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Finding our way back home to the father's arms

Luke chapter 2, John chapter 20.
Ps. Roger Spackman
www.TeAtatubaptist.com
2011

[image: Norway baptism]There was once a rather over-enthusiastic preacher who was baptizing his disciples in a local river.
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An elderly drunk man happened to stumble upon them, were as the preacher immediately shouted;  'Hello my good man, have you found Jesus yet?'  The drunk replied; 'Well no - I haven't!'

'Then come on down here and you can FIND Jesus!'

So the drunk man wandered down to the stream, whereby the preacher immediately baptized him. As the drunk came up out of the water, the preacher shouted; 'Well - have you found Jesus NOW?'

'No' said the drunk; 'I don't believe I have!'

So, the preacher baptized him again, this time holding him under the water for a full thirty seconds. As the drunk surfaced coughing and spluttering, the preacher shouted again; 'Well - have you found Jesus NOW!?'

'No' replied the drunk; 'are you sure this is where you lost Him?'

_________________________________________

[image: http://www.cwachtel.com/uploads/processed/0946/0911080943021lost_soul_searching__smooth__b.jpg]Let's pray together. 
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You know, that's a question we should continually ask ourselves. 

Have you found Jesus yet?

Our relationship with Jesus is no different than the other relationships in our lives. 

It   ebbs and flows.

Some days it is strong, and other days it is not so strong. 

Some months it is strong, and other months it is not so strong.

And our relationship with Jesus is described as this satisfied dissatisfaction.

We are fulfilled, yet we hunger for more of Him.

And sometimes, we can even lose sight of Him, and feel lost.

This happened to the parents of Jesus, as recorded in Luke chapter 2.

[image: http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_QbrZupV_Q-k/TJQiRRIILJI/AAAAAAAAD-k/jpnDQpWsEDI/s1600/Priestly_blessing_Passover+Jerusalem+Western+Wall.jpg]Mary and Joseph had taken Jesus to Jerusalem to the annual Passover festival. 
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When the festival ended, the family returned home.

But on the way, they realised Jesus wasn't with them.

They had lost sight of Jesus, and had to return to where they last saw Him, hoping he would be there. 

I can imagine the panic on the face of Mary and Joseph - in the midst of literally thousands of people crammed into the walls of Jerusalem.

And I am sure Joseph turned to Mary and like the question put to the over-enthusiastic preacher, 

...he would have said, 'Are you sure this is where you lost Him?

Sometimes, even in the midst of celebration and church worship - we too can lose sight of Jesus. 

And when we do, we too need to go back to look for Him - where we last saw Him and met with Him.
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And in doing so, we need to see if there are areas in our lives that we have neglected in our relationship with Jesus?

It's like that Bumper Sticker that says, 'If you think God is far away, guess who moved!'

We need to go back, and revisit these areas.

Perhaps we have neglected prayer,  Bible study or regularly attending church.

Most probably we have neglected our Devotional Love Language with God. 
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Relational, Contemplative, Creation, Worship, Activist, Serving and Intellectual. 

We need to go back to where we last saw Jesus.

Perhaps we are like the parents and family members of Jesus - 

...we just get so busy with life - 

...that we forget that Jesus isn't part of our life or journey - 

...even though the journey in itself is good and meaningful - 

...we can still lose sight of Jesus and leave Him behind. 

But here's the challenge...

...just like the parents of Jesus, our view and relationship with Jesus might need to change.

Their little boy had proven himself to be a man, even to be a teacher.

No longer could they relate to - and treat Jesus as they did before.
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Sometimes you and I need to be prepared to have our expectations, our beliefs and even our relationship with Jesus challenged and changed.

Don't be afraid to do that.

It just might be what God is wanting to happen.

And yes, the Bible says that Jesus is the same yesterday, today and forever. (Hebrews 13:8)

But that doesn't mean our understanding of Him remains the same. 

In fact all the Bible stories show us that a person's relationship with Jesus is always changing and growing.  

And that is why we need to be continually seeking after Jesus.

And sometimes, He even comes looking for us!

Reminds me of this guy called Thomas.  Tom for short. 

Tom was on fire for Jesus. 

And yet he always seemed to have this negative attitude.

Thomas always expected the worse.
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In fact, he earned himself the nick-name of Doubting Thomas. 

And if we turn to the book of John  chapter 20 -  we find Thomas in quite a bad state.

He too - like Mary and Joseph - had lost sight of Jesus. 

He had become disillusioned.

The events of life had eroded and undermined his faith and belief in Jesus.

John 20 verses 19 to 24 tells us that while the other disciples had seen Jesus risen from the dead, 

...Thomas had not, and he refused to believe that they were telling him Jesus was alive again. 

And so there Thomas stood, with the other disciples - in the upper-room behind a locked door.

To be honest, there are some of us who feel like that today.
[image: http://ih0.redbubble.net/work.892000.2.flat,550x550,075,f.behind-locked-doors.jpg]
Here we are in church, with others celebrating and worshipping Jesus.
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And it isn't the doors of this room that are locked shut, 

...it is the door of our hearts, of our emotions and of our minds.

You know what I mean. 

We just don't believe.

It's not that we don't want to.

It's just that we can't. 

Maybe once we believed and trusted, 

...but life and reality has invaded our minds and set up an enemy camp in the depths of our psyche and soul.

For Thomas, it was disillusionment, it was fear, it was the death of a loved one,

...and all these events joined together and tipped the scales in favour of doubt and unbelief. 
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The reason Thomas suffered these things, 

...is because he failed to meet together with the rest of the disciples - after the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

That's one reason why it's vital that we continue meeting together, that our faith may be encouraged and strengthened. 

Let's pick up the story in John chapter 20 verse 25 - 

...where the disciples - including Thomas -

...were now together, 

...meeting behind closed doors in the upper room.

... so the other disciples told Thomas, "we have seen the lord!" but he (Thomas) said to them, "unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it."

[image: http://lrwhitney.files.wordpress.com/2011/04/greek-bible-pharmakeia1_thumb_thumb_thumb.jpg?w=244&h=184]You see, Thomas just couldn't believe what he was being told.

Thomas had begun to rely on his mind, 

...upon reason, 

...upon empirical facts, rather than rely on faith. 
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Many do this today. 

But here's the thing...

...Jesus accepts that challenge, 

...and acknowledges the path of reason and empirical evidence leading to faith. 

[image: http://www.foolproofmarketingstrategies.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/12/web-site-image-blindfolded.jpg]For Thomas, the reality was that Jesus was dead,

... and why believe anything difference until it is proven otherwise.

Thomas wasn't going to believe something that wasn't true or real. 

Slide # 12

As far as he knew, the disciples of Jesus had just convinced themselves that Jesus had risen from the dead.

He wanted the cold hard facts. 

There are many in the world today  - also in the church - who feel exactly the same.

Thomas wanted to believe, but it had to be real.

'Unless I see the scars in His hands and put my hand in His side, I will not believe!'

I'm sure you've heard the saying, 'Seeing is believing'.

And then you've heard Christians turning it around to say the opposite, 'Believing is seeing!'

Well, the reality is that Jesus reveals himself to those who look for Him through their eyes of logic and evidence,

... just as much as He reveals Himself for those seeking Him through the eyes of faith alone. 

[image: http://t1.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcStozfP4WIABZ0A2KXURbbQ7ClMd3VJHaeWZaDTO8rqU_9Kc02XUVACSpLE9w]There are times in all our lives when we feel exceptionally close to God...

...for a variety of reasons.
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Maybe God answerd our prayers in amazing ways.

Perhaps a loved one comes to the Lord. 

Sometimes God just overwhelms us with His love and His grace,

... and we experience the closeness of His presence and reality in our lives. 

[image: http://veryrandomthoughts.files.wordpress.com/2010/05/264390909_54ae97771e.jpg]Other times our experiences cause us to wonder, 

...to even doubt whether God is actively involved in our lives at all. 

Maybe a loved one dies, or our marriage does. 
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We run out of money or struggle with the stresses of family life or employment. 

Like Thomas, we just want to know where God is - when it hurts. 

And God wants us to be honest, 

...and admit when it feels He is a long way off, 

...and we have lost sight of Him in our lives. 

Because the reality is, 

...that there is a little bit of a Doubting Thomas living inside everyone's heart. 

We all experience the 'tough times' through life.

Geoff Bullock - many years ago after he left Hillsong as a music director, wrote a book about his experiences.

He said a couple of things that are very pertinent and wise.

First he said, 'Oh God - You are not the God I expected you to be!'

Then, talking about faith and doubt, he asked a question.

He said, 'What is the most important word between faith and doubt?'

And - the most important word between faith and doubt - is what????

That's right, it is the word and.

As much as we'd like to believe our walk with God is one of continual faith.

The reality is, that our faith in God is a combination of faith and doubt  -

...that allows us to grow and mature, and discard former views that have passed their expiry date. 

If we were to be honest, we all experience times of faith and times of doubt....

...just like Thomas, 

...and just like every other disciple alive since that time. 
[image: http://ibankcoin.com/chessnwine/files/2010/12/achievingman_on_mountain_top297x403.jpg]
And it is these experiences that shape our understanding and relationship with God.
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We all want the 'good' experiences when we are dancing on the top of a mountain.

But the reality is, that on our journey through life, 

...there are many mountain top experiences,

...but these are joined by valleys below.

Faith and doubt - all the Biblical characters experienced them, 

...and each of them - more than once!

And surprisingly, it is in these Valley Lows, 

...that we learn the most about God and are able to join with the Psalmist and say, 

'Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, Thou art with me - thy rod and thy staff protect me!'
[image: ]
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You see, we can hear all the sermons about how God is love, 

...about how He sustains and strengthens His people and blesses them with peace.

But - unless you walk through the valleys,

...you will never know this to be true through personal experience. 

To experience faith, we must also experience doubt. 

It's not enough to hear the stories of others.

It wasn't enough for Thomas to hear from the other disciples about the resurrection of Jesus!

Thomas needed to see it for himself!

And we all know what happened next.

Jesus turns up and scolds Thomas for his fear and lack of faith.

He criticizes his lack of faith and tells him he 'needs to do a whole lot better than that -

...if he wants to remain a Christian!'

That's not what happened, is it.

Instead, Jesus lets Thomas know He's been listening intently to his words and heart's desire.

Jesus came looking for Thomas, 

...even though it was Thomas who had lost sight of Jesus...

...and he says, 'Thomas, come to me. 

[image: ]Look at my hands outstretched to you. Come here, and put your hand in my side...
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..Thomas, it is me - and I believe in you more than you will ever believe in me!'

And what does Thomas say in reply?

'My Lord and my God!'

It was Thomas' experience with Jesus that strengthened and built up his faith. 

[image: mood.swings.jpg]But such experiences can never be the foundation of our faith in Jesus...
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...otherwise it will be our circumstances, 

...and not our faith - that determines our relationship with Jesus...

..and when we are feeling good and happy - we will feel close to God...

[image: http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-c2RD8LgKCBc/TbHpYKl-WsI/AAAAAAAAAKk/2jxDgl6c9ow/s1600/follow-me.jpg]...but when we are feeling sad and hurt - we will feel far away from God and question whether He even exists. 

Some of us here today - have been relying on our feelings, and upon our experiences in regards to our relationship with God.

Slide # 19

And while this can be ok when those experiences are good,

...it can be devastating when those experiences are not so good. 

The result can be chasing after the latest spiritual trend or speaker...

...then shifting church when they perceive as the 'anointing' moves them on. 

The reality is, that there comes a time when we have faith in God despite the circumstances we face.

This faith keeps on trusting - even when we have lost sight of God. 
[image: http://www.atotheword.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/how-to-speak-faith.jpg]
That's what the apostle Paul did when imprisoned and tortured. 
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That's what Mother Teresa did on the streets of Calcutta...

... despite only seeing death and human misery ever day after day after day.

And that's what we also must do, 

...despite that continuing sickness, 

...despite the continuing relationship problems...

... and despite seeing no obvious answer to our prayers. 

[image: http://lci.typepad.com/.a/6a00d8341cbf9a53ef01156f794a85970c-800wi]We continue to trust and we continue to have faith. 

Because this is where Thomas came unstuck. 
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He should have trusted in the promises of Jesus to raise from the dead.

You may not be feeling exceptionally close to God this morning...

...but if Thomas were here today, he'd say; 'Hold on tight. Don't give up. Just keep trusting!'

Sometimes we are blessed to see Jesus, 

...to touch Him and to feel His presence.

Other times we need to rely on our experiences from the past. 
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[image: http://www.wunderground.com/data/wximagenew/d/dhamlinmaine/6.jpg]
Sometimes we just need to 'hold on' through the storm and know that it will pass. 

It's ok that you might not feel close to Jesus this morning. 

There will be times like this...

...when we rely solely on the promises of God's Word. 

One thing I know for a certainty, that He said He would always be our helper and our strength.

And that is what we all need to take hold of this morning. 

'Where is He then?' - you may ask?

Just maybe He is right here, right now...

..speaking into your heart and your life.

In Revelations 3:20, Jesus says these words; 'Behold - I stand at the door and knock. If any person open the door, I will come into them and have fellowship with them.'

Most of us here today have 'at one stage of our life' opened the door to Jesus.

But like Thomas, some of us have locked it again.

Opening the door of our hearts to Jesus, is called being Born Again. 

And Jesus comes into our lives, and we yet - just like the disciples in the gospels, 

...sometimes the circumstances of life cause us to close the door and leave Jesus out in the cold. 
[image: http://nuon-inc.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/Butterfly_Adult_Emerging_Chrysalis_all_steps.jpg]
For that reason, it is sometimes  that we have to become 'born again - again.'
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It's not that it hasn't worked, or that God has failed us, 

...just that we sometimes need to find our way back home to the Father's arms. 

I think it would be wise to give the last word to Jesus, 
[image: http://oneyearbibleimages.com/light_in_world.jpg]
...as He stood 2000 years ago in front of Thomas in the upper room.
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Turning to Thomas, Jesus said; 'Do you believe in me - now that you have seen me and touched me?'

And then he turned to look through the corridors of time, 

[image: ]...even to each of us here this morning, and he concluded;  
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'How happy are those who believe without seeing !'

Let's pray. 
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