THE CHURCH – HOW RICH WE ARE!
#11 Keys of Abundant Living
May 1st, 2011 – Ephesians 5:1-21

Remember how many flavors of ice cream Baskin Robbins advertises? 31 of them: Chocolate, Rocky Road, chocolate fudge, cookies ‘n cream, chocolate chip, bubble gum, (did I mention chocolate mint?). Considering all those delicious flavors of ice cream can you imagine anyone ordering just plain vanilla? Why get plain vanilla when you could get one of those exciting flavors? Same should be true of the Christian life. Jesus said in John 10:10:        I have come that they may have life, (enjoy life) and have it to the full. (abundance, till it overflows). The Christian should not settle for the plain old vanilla kind of life! Give me a dip of bland or mediocre! Boring scoop of blah!

What scoop describes your life this morning? Bland or Exciting?  Blah or Overflowing? Dull or Abundant?

How is this abundant life possible? Paul describes several Keys of Abundant Living: 15 Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16 making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.             17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 19 Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, 20 always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.   21 Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Let’s look at several keys today:

LOOK CAREFULLY FOR OPPORTUNITIES!
15 Be very careful, then, how you live (walk)—not as unwise but as wise…Be careful!  How many times have you heard those words?  When our children leave the house: we say: Be careful. If our children are teenagers, and are driving the car: Be careful, drive safely. If they play a sport: Be careful, don’t get hurt!  We know what can happen when we are distracted. Paul’s saying: Pay attention to how you live so you don’t limit God’s abundance in your life.     There is a right way to proceed in life and a wrong way. How many have discovered we don’t accidentally do right? You can accidentally do it wrong. You can drift with the current of society and mess up your life without much planning. If our lives are going to be full and abundant we will have to learn some practical keys to our life.
16 …making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. The phrase making the most of can also be translated as redeeming and means buying back or buying up.  Opportunity is the Greek word for time. There are three Greek words used in the New Testament for time:  Hora means hour (when the hour comes –John 16:2, 4, 25) Chronos where we get Chronological and refers to time in general, a period or measured time. The word here is kairos, which refers to an appointed time, a fixed or special occasion.   Those moments when opportunity knocks we must not let them pass us by. Israel missed a kairos moment when they spied out the Promised Land and decided it was too risky to go in, while the wise men experienced a kairos moment following the star. Will we recognize the opportunity when it comes or miss it? Look carefully for opportunities that come your way is one key to abundance.
Charlie Brown comments to Lucy: Someone has said that we should live each day as if it were the last day of our life. Lucy screams: This is the last day! This is it! I only have twenty-four hours left! Help me! Charlie Brown:   Some philosophies aren't for all people. Some people never see opportunities. Everything is a calamity; everything is an obstacle. For them the days are evil—and that’s why there are no opportunities.  In the circumstances of life some find excuses not opportunities. When opportunity comes knocking we must take advantage:
Employee: I can’t serve God where I work. Nobody’s a Christian. Another: Wow, what a mission field. Teen:  There’s too much peer pressure to live for Jesus. Another: Thank you Jesus for strength to overcome temptation. One thinks: Too many changes in my life. Another: What an opportunity for me to grow in my faith. Retired:           I’m tired. Let the younger generation do it.  Another: What can we do for the kingdom of God in our golden years? Worrier: My financial situation is hopeless. Another: How is God going to provide this time? Napoleon: There is in the midst of every great battle a 10 to 15 minute period that is the crucial point. Take that period and you win the battle; lose it and you will be defeated. Every one of us has had missed opportunities in our lives. Jesus died for our missed opportunities. The blood of Jesus covers a multitude of sins. God’s Word reminds us that the days are evil and we must be careful because we cannot afford to miss opportunities like those shut out of the Ark in Noah’s day. Esther found herself in an evil day. Haman had gotten a decree from the king, which authorized genocide of all the Jews. That included Esther. It looked like a disaster. In reality it was the opportunity of a lifetime. God had prepared her for such a time as this. She did not miss the opportunity to save her people in the evil day. Neither can we!
Patrick Morley is a well-known author and leader of Christian businessmen. His business was finally starting to take off. He said yes to about everything that came his way. His family life was suffering. One night, he thought of a way to prioritize his days. He thought: Why not prioritize everything we do on the basis of who’s going to be crying at our funeral? This simple question saved his family. Be careful not to miss opportunities placed before us. Will we make excuses or look carefully for opportunities? Looking carefully is first key to living the abundant life.  
DISCOVERING GOD’S WILL
17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is. The word understand carries the idea of assembling facts into an organized whole--taking all the bits and pieces of information and making sense of it all. Can you and I look at the circumstances of our lives and see the hand of God at work? Can we see the big picture of God’s purposes and put our immediate circumstances in that context? Sometimes we have Chippie moments:
A Texas housewife had a pet parakeet named Chippie. She made some big mistakes with Chippie. While vacuuming the carpet she decided to clean out the bottom of the cage with her vacuum. Mistake #1.  The phone rang and turned to answer the phone without turning off the vacuum. You guessed it. Sssssp! Chippie got sucked through the tube and into the canister. Mistake #2.  She dropped the phone, shut off the vacuum, and opened the canister. There was Chippie – feathers ruffled dirt all over his little body. Stunned but alive. She rushed into the bathroom, bird in hand. Mistake #3! She held Chippie under the faucet and turned it on full blast. She spotted the hair dryer. Mistake #4!   She turned it to “hot” and “high.” The blast of hot air did the trick, but it nearly finished poor Chippie. Next day she thought: Chippie doesn’t sing any more. He just sits there and stares. Can you relate to Chippie? At times that’s us. Perhaps you feel as though you’ve had your cage vacuumed. You’ve been sucked into the dirt bag of life, stuck under the faucet, and hit with a blast of hot air. You just sit there and stare! Discover His will. What is God’s will? 
Romans 8:28: And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose… There is a saying: I can’t see the forest for the trees. That’s the way some people live life. Every event is a tree.  It is not associated with a bigger purpose. A difficulty arises -they see trouble and are offended by it. Look beyond the tree and see the forest -big picture. See God working all things together for my good—orchestrating events and circumstances to build our character and faith. For the purpose Romans 8:29 says: to be conformed to the likeness of his Son… God’s conforming us to the image of Christ—Christ likeness 
Hebrews 12:5-6: And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: “My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline,  and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son. Sometimes part of God’s will involves discipline. There is an odd tendency in humans to think that we can worm our way out of the consequences of our actions. People do it to law enforcement officers when they try to squirm out of a speeding ticket.
                                                                                                                                                                                          A Pastor told a story what happened between him and his son. His son, who was about eight at the time, was having a generally squirrelly day. He was headed for trouble. He was warned that if he didn’t settle down soon, he would face serious consequences involving the availability of Mr. Nintendo. The line was crossed. Time for consequences. This eight-year-old boy pulled a dollar bill out of his pocket, waved it in front of dad’s nose and suggested slyly: Maybe Mr. Washington can change your mind. Sometimes we miss God’s will. A transformed heart.
God’s will is primarily focused on the transformation He wants to do in us. Understand that and a lot of things begin to make sense during the Chippie moments of life. Understand that and a lot of things make sense when our Heavenly Father disciplines us as His kids. When we understand the Lord’s will we can rest in His love and grace.    That understanding comes by knowing and embracing truth taught in the word of God. Learning to weigh events and circumstances helps remind us that our steps are ordered of the Lord (the providential element of God’s leading).    The second key to living the abundant life is a commitment to do embrace the will of God once we understand it.                                                           
                                                 

EMPOWERED BY THE SPIRIT

18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Notice the word Instead.  It contrasts between a person drunk with wine and one filled with the Spirit. The religious practices of the pagan worshipers in Ephesus involved excess alcohol to the point where people lost control.  Christians are not to be like the pagans – they are to be filled with the Spirit rather than with wine. A person who is drunk, we say, is ‘under the influence’ of alcohol. Christians are under the influence and power of the Holy Spirit. Fill has nothing to do with contents or quantity, as though we are empty vessels that need a required amount of spiritual fuel to keep going. 
CONTROLLED: What will we be influenced by?  People wanted to kill Jesus because they were filled with anger    (controlled by anger - Luke 4:28) when Jesus read the Isaiah scroll saying the Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.  The Jews were filled with jealousy (controlled by jealousy – Acts 13:45) when they saw the crowds coming to Paul. COMMAND: It applies to all Christians and not just a select few.  It is our responsibility to be controlled by the Spirit. We are not to wait for some strange experiences or emotional feeling. Colossians 3:16:   Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly... Let the message about Christ completely fill your lives... To be filled with the Spirit is simply allowing our lives to be under the control of God’s word by faith.
CONTINUITY: It means keep on being filled with the Spirit.  We do not fill ourselves but permit the Spirit to fill us. We yield control to the Spirit. We are like a glove. The Spirit is the hand. Without the hand, the glove can’t move. The glove follows the hand. So we need to ACCEPT the control of the Spirit. It is not something we do ourselves. We allow the Spirit to work in us. So, to be controlled means to be empowered. We need the power of the Spirit controlling every aspect of our lives (mind, will, emotions). In short, everyone must keep on yielding to the Spirit’s control everyday. It’s not if we have the Holy Spirit, but how much of the Holy Spirit has us.
Exodus 35:31-33 tells us that Bezalel was a master craftsman. He had skill, ability and knowledge…to engage in all kinds of artistic craftsmanship. The Spirit of God filled him with many skills and abilities required for the design and construction of the tabernacle—metalwork, jewelry making, carpentry, engraving, and other related talents. 
The apostles faced a problem in the daily distribution of food to widows. Notice the credentials needed to oversee the feeding program: Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them... (Acts 6:3) Now this was not a menial task. It would require administrative and people skills. But the apostles said they need the empowering of the Spirit to do the job.               The Holy Spirit empowers us in every area of our life (homes, jobs, relationships, schools and ministries.)           What is the evidence of the Spirits work in our lives? What kind of abundance should be visible in our lives?
Gladness: 19 Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord… Our lives are to be characterized by joy. This joy manifests itself in singing and making melody in our heart to the Lord. A singing heart is a joyful heart. If the Holy Spirit fills your life, you should be experiencing a joy which expresses itself in singing. A woman bought her daughter a really nice Baby Grand Piano for her birthday.    A friend asked her how her daughter was doing.  Mom: I persuaded her to switch to a clarinet. Friend: How come? Mom: With a clarinet, she can’t sing. There are two kinds of people when it comes to worship: Those who love to sing. Others who prefer the clarinet.  It’s not about the key you sing in but the heart from which it flows. Although the context focuses on public worship it is not limited to that.  As we face the challenges of the daily grind of life, we also need the joy of the Lord as our strength. Be encouraged by the following research for lifestyle worship:

In 1998, researchers found that music stimulates the auditory nerves influencing muscle tone equilibrium and joint flexibility. The human heartbeat is especially attuned to sound. As music changes in tempo and volume, it acts as a natural pacemaker. Our breathing slows down or speeds up along with the music. Just 15 minutes of listening to music increases levels of immune chemicals that are vital to protect us against disease and promote healing.       Burn victims, encouraged to sing while having their dressing changed, experienced less pain.  Cancer patients who listened to - and practiced with - musical instruments, saw their levels of stress hormones drop and immune systems get stronger. Professor Richard Fratianne: By helping patients relax, music eases pain and may even speed recovery.  Music has a direct effect on the function of the brain. It can slow down and equalize brain waves to create a meditative state or it can energize brain waves, quickening the thinking process and enhancing creativity. If that takes place on a physical level imagine how much more a spiritual one. Encouraged to sing in the car and shower?

Gratitude: 20 always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.    When you think of it, there is really no time or situation when we should not give thanks. An elderly couple sat next to a pastor on a plane. The wife was complaining: I don’t like riding on these airplanes. Folks get on them with guns and knives and they take you places you don’t want to go. The plane landed and the husband said: See we made it all right. Wife: We aren’t there yet!  We do not give thanks for what we perceive to be a bad situation, but we will be able to thank God that He is present with us in the situation. If you were to fall down and break your leg, you probably wouldn't thank God for the broken leg. But you could thank God for His grace which will enable you to deal with having a broken leg. No matter how trying the circumstances, they can always find something for which to give thanks. We recognize that all the blessings of God flow to us through Jesus.

Jack Hinton was on a short-term mission’s trip to the island of Tobago. He was leading worship at the leper colony there and there was time for one more song, so he asked if anyone had a request. A woman who had been facing away from the pulpit turned around. It was the most hideous face I had ever seen. The woman’s nose and ears were entirely gone. The disease had destroyed her lips as well. She lifted a fingerless hand in the air: Can we sing Count Your Many Blessings? Overcome with emotion, Hinton left the service. He was followed by another team member: Jack, I guess you’ll never be able to sing that song again. Jack: Yes I will, but I’ll never sing the same way. Are you thankful or are you a grouchy complainer? In these tough economic times, is your cup half full or half empty?      Are you positive or are you negative? Do you count your blessings or do you count your crosses? 
I wonder what would happen if we made a top 100 list of blessing to count? Would we be surprised how many things we can find to be thankful? If we made such a list, and periodically read it through thanking God for each item, would we be amazed at how thankful we become. In a moment we’ll sing: Give Thanks With A Grateful Heart which expresses the attitude of thanksgiving every believer should have. By literally doing that, our attitude of gratitude will grow.  We give thanks because Christ dwells within us. We give thanks because it is Christ's nature to be thankful. This nature has now been imparted to us, and we are being conformed daily to the image of Christ.     As this process of conformity takes place, we are becoming more like Him. The third key to abundant living is to be empowered by the Holy Spirit so we may live lives of joy and gratitude in a mournful and grumbling world.   

Paul says: Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Our relationships at home and in the workplace will be the focus of the next message. The empowering of the Spirit is very practical. It permeates every relationship.       The great violinist, Nicolo Paganini, willed his marvelous violin to Genoa the city of his birth, on one condition.  The instrument must never be played. An unfortunate condition, for it is a peculiarity of wood that as long as it is used and handled, it shows little wear. As soon as it is discarded, it begins to decay. The exquisite, mellow-toned violin has become worm-eaten in its beautiful case, valueless except as a relic. This decaying instrument is a reminder to us that our lives are meant for abundance not scarcity. Will you live in that abundance? AMEN! 

