been all about getting you to where you are.  A lifetime of study and a two-year journey got the Magi within 5 miles of Christ.  Don’t waste everything you have been taught, and all that has been given you by not reaching for a greater knowledge of Christ. This is a good Word for believers and unbelievers alike. 

Hebrews 6:1Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity…

There is more to Christ than your current experience. Everything you know has brought to a jumping off point and now it is time to go.

Phillipians 3:12 Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers, 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. 15 All of us who are mature should take such a view of things.

· The greater dimension of God always resides beyond the borders of our experience thus far, and beyond the boundaries of our religious structure. 

· The rich, young, ruler of Mark 10 was so close.  Observed the law the entirety of his life.  Jesus comes back and says “One thing thou lackest”. (Jesus loved him) Just one thing… You are so close… A lifetime of devotion has brought you to this moment.  Yet his story ends sadly.  Some of you are just one thing away from the encounter with Christ you long for. 

· In Acts 17 Paul stood on the acropolis of Mars Hill.  There was a long line of idols and altars to pagan gods.   Paul said guys, you are so close.  All of your worship of idols has taught you that there is a void so you have built an altar to an unknown god.  All of your other gods have limitations, nice religious structures that define the limits of their power.  One can rule the crops but not fertility.  Another rules fertility but not war.  Let me tell you about this unknown God you worship in ignorance.  A God greater than these structures.   You are so close…

· Acts 17:22 Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: "Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. 23 For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you. 24  "The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. 25 And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. 27 God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, (believe and seek) though he is not far from each one of us.

· This is what the apostle was telling the Galations who were having such a hard time leaving the tenets of Judaism to pursue Christ.  

Galations 3:24  Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith.

· Our upbringing was not wasted, our training was not for nothing.  It was to bring us to this point.  It got us so close now we have to go on…

· Acts 19:1 And it came to pass, that, while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul having passed through the upper coasts came to Ephesus: and finding certain disciples, 2  He said unto them, Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed? And they said unto him, We have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy Ghost. 3 And he said unto them, Unto what then were ye baptized? And they said, Unto John's baptism. 4 Then said Paul, John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance, saying unto the people, that they should believe on him which should come after him, that is, on Christ Jesus. (John was getting you ready, bringing you to this point.) 5 When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 6 And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Ghost came on them; and they spake with tongues, and prophesied.
There is no disloyalty to John.  John didn’t lead them wrong.  He got them close and then they stepped beyond…

Christopher Columbus on the foredeck of the Santa Maria.  

The greatest dimension of God for your life, the fullest power of Christ, the most authentic experiences of the Spirit of God are beyond the boundaries of our religious structures and ideas. 

Do you love your structure or do you hunger after God?
Are you content with your level of knowledge or do you long for intimacy with Christ?

Are you really satisfied with a concept of Christ you can explain or would you rather encounter a Christ that can do exceedingly, abundantly more than you can even imagine?
You are so close.  Everything has brought you here…so that..Acts 17:27
