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Dr. Seuss wrote and illustrated 44 books for children in his lifetime, from “The Cat In The Hat” to “Green Eggs And Ham” to “Hop On Pop” to “How The Grinch Stole Christmas” to “Horton Hears A Who.”  But the book that continues to sell the most consistently year after year is the last book he ever published in 1990.  Each spring over 300,000 copies of this book are given as presents to high school and college graduates across our country – “Oh, The Places You’ll Go.”  Let me read a few pages of it for you:
Congratulations!  Today is your day.  You’re off to Great Places!  You’re off and away!
You have brains in your head.  You have feet in your shoes.  You can steer yourself any direction you choose.  You’re on your own.  And you know what you know.  And YOU are the guy who’ll decide where to go.

You’ll look up and down streets.  Look them over with care.  About some you will say, “I don’t choose to go there.”  With your head full of brains and your shoes full of feet, you’re too smart to go down any not-so-good street … 

Oh! The places you’ll go!

You’ll be on your way up!  You’ll be seeing great sights!  You’ll join the high fliers who soar to high heights.

You won’t lag behind, because you’ll have the speed.  You’ll pass the whole gang and you’ll soon take the lead.  Wherever you fly, you’ll be best of the best.  Wherever you go, you will top all the rest.

Except when you don’t.  Because, sometimes, you won’t.

I’m sorry to say so, but, sadly, it’s true, that Bang-ups and Hang-ups can happen to you …
And will you succeed?  Yes! You will, indeed!  (98 and ¾ percent guaranteed.)  Kid, you’ll move mountains!

So … be your name Buxbaum or Bixby or Bray or Mordecai Ali Van Allen O’Shea, you’re off to Great Places!  Today is your day!  Your mountain is waiting.  So … get on your way!
About two thousand years before Dr. Seuss came along, Jesus talked about moving mountains.  Do you remember how he put it?  “Have faith in God,” Jesus answered.  “I tell you the truth, if anyone says to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done for him.  Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.” (Mark 11:22-24)  
Yes, we can move mountains, Jesus said.  We can do great things in this world.  We can make a significant difference in the lives of scores of people.  And that difference starts, as Dr. Seuss so creatively points out, with a decision.  “You have brains in your head.  You have feet in your shoes.  You can steer yourself any direction you choose.  You’re on your own.  And you know what you know.  And YOU are the guy who’ll decide where to go.”

A new year is less than a week away, a time when many of us make our New Years’ resolutions.  If you look up “resolution” you will see that a resolution is another word for “decision.”  As we look back on  2009 and ahead to 2010, this is a natural time for us to make some decisions about how we’re going to live our lives this next year, about how we’re going to invest our resources, about where we’re going to go and what we’re going to do.  Now don’t worry that I’m going to pass out worksheets and make you all write out your goals for the year.  Some of you would love to do that, but most people would rather go to the dentist than to have to sit down with paper and pen and write out their goals and New Years’ resolutions.  But I am going to challenge you to make one primary decision, one central resolution, and that is this – This year, I will obey God.  This year, in every aspect of my life, I will obey God.  

 That was the decision Jesus made at the very beginning of his ministry, the decision to obey the Father.  It’s safe to say that no one has made a bigger difference in the world than Jesus made.  And when we read the Gospels, we see that the difference Jesus made began with his decision to obey.  Let’s take a look at the decision Jesus made and see if we can discover how we can go to great places and move immovable mountains by making the same decision ourselves.  
Jesus Decides To Obey
The Book of Hebrews uses a phrase in describing Jesus that strikes us as a little peculiar.  The author of Hebrews writes of Jesus, “Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered.” (Hebrews 5:8)  To most of us it sounds odd to say that Jesus, the Son of God, “learned obedience.”  It seems to us that since Jesus was the Son of God it must have been easy for him to be obedient, that obedience was part of his DNA.  How, we wonder, could Jesus have been anything but obedient?
But the Bible is very clear about this point.  In fact, this goes to the very heart of what Christmas is all about.  At Christmas, the Bible says, God became man.  John’s Gospel says it like this: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” (John 1:14)  Earlier in John chapter 1 John tells us who “the Word” is – the Word was in the beginning; the Word was with God; and the Word was God.  In the person of Jesus, John explains, God became flesh and took up residence in our world.  Bible students call this the doctrine of the “incarnation.”  An easy way to remember what that word means, at least for me, is to think of chile con carne, which is chile with meat.  Incarnation means God with meat or God with flesh.  That’s who Jesus is – God in the flesh.  Christmas isn’t just about the birth of a special man; Christmas is about God becoming one of us.
Now here’s something else the Bible tells us very explicitly – Jesus was fully God and fully man.  Jesus was not some sort of a hybrid, like a hybrid car that uses both gas and electricity.  Jesus wasn’t half man and half God; he was and is fully man and fully God.  Some of you may have heard of something called the Nicene Creed, where the church fathers in the year 325 after extensive debate on this topic issued a statement or a creed affirming this doctrine, the doctrine that Jesus is fully God and fully man.  But the doctrine didn’t originate in the Nicene Creed; it comes right from the Bible.  Listen, for example, to this hymn from the first century, written within 30 years of Jesus’ resurrection, which is recorded for us in the Book of Philippians:
Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:

Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness, and being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!  (Philippians 2:5-8)  

When Jesus was born into our world on Christmas Day, he did not become less God.  He was still fully God.  But he also became fully man.  As a man he experienced hunger and thirst; as a man he felt what it’s like to be tired.  He had headaches and backaches.  When you cut him, he bled.  Oh, and did you notice that word – obedient.  Jesus “became obedient” to death, even death on a cross.  Jesus decided to be obedient, and because he obeyed and died on the cross, our world has never been the same.

Now here’s my point from this brief lesson on the human nature of Jesus – because Jesus was fully man, he had the option of not being obedient.  Yet Jesus decided right from the beginning that he would obey.  And that started with his decision to obey his earthly parents, Joseph and Mary.  Let’s go back to Luke 2, the chapter we have spent a lot of time in this month.  Luke 2 tells us, you will remember, about the angels who appeared to the shepherds to announce the birth of a Savior, Christ the Lord.  Luke 2 tells us about the shepherds following the star to Bethlehem to see the baby Jesus lying in a manger.  Luke 2 tells us about Simeon and Anna and their excitement at seeing the baby Jesus when Joseph and Mary brought Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem for his circumcision and for Mary’s purification.  And then Luke 2 tells us the only story we have in the Bible about Jesus as a boy.  Here’s how the story begins: “Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover.  When he was twelve years old, they went to the Feast, according to the custom.  After the Feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it.” (Luke 2:41-43)  
Most of us probably remember reading this account at some time in our lives.  As Luke explains, Jesus wasn’t playing hide and seek from his parents, and he wasn’t being a rebel.  It turns out that Jesus was in the temple courts discussing theology with the rabbis.  Luke tells us that everyone was “amazed” at Jesus’ understanding and his answers.  And when Mary catches up to Jesus and asks him where in the world he’s been, Jesus says, “Why were you searching for me?  Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?” (Luke 2:49)  

But it’s the verses following this story that I want us to notice this morning.  These are verses we tend to skip over while we’re trying to figure out how Joseph and Mary could have almost lost the Son of God, which would seem to be a pretty big deal, if you ask me.  Actually, I find this story sort of comforting; it makes me feel like a better parent.  I mean, I once lost Ryan for 20 minute, but Mary and Joseph lost the Son of God for three days!  At any rate, notice how this famous and familiar chapter of Luke 2 ends: “Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them … And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.” (Luke 2:51-52)  At the age of twelve Jesus clearly understood that he was going to go to great places and do great things, that he would move mountains and change the world.  I imagine if Mary had read Jesus the book “Oh, The Places You’ll Go!” Jesus would have said to himself, “Mom, you don’t know the half of it.”  But even at age twelve Jesus made the decision to obey – he went with Joseph and Mary and was obedient to them.  In the words of Hebrews 5:8, Jesus “learned obedience,” and that process of learning obedience started with being obedient to his parents.
That’s part of the process of learning obedience, isn’t it?  We’ve all been through it.  Kids, the Bible tells you in Ephesians 6:1 to “obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.”  That’s not always easy.  That takes some learning.  But guess what?  Your mom and dad went through the same process; they had to learn to obey their mom and dad just like you’re learning to obey yours.  And guess what else?  Jesus had to learn the same thing.  Jesus learned obedience.  At a point in time Jesus resolved to be obedient to his parents; that was a decision he made.  And if we want some day to go to great places and to do great things, to move the mountains and to change the world, we like Jesus need to make the same decision – we will be obedient to those God has put over us.

The next time the Gospels catch us up with Jesus, he is now 30 years old.  And when we do catch up with Jesus, he is facing a decision – will I be obedient to my Father?  Do you know what the issue is?  It’s baptism.  Matthew’s Gospel tells us that Jesus came to the Jordan River to be baptized by John, and that John the Baptist objected – John said, “You should baptize me; I shouldn’t be baptizing you.”  And here was Jesus’ reply: “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.” (Matthew 3:15)  Here’s what Jesus is saying.  “John, I know this doesn’t completely make sense, but this is what the Father says is the right thing to do.  And I am going to do it because it’s right.  I am going to do this as an act of obedience.”  So John baptized Jesus, and when he did the Father’s voice came down from heaven and said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” (Matthew 3:17)  
And that’s a decision we are all asked to make, the decision to be baptized as a symbol of our obedience to God.  I’m often asked if you can be a Christian without being baptized, and my answer is always yes.  The thief on the cross didn’t get baptized, but Jesus told him that he would be with him in paradise.  But if you were to ask me whether you can be an obedient Christian without being baptized, my answer is very different.  Jesus commanded us as his followers to be baptized, just like he was.  And if you’ve never been baptized, then that’s a decision you need to make.  If your decision is to obey whatever God asks you to do, then this is a place to start, by deciding to follow Jesus in the tangible act of baptism and to declare to everyone watching that you are all in as a follower of Jesus.  

So at the age of 12 Jesus made a conscious decision to be obedient.  Then at the age of 30, as he was about to begin his public ministry, he again makes a conscious decision to be obedient by being baptized.  But there’s one more big moment; it is what we refer to as the temptation of Jesus.  Luke’s Gospel introduces the event like this: “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.  He ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry.” (Luke 4:1-2)  
We could spend a fair bit of time doing a careful study of the three specific temptations Jesus faces in the encounter with Satan that Luke describes in the next ten verses, but rather than do that today I want to point out some principles that are important for us to understand as we think about the temptations we face to disobey God.  Here’s the first principle – being tempted doesn’t mean that you aren’t following God.  I think many of us have the sense that if I’m really following God and if I’m really staying close to God, then I won’t be tempted.  If I’m really on track spiritually, I won’t be tempted to lust, I won’t be tempted to lie, I won’t be tempted to indulge in self-pity and resentment and anger.  But did you notice how Jesus got into the desert, how he got into this place of temptation?  The Spirit led him there.  Jesus has just submitted to the Father by being baptized in obedience to the Father, he has just been anointed with the Spirit, and he is following the Spirit’s lead when, in the words of the great theologian John Madden – bam – Jesus is hammered with temptation.  In fact it’s not evident from the English, but the original Greek used by Luke when he wrote this uses a tense that indicates continuous action when describing Jesus’ temptation.  In other words, the phrase that Jesus “was tempted by the devil” in verse 2 means that Jesus was tempted continuously for the 40 days he was in the wilderness, that Jesus was tempted over and over and over again.
And here’s something else we need to remember, something I’ve already talked about a fair bit today – these were real temptations for Jesus.  Jesus was fully human.  This was hard for him.  After 40 days of not eating, he was very hungry, and he was very weak.  The Bible wants us to be sure we understand that this was not easy for Jesus.  This was a struggle for him.

And that brings us to a second principle – Jesus can empathize with our temptations.  Jesus understands what you and I go through.  He understands what we feel because he’s felt it.  For example, have you ever been tempted to cut corners, to make things a little easier on yourself?  Jesus understands that.  That was the first temptation, when Satan says to Jesus, “Why don’t you just turn those stones into bread and feed yourself?”  Jesus could have done that.  Jesus was pretty good at making lots of bread from very little, the Gospels tell us.  In fact, Jesus called himself the Bread of life.  So Jesus understands what it feels like to be hungry and tired and alone and to be tempted to cut some corners.  
Ray Stedman was the longtime pastor of Peninsula Bible Church; he once told the story of how he was eating alone at a restaurant and on his table was a beautiful pewter salt and pepper set.  Out of nowhere the thought came to him, “That set would go perfectly with our tableware at home. I could put those things in my briefcase and no one would even notice.”  Though he didn’t take the salt and pepper shakers, a few weeks later he shared that moment with his church in a sermon to make the point that even he as a pastor is tempted.  The next week he got a package in the mail from one of his church members who bought him the pewter salt and pepper shakers as a gift.  The following Sunday he mentioned the gift to his church as a way of saying thank you for their kindness.  Then, after a pause, he added, “I think you should know that while I was on my recent trip I also saw a very nice TV that I wanted to take home with me.”  Sadly, no new TV was forthcoming.
We all know what it’s like to be tempted – even Jesus knows what it’s like to be tempted.  So how do we deal with it?  This is the third principle – the best way to deal with temptation is to decide to obey God long before you’re tempted.  When Satan tempted Jesus in the desert, we don’t see Jesus taking a long time to decide what he’s going to do.  We don’t see Jesus going back and forth, trying to make up his mind.  Jesus had long before decided that he was going to obey the Father.  We saw it when he was 12 years old.  We saw it in his baptism.  We see it here, when he’s hammered over and over again for 40 days while he’s in the heat of the desert without anything to eat.  And we see it when he comes to the cross, when he’s faced with life or death, and he chooses to be obedient, even to death.
It seems to me that there were a fair number of very prominent people this last year, from politicians to athletes, who we learned were involved in affairs.  So how do we make sure that doesn’t happen to us?  Certainly there are a number of things we can do to avoid going down that path, but here’s the most important – we can decide here and now that if and when that time comes, we will obey God.  The foolish thing to do is to wait until the temptation comes along and think that we’ll be able to make the right choice in the heat of the moment.  It’s the same thing I’ve told the kids in our youth groups over the years – decide before you go out on a date where the line is physically.  If you wait until it’s late at night and you’re all alone and Barry Manilow is playing in the background to decide what your standards are, you are doomed to make a big mistake.  So decide now – when the lights are on and you’re thinking clearly – where the line is.  This is the time, not later.  Whether you’re 16 and dating or 55 and married, now is the time to decide that you are going to be obedient to God’s standards no matter what.
Your Decision Makes A Difference
We began this series talking about one of Dr. Seuss’ earlier books, “Horton Hears A Who.”  In that story Horton the elephant makes verbal contact with the Mayor of Whoville, a community of people who live on a tiny speck of dust. The Mayor, when he comes to understand the danger his people are in, makes a big request of Horton – he asks Horton to save them.  This is a big challenge for Horton, especially since no one in Horton’s world believe that any people live on that speck and try to take the speck away from Horton to prove it.  And frankly there’s nothing in this deal for Horton; the people of Whoville have nothing to offer Horton for saving them except their thanks.  But none of that matters to Horton.  Horton decides to save Whoville.  Horton decides to give his life to rescuing Whoville from destruction.  And when his resolve is challenged, do you remember what his response was?  “I meant what I said and I said what I meant.  An elephant’s faithful, 100%.”  And because Horton was faithful to the decision he had made, Whoville was saved.
This morning, as we look ahead to a new year, I’m asking you to make a decision.  I believe God has great plans for each of us this year.  I believe God intends to use us to make a difference in the lives of many people – people in our neighborhood, people at our work, people in our family, people we haven’t yet met.  Earlier this year I shared with you a quote from a book called “Wide Awake” by Erwin McManus: “There are people whose lives and futures depend on you stepping up and living big.”  Think about that – people are depending on you.  People who are searching for God are depending on you to help them find God.  People whose families are falling apart are depending on you to help them experience healing and restoration.  People who are sick are depending on you for comfort and strength.  People are depending on your prayers.  People are depending are your generosity.  People are depending on you getting involved.  People are depending on you and me because we are the Body of Christ.  We are Christ’s hands and feet and eyes and ears.  There are people whose lives and futures depend on us stepping up and living big.
And so today I’m asking you to make a decision, a big decision.  I’m asking you to decide that you will obey God, however he may lead you.  Please understand, this is no small deal.  I’m asking you to decide to take God’s commandments seriously – his commandment to be pure, his commandment to forgive, his commandment to love our enemies, his commandment to be his witnesses, his commandment to make disciples, his commandment to give generously, his commandment to live with integrity.  And then there are those things God may ask you to do this year that right now none of us know about.  He might ask you to go on a mission’s trip to a very hard place.  He might ask you to change your career.  He might ask you to end a relationship that you shouldn’t be in.  I don’t know what it might be, and you might not either.  But that doesn’t matter, because we are deciding here and now that no matter what God asks of us, we will obey.  And when six months from now someone asks us, “Why are you doing that?” we will answer, “I meant what I said and I said what I meant. A follower of Jesus is faithful, 100%.”  And oh, the places we’ll go and the mountains we’ll move as obedient servants of our Lord.
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