The Journeys Initiative
Sunday Talk Week Two
Materials for this week’s talk. You’ll need

*These talk notes

* Disc Two of The Life Stories Course – you’ll be using a clip from Week Three [see relevant time markers further on in this talk]

* Powerpoint slides for Week Two of the Initiative

Pastor’s introductory note
This week’s talk is designed to follow on from Week Two of the Journeys Course.

In Week Two of Journeys, home groups will have addressed the question: If God and Heaven exist, that are they like?

In the first part of Journeys Week Two, participants will have heard several Christians talk about their belief in Jesus.

Each of those interviewed underlines the principle that serving Jesus is much more about relationship than fear-based religion.

However, we feel it is important to remind people that being a disciple of Jesus carries a cost.

Jesus himself pointed out that it’s like carrying a cross, and that sacrifice is involved.

The following talk points the way towards living a DISCIPLINED CHRISTIAN LIFE.

At the heart of this week’s talk is an interview from the Life Stories course, with a colourful Australian robber, who became a Christian while in jail in Melbourne.

Arthur Bolkas’ story is one of crime, conversion, then a bit of a backslide, followed by recovery.

The aim of sharing this story is to help people see the value of  developing good faith “habits”, and that walking with Jesus was never supposed to be a casual affair.  

The talk
DISCIPLESHIP – A LIFELONG PURSUIT
A few years ago the Kiwi cricketer Jeremy Coney was being interviewed about taking a great catch in the slips.

The slips are those players in the fielding team who are positioned sort of behind the batsman … waiting for him to nick a ball in their direction.

Coney was being asked about the seemingly impossible task of catching one of those balls that fly off the edge of the bat at incredible speed … so fast in fact that you’d think it would take superhuman powers to know it was coming.

Coney agreed … the speed of the ball is such that there simply isn’t time for the guys in the slip cordon to be absolutely sure the ball is coming their way.

So … he said … when you’re fielding in the slips … you IMAGINE and you ANTICIPATE. He said before you can actually catch a ball like that … you need to have caught it … in your imagination … a thousand times before it heads for your hands.

You’ll notice this if you ever watch first class cricket. The fieldsmen instinctively move forward as the bowler makes his run … anticipating the flight of the ball … effectively  reaching for it … before it even arrives. 
These guys will train relentlessly in this manner.

Such is the discipline of being a top athlete.

But here’s the thing …

So much of what we see on the sports field or in the arena, is a result of what we DON’T see. 

We watch an Andre Agassi or a Serena Williams put in a superb two hour performance on the tennis court. They’ll clean up their opponent in a way that makes us gasp, and wonder at what we imagine to be largely sheer natural ability.

But what we DON’T see are the months and years of 5am starts with a coach, away from the roar of the crowd, the eight hour days of relentlessly pounding hundreds of balls back across a net, to perfect that ground stroke, that volley or that cross-court smash, and to learn and learn and learn the drill Jeremy Coney spoke about – anticipation.
 Figuring what to do in a split second, no matter what an opponent throws at you.
In the 1990’s, real fans of the Chicago Bulls would turn up well before a big home game, to watch in amazement as Michael Jordan stayed on court by himself - way after the warm-up with the other players had finished. 
Why? To carry on shooting hoops for another half hour before the game started. The guy who probably least needed to practice, was relentlessly training, right up till almost the opening whistle. 
And then as the game began … the effect of one athlete’s personal discipline became a source of wonder to millions once again.

Discipline. 

It’s a word that has all sorts of connotations for us doesn’t it?
If you were ever the subject of harsh and unreasonable discipline, it’s probably not a very positive word for you is it?

Maybe you suffered at the hands of someone who used discipline as a weapon to hurt you.

I guess when we’re teenagers, getting it in the neck again from mum or dad over a room that looks it should be re-classified as a toxic waste dump might FEEL like harsh discipline … but probably isn’t!

Sometimes the disciplines of a classroom don’t bring back many happy memories do they? Perhaps there was a teacher who you felt was unreasonably tough on you and some of your classmates.

Maybe there are others here today who are pretty glad that there’s someone in your past who pushed you hard.  Maybe you can think of a coach who ran you one lap further than you felt was reasonable … but in the end, that taught you something about your own abilities and limits.

Any of us who’ve achieved academic or sporting excellence … know what it takes to succeed … don’t we? 

We need to train. We need to grit our teeth every now and then. We have to put in the hard yards, even when we don’t really feel like it.

And then … the prize comes … and it’s worth it.
We live in a world now in which there are wise voices … urging us to cultivate this kind of quality for our own good and the good of all humanity.

Nelson Mandela made the point once that so many young people are born with God-given abilities … but the number of young people who will add SELF DISCIPLINE to those abilities … in such a way that we make the world a better place … is comparatively few.

So what about the spiritual side of our life? Because that’s what we want to address today.

There’s a very vivid passage in the Bible in which Paul …. Writing to the Corinthian church uses this athletic analogy to urge his readers to take care of their relationship with God.

Here’s what he writes … this is from the Message version of the Bible

SCRIPTURE:POWERPOINT
You've all been to the stadium and seen the athletes race. Everyone runs; one wins. Run to win. All good athletes train hard. They do it for a gold medal that tarnishes and fades. You're after one that's gold eternally. 
[second slide]
    I don't know about you, but I'm running hard for the finish line. I'm giving it everything I've got. No sloppy living for me! I'm staying alert and in top condition. I'm not going to get caught napping, telling everyone else all about it and then missing out myself. 

                                                                1 Corinthians 9:24-27
This is pretty direct advice isn’t it? 

And what’s interesting to me today is that Paul is trying to explode a myth. He’s wanting his readers to deal once and for all with the mistaken idea that being in relationship with God is some kind of airy-fairy mystical deal.

Paul’s saying … you don’t end up in solid, committed relationship with God by accident.

There isn’t some kind of fairy godmother who goes around sprinkling magic dust on Christians to make them suddenly become deeply spiritual and committed.

Yes … you can say that having a relationship with Christ is a friendship built on love … but if you look at any good friendship you’ll understand that a relationship grows when we nurture it … when we intentionally work at making that relationship better.
In a moment we’re going to watch a portion from the new Life Stories series we’ve started watching while we’re in this season of doing Journeys together.

This week … for those doing the Journeys course … you may have watched a few Christians talking about their relationship with Jesus Christ.

The people who’re interviewed all speak very naturally about the fact that knowing Jesus is more about having a great friend than participating in dry religious rituals.

What I’m going to suggest to you is that if you drilled down a little further with any of the people interviewed … you’d discover there’s another layer to this thing called belief.
It’s a layer of some simple personal faith habits. 

Things like spending some time actually talking to God. Like taking time to discover the incredibly practical advice contained in the Bible. 

Simple disciplines for the race. So we can run and win.

The story we’re going to watch this morning will grab your attention. It’s about a robber.

The robber’s name is Arthur and it’s the story of how he ended up in jail … and then how he turned his life around.

But more than that … it’s a story of how Arthur failed … even after he became a Christian. He failed badly, and learned some very powerful lessons about developing good faith habits.

Habits that would hopefully ensure he never failed again.

Arthur Bolkas grew up in Melbourne, Australia, and he shared his story with Rob Harley … whose interview with Arthur is what you’re about to see.

RUN DVD CLIP FROM WEEK THREE OF LIFE STORIES [DISK 2]
Arthur Bolkas’ story

CUE DVD TO

00.15 “Hi … I’m Rob Harley
CUT OUT OF DVD AT

14.06 “ … the Arthur that I was before.”

Well, that’s Arthur’s story.

In some ways he says it all doesn’t he?
But in wrapping all of this up for us today, I wanted to make sure you didn’t miss the key points Arthur makes … because they’re pretty pertinent to what we’ve been talking about this morning.

Quite clearly, even if you’ve had a dramatic conversion to Christianity … that’s not the end of the story is it?

You may have come to faith with the sound of choirs of angels in the background, with powerful feelings of God’s love and acceptance – the whole nine yards, but life with Jesus is a daily walk.

Arthur came to understand that most powerfully after he left jail, and fell back in to some of his old ways.

Do you recall what he said?

“Thank God, sometimes crawling so to speak, I kept moving forward and there were people who kept supporting me so I kept making positive choices.”
Positive choices.

What are some of the choices Arthur makes?

Number One: He makes sure he gets the words of Jesus into his head as often as he can. He reads Jesus’ words, he listens to tapes in the car. He drinks in spiritual advice in many ways. In short, he fills up his mind with what Jesus says. 
Arthur is simply following good spiritual counsel. Jesus likened his words to good nutritious food.
SCRIPTURE: POWERPOINT
“The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.”

                                                                     John 6:63
Life gets pretty crowded doesn’t it? Lots of voices, lots of noise competing for our attention. Getting quiet and listening to God’s counsel takes time, takes intention.

Don’t miss what Arthur says. He says … if you took Jesus out of my life …I don’t know what I’d do … I’d be lost … I’d be the Arthur I was before.

Number Two: Arthur ensures he gets to church. It’s interesting to hear him be so firm on this isn’t it? 
Let me remind you what he said

“I've disciplined myself to go to church it's become a habit, just like walking is, exercise, eating the right foods, and it's a really good habit and it serves me well first.  Why?  Because when I go to church I'm with other Christians I'm accountable, I can contribute, I can learn, I can grow, I need that.”

Notice what Arthur doesn’t say:
He doesn’t talk about church as some kind or religious duty: to him…. It’s just a smart way to live. Food for his soul, he seems to be saying … in the same way as he looks after his body, his church family and hearing God’s word in church, keeps him sound on the inside.

Number Three: Arthur has built some strong, accountable relationships with guys he calls his mentors:

Here’s what Arthur says:

“These are guys who are about 10, 15 years older than me and I like to learn from them, I watch them, I sometimes spend time with them, I talk to them and ask them questions.  We love each other and I learn from them too, because there are many things that I need to address in my life. There are times where I'm not quite sure how to deal with a situation, so I consult with these guys, and they help me.”

It’s not in the interview you just saw, but Arthur goes on and says … , 
“This is my support network and I reckon everyone needs a support network and it's important to get the right people to support you, it's as simple as that.”

What’s intriguing about the word discipline … is that it’s pretty close, isn’t it, to another word that we’re very familiar with as Christians.

That’s the word “disciple” … same idea.
Arthur Bolkas has some useful things to teach us about being a disciple.
To stay at the task,
· he keeps close to God’s word, 
· keeps close to church – a place where he can both give and receive, 
· and he intentionally makes himself accountable to some other Christians who can help him, inspire him, and if necessary, provide some checks and balances in his life.

The benefits of doing these things are evident.

It means Arthur really enjoys his relationship with Jesus, but he retains an awareness that he is still a human being, who lives in a world full of temptations.

It’s funny … the writer Philip Yancey comments that among the most honest people he ever meets are recovering alcoholics!

Why?

Because, says Yancey, they know their need, and they understand their frailties. What’s more, they know they need some disciplines in their life to help them stay on the straight and narrow.

Sadly, history is littered with the wreckage of some pretty sad Christian failures. People who started their race well, but never put any disciplines in place to avoid a foreseeable crash.

God doesn’t suggest that we follow a disciplined life so that we might be restrictedistoiryHistorySad
  - it’s so that life might have some purpose.
Let’s face it friends – this task of changing the world with the words of Jesus is a pretty big task isn’t it?
Sure, we do it in partnership with the Spirit of God – but it’s hardly surprising if God’s advice, and the advice of those who have walked this path, is to get into some serious training for the calling.
Let’s keep close to the supernatural edge of this marvelous life.

In closing, let me quote the words of David Brainerd … an incredibly faithful guy who lived in the 18th century, and died aged only 27, but by that time had had a huge influence on native American Indians, in awfully harsh circumstances.

Listen to what Brainerd said about his prayer life

In the silences I make in the midst of the turmoil of life, I have appointments with God. From these silences I come forth with spirit refreshed, and with a renewed sense of power. I hear a Voice in the silences, and become increasingly aware that it is the Voice of God. O how comfortable is a little glimpse of God!
Here’s to a life filled with many little glimpses!

