“FRESH CHOICE:  THE GOD WHO LIKES SURPRISES”
A Smallville Christmas
January 4, 2009
Cornerstone Community Church
As a general rule, I don’t like surprises.  Most surprises, in my experience, are bad surprises.  For example, when I do the laundry, and I go to some effort to separate the darks from the lights, and I put the lights in hot water, I don’t like to open up the washing machine and be surprised to find new red stains in my previously white shirts.  I tried not to put anything red in the laundry, so how in the world did I get fresh stains in my clothes?  This is a complete and total surprise – and a completely unwanted surprise.

I don’t like to get surprise notices from the IRS, informing me of some delinquency I owe them, as happened a couple of years ago when I got a notice that I owed the IRS over $26,000 – oh, you should have seen the look on my face.  I don’t like to come down for breakfast in the morning and be surprised to find my last box of Frosted Flakes empty.  As a general rule, I don’t like surprises.

But some surprises are good.  A number of years ago I was moping around because I was about to turn 40 years old.  In my mind, there was nothing good about turning 40.  A couple of days after my 40th birthday was my daughter Kelsey’s 3rd birthday; my birthday is July 5th, and Kelsey’s is July 7th.  So on July 7th our family went over to Grandma and Papa’s house for Kelsey’s birthday party.  I suppose I should have been suspicious, because Brenda was very picky about what I wore and how I wore my hair that night, but I didn’t suspect a thing.  We walked up the stairs to my in-laws house, opened the door, and I got the surprise of my life.  There were my parents, who had come out from Minnesota, and friends from church and friends from the law firm I worked at back then, all yelling “Surprise!”  I was very surprised, and even though I don’t usually like surprises, that was one of the best surprises of my life.

But do you know who was even more surprised than me – Kelsey.  She was so excited that all these big people, many of whom she had never seen, had come to her 3rd birthday party.  This was surely the biggest party she had ever seen for a three year old.  And the person most pleased with herself was my wife, Brenda, who had planned this moment for many months, and who had gone to great expense and great effort to put together this terrific surprise party.  

Now as good as my wife has proved to be at surprising me, I have to tell you there is one person even better at it – God.  God is the absolute master when it comes to surprises.  The Bible tells us that God is constantly planning surprises for us.  While you were asleep last night, God was up thinking of ways to surprise you today.  In fact, God’s goal is to surprise us every single day, to do something new and fresh in us and through us every single day.  

Let me show you in the Bible where God warns us to keep our eyes open for the new things he is planning to do in our lives. In the Old Testament book of Isaiah, the 43rd chapter, God speaks to his people in captivity, enslaved by the mighty Babylonians.  And before God speaks, Isaiah introduces him.  Have you ever been to a banquet where someone stands up and says, “Our speaker today needs no introduction,” and then they go ahead and give him an introduction?  That is sort of what Isaiah does here.  Here’s Isaiah’s introduction of God:

This is what the Lord says --

he who made a way through the sea, 

a path through the mighty waters,

who drew out the chariots and horses,

the army and reinforcements together,

and they lay there, never to rise again,

extinguished, snuffed out like a wick.

Isaiah 43:16-17

If you have read the second book of the Bible – Exodus – before, you know what Isaiah is talking about here.  Isaiah is referring to that time in Israel’s history when God delivered Israel from its slavery to Egypt, when God parted the Red Sea so millions of Israelites could walk across dry ground to the other side of the sea.  And when the Egyptians who were chasing Israel saw that the Red Sea had parted, they drove their chariots and horses into the sea to follow them.  But as soon as the last Israelite crossed to the other side, God caused the waters to flow back together and to completely destroy the Egyptian army.  This was obviously a major event in Israel’s history, an event Israel celebrated every year and talked about often.

Then, after Isaiah is finished with his introduction, it’s God’s turn to speak.  Notice what God says:

Forget the former things,

  do not dwell on the past.

See, I am doing a new thing!

  Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?

I am making a way in the desert

  and streams in the wasteland.

Isaiah 43:18-19
Did you notice what God says to Israel?  “Hey, guys, forget about that Red Sea stuff and that Passover stuff – that’s old news!  Forget about the good old days!  Forget about yesterday.  I am doing a new thing today!  I am doing something fresh in your lives right now!  Forget about how I made a way in the Red Sea.  What matters now is the way I am making a way not in a sea, but in the desert.  So get your attention off of the rearview mirror, and focus on what is ahead, because I guarantee you are going to be surprised by the fresh miracles I have planned for you today.”
We have just completed 2008.  But God does not want us to use our energy looking back.  God wants us to look ahead, because that is where all his energy is focused.  God has planned out another 365 surprises for us this year.  He wants our experience of him to be fresh every single day.  

But what exactly does that mean?  It sounds good, I suppose.  We would like our relationship with God to be as fresh as chocolate chip cookies coming out of the oven.  But if the truth be told, most of the time our relationship with God is as stale as a loaf of bread left out in the sun.  From where we sit, God hasn’t done anything new for us for years.  If you were going to use one word to describe our spiritual lives, the word wouldn’t be “surprise” and it wouldn’t be “fresh”; “routine,” or “mundane,” or maybe even “dreary” would be closer to the truth.  And if it bothers you that your life and your experience of God is plain vanilla, you’re in good company, because it bothers God too.  He wants to do a new thing in your life, and he wants to start right now, and all it takes is for you to make a fresh choice, for you to choose the freshness and newness God offers.  So let’s cut to the chase and discover just how we do that. 


What Is It God Is Going To Do For Me Today?

When was the last time you bit into a slice of stale bread?  That’s another surprise I don’t much like.  My standard lunch is a sandwich – peanut butter and a slice of American cheese on white bread.  As odd as that combination sounds, on fresh bread it tastes quite good.  But just try to chew peanut butter and cheese stuck to a piece of stale bread.  It’s horrible. 

Stale bread is always bad, and it’s especially maddening when you thought you were buying fresh bread.  Some time ago we went to one of these stores that sells things in bulk – you know, where you need a dolly to wheel the box of detergent into your home.  We thought we could save some money by buying things like bread there in bulk; the prices seemed too good to pass up.  That night I took out a loaf of supposedly fresh bread to make lunch for the next day.  But when I tried to spread the peanut butter on the bread, the bread just broke apart.  And since we had bought it at the bulk store, we had about 200 loaves of this stuff, which we weren’t about to throw away.  So for the next couple of weeks or so, my primary goal for each day was simply to get through lunch without choking on my sandwich.  

The people of Israel might have been God’s chosen people, but they knew more about stale bread than anyone would ever want to know.  And yet God used stale bread to teach them – and hopefully us – a very valuable lesson on how to have a relationship with God that is fresh every day.

For some of you this is a familiar story, while for others it might be a story you have never heard before.  The Bible tells us in the book of Exodus that Israel had been in slavery to Egypt for a long time – about 430 years.  God then recruited a man named Moses to lead Israel out of Egypt after God did a series of remarkable and surprising miracles.  One of those miracles was the parting of the Red Sea and God’s deliverance of Israel from the Egyptian army.  But once Israel escaped the Egyptians, there was a problem – they were in the middle of a desert, they had no maps, no air conditioning, no grocery stores, no food in their backpacks, and any where from 600,000 to two million empty stomachs to feed.  Not even “Large Mart” would have enough food to feed this crowd for one day, much less for the 40 years Israel spent in the desert.

But God had planned ahead.  One morning, when the people of Israel got up early, probably because their stomachs were growling so loudly, they saw something on the ground that looked odd.  Here’s the story:

In the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp.  When the dew was gone, thin flakes like frost on the ground appeared on the desert floor.  When the Israelites saw it, they said to each other, “What is it?”, for they did not know what it was.

Moses said to them, “It is the bread the Lord has given you to eat.  This is what the Lord has commanded:  ‘Each one is to gather as much as he needs . . .’
Then Moses said to them, “No one is to keep any of it until morning.”
Exodus 16:13-19

Do you remember the name Israel gave to this bread?  Manna.  Do you know what the word “manna” means?  “Manna” is actually a question.  “Manna” is the Hebrew word for the question, “What is it?”  That’s what the people of Israel said when they saw this stuff on the ground, and the name stuck.  We’ve had some meals of manna at our home over the years – haven’t you?  Didn’t you ever come to the dinner table as a kid and say, “What is it?”
Well, the people of Israel didn’t know it when they said it, but “What is it?” is exactly the question God wanted them to ask, and it’s the same question God wants us to ask.  And just like God wanted the people of Israel to ask that question every morning, God wants us to ask that question every single morning.  In fact, that question –  “What is it?” – is the key to experiencing a fresh, surprising relationship with God.  Let me explain what I mean.

Did you notice what Moses told the people of Israel to do with the manna?  They were to take as much as they needed for one day, but they were not to try to store up any for the next day.  Large Mart would have gone out of business, because the Israelites were ordered not to buy in bulk.  Of course, some of them didn’t listen.  They just couldn’t help themselves.  It just seemed to make so much sense to try to hoard the stuff.  So they collected enough to last a few days.  But notice what happened:  “However, some of them paid no attention to Moses; they kept part of it until morning, but it was full of maggots and began to smell.”  (Exodus 16:20)  Isn’t that a great word – maggots.  Very descriptive, isn’t it?  Can’t you just see an Israelite bite into a piece of manna he thinks is fresh and come up with a mouth full of maggots!  Now that is stale bread.  I bet they got the point pretty quickly.  

Could God have provided food for Israel that lasted for more than a day?  Of course.  In fact, he did.  Once a week he made the manna last for two days, so on the Sabbath Israel wouldn’t have to go out and collect more.  But God had his reasons for what he did.  God wanted Israel to have the experience every morning of collecting fresh bread that he provided just for them.  And he wanted them to learn that the way to keep their relationship with him fresh is the same way – it has to be an every day affair.  Not once a month, not once a week, not every other day – every day.  

Fourteen hundred years later God’s Son – Jesus – taught his followers how to pray for bread.  Pray like this, he said:

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.

Your kingdom come, your will be done,

On earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread . . . .

Matthew 6:9-11
Why didn’t Jesus teach us to ask God for our bread in bulk?  Why didn’t he teach us to pray, “God, give us this month our monthly bread?”  Because there is only one way to avoid staleness, and that is to be in direct personal contact with God every day, to make a fresh choice to love God and to connect with God every day.  God is not like the Large Mart – you don’t experience God’s grace and his love in bulk.  God is like “Fresh Choice.”  His mercies, the Bible says, are new every morning.  His love is fresh every day. Here’s how the prophet Jeremiah says it in the Old Testament book of Lamentations:  “Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail.  They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.” (Lamentations 3:22-23)  And the only way to avoid staleness in our relationship with God is to get up every day, like the people of Israel, and ask the question, “What is it?  What is it God is going to do for me today?  What is it that God is going to do today to surprise me?”  That’s how we stay fresh with God.   


What Is It God Is Going To Do Through Me Today?

But I have also found that my relationship with God is much more alive and fresh and surprising when I ask a second question every morning.  Not only does God want me to begin my day by asking, “What is it God is going to do for me today?”, but he also wants me to ask, “What is it God is going to do through me today?”  And just like God used bread to teach Israel to ask the first question, he again used bread to teach the followers of Jesus to ask the second question.

All four Gospels record this miracle of Jesus.  Five thousand men and another five thousand plus women and children had followed Jesus out into a wilderness area to hear him teach, and now they were hungry.  The disciples advised Jesus to send the people away; they certainly didn’t have the means to feed all these people.  But Jesus – the God who likes surprises – surprises them when he says, “You feed them.”  

Let’s see if we can relate to this.  Imagine Miley Cirus is scheduled to perform at the HP Pavilion, and somehow you were the one who arranged it.  You are her biggest fan, and you managed to get a job with her organization, and you convinced her to do a concert in San Jose. Fifteen thousand people crowd into the Pavilion to hear her sing.  The time for the concert to start comes and goes, and Miley still hasn’t come on stage.  You go back to her dressing room to get her, where you discover she is sick and can’t sing.  You advise her to go on stage and send everyone home.  But she has a different idea.  She turns and looks at you, and then very calmly says, “You entertain them.”  So how would you feel?  Can you imagine going on stage to entertain 15,000 people who are expecting Miley Cirus?  Oh, sure, I could do it, what with my voice and all, but I bet for some of you that would be somewhat intimidating.

And that is a little bit how Jesus’ disciples felt – overwhelmed, intimidated, inadequate, and more than a little surprised.  Now why did Jesus even bother telling his disciples to feed these 10,000 plus hungry people?  He knew they couldn’t do it.  He knew they wouldn’t have any idea what to do.  And there were a thousand different ways Jesus could have fed those people by himself.  He could have made manna come up from the ground.  He could have had the Large Mart spring from the ground, for that matter.  He could have had bread drop from the sky.  But do you remember what he did?  He used the disciples, and one very surprised boy.  First Jesus had the disciples take an inventory of the available food.  Out of all those people, only one person had any food – a little boy with five loaves of bread and two fish.  Then Jesus took that little bit of food and he started dividing it up and giving it to the disciples to pass out to the people.  Using what this boy gave him and the efforts of the 12 disciples, Jesus fed over 10,000 people.  And when the disciples gathered up what was left, there were 12 baskets of leftovers.  

Were the people surprised?  Of course they were. They were surprised that Jesus could feed so many of them with so little.  Were the disciples and the little boy surprised?  Surprised isn’t a strong enough word for what they must have felt.  But I think their surprise was for a slightly different reason.  I think they were surprised at what a miracle Jesus could do through them.  And that was Jesus’ point.  He made sure he used the limited resources of the disciples and this one little boy to achieve this miracle, instead of just doing it on his own, so they could experience the surprise of seeing Jesus do a miracle not just for them, but through them.

And that is what God wants to do through you – miracles.  He wants to use you to feed more hungry people than you ever imagined you could feed, to heal more broken homes than you ever believed possible, to impact more lives than you ever dreamed you could touch.  He wants you to come to him each morning eagerly, expectantly, believing that today is going to be another day of surprises and miracles, to begin your day by saying, “OK, God, what is it that you are going to do through me today, what fresh, new, work are you going to accomplish through me today?”
The name George Smith sounds like it’s made up, but in this case it’s not.  Smith had a dream of taking the message of Jesus to people who had never heard of the Bible before.  After years of preparation, he went to a land far from his home, and began the work of sharing his faith.  Day after day, week after week, month after month Smith prayed and preached, but after many years of very hard work, all Smith had to show was one young boy who studied the Bible with him a little bit every day.  Smith then became ill, and left the land he had given his life to in order to return home for medical care. When George Smith died, to his knowledge his life had only made a difference in the life of one other person.  All his days of saying to God, “OK, God, what is it that you are going to do through me today” seemed to have been an utter waste, a bad dream.

A few years later a church organization sent a delegation to the village where George Smith had been to determine whether to try again to reach these people with the good news about Jesus.  You cannot imagine their surprise when they got there.  In the middle of the village was a huge church, far and away the largest building in the land.  They soon learned that this church had also started 31 other satellite churches in the surrounding villages.  George Smith thought he “only” impacted one life.  But when he got to heaven, God said, “Surprise!  You see all those people, George – because of you, all of them will be in heaven too.”
So let me ask you to try something this week.  First, let me ask you, as we begin this new year, to make a commitment to spend some time connecting with God every day.  Remember, God wants to do something in your life every day.  He wants your relationship with him to stay fresh.  So spend some time thinking about this; spend some time planning this:  When each day are you going to spend time with God?  Where is a good place for you to get alone with God?  What are you going to read to help you connect with God?  What do you want to pray about?  When you shopped for Christmas presents, I imagine that many of you did what I did – you got on the Internet and you researched the best gifts and the best prices.  You didn’t just grab stuff off the shelf and throw it in the cart; you gave your shopping list a lot of thought.  That’s what I’m asking you to do now, to give some thought to how you can keep your walk with God fresh, to come up with a plan.  
And second, let me just ask you to start each day this week by asking God, “Father, what new thing do you want to do in me today, and what new thing do you want to do through me today?”  Let’s invite God to do some surprising and amazing things in us and through us.  I know many of us have committed ourselves to be God-followers before, that we have said “yes” to the call of Jesus before.  But since it’s a new day, and since it’s a new year, let’s do it again right now.  Let’s make God our fresh choice.
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