Pre:


Last week we began our “Keep Climbing” series by reading a story about Jesus and his disciples on the Sea of Galilee, in the middle of the storm. And our faith was challenged by two questions: The disciples question to Jesus, “Don’t you care?” and Jesus’ question to them: “Don’t you trust me?” 


Today we are going to return to the Sea of Galilee and sail right into that same storm. And once again, just listen to the story, try to picture what’s going on, and maybe even put yourself into the action. 


Mark 4:35-41


This is the second in our “Keep Climbing” series, following the same theme as our Tuesday Bible study. Today’s topic is “Flatten the Mountain” and the idea here is that each one of us is climbing a mountain—we have struggles and difficulties, and when we are facing a tough situation, the natural thing is to want God to change the circumstances around us—to flatten the mountain. When God doesn’t do that, we are often thrust into an emotional and spiritual dilemma. What’s going on here? Is Jesus sleeping on the job again? 


To address these questions, we turn to Paul, who knows a thing or two about struggle!


Philippians 4:10-13

Keep Climbing: Flatten the Mountain

Mark 4:35-41, Philippians 4:10-13


In 2006 a book called The Secret hit bookstores across the nation and quickly reached the top of the New York Times best seller list. And no wonder. The book connected with one of the deepest desires that human beings have. The ability to change the circumstances of their lives in a positive way. The main point of The Secret is that by using focused positive thinking, a person can have life-changing results—health, wealth and happiness. The premise is based on something called the law of attraction: what comes into your life is sort of magnetically attracted by your thoughts and perspectives. Negative thinking attracts negative things. Positive thinking attracts positive things. 
 


Some Christian preachers have latched onto a similar kind of theme in their preaching. This is sometimes called the “health and prosperity” Gospel, or “name it and claim it.” The idea here is that with enough faith, you can create a life of health and happiness and prosperity. 


There is great value in positive thinking, and even more value in praying with faith. But the trouble with The Secret and name it and claim it is that these philosophies lead people to believe that their agenda is the big agenda and God’s job is to help them achieve that agenda. But as Christians, we have come into God’s kingdom (God’s reign), and in God’s kingdom, you and I are not in charge—God is. In God’s kingdom, God’s agenda is the big agenda, and our job is to find our place within that agenda. 

And the truth is, that in God’s kingdom even the most positive, most faithful Christians, still encounter problems, tragedies, storms and mountains in their lives. 

It’s wonderful to hear stories like what happened on the Sea of Galilee, or the parting of the Red Sea or the raising of Lazarus—or the many miracles that God still does today. And God does still do amazing miracles today. 

But what we need to understand is that this is not the whole story. There is another kind of miracle, a different secret, a more profound and transformative reality that the people of God are challenged to embrace. 

I have no doubt that most people in this room are climbing a rugged mountain in some area of their lives. You are facing trials, difficulties, storms and struggles. It would be nice if God would just flatten out that mountain, take away those troubles, change the painful circumstances. But what happens when God doesn’t do that? 


That’s when you need to learn the real secret. God won’t always change the outward circumstances. Sometimes the miracle is a change in you.  


If you want to learn this secret, you may need to look for the solution in a different place than you might expect.


It’s a little like the man who woke up one morning to find a puddle of water in his king-size water bed. He decided to try to patch up the leak but first he had to find it. He pulled the huge bag of water out of the frame and rolled it outdoors so that he could fill it with more water and find the leak. Well, if you’ve never tried to roll a waterbed, let me tell you, it’s not easy. Once he got the waterbed outside, it took on a life of its own. His house was on a hill, and the mattress rolled awkwardly down the hill and into a bramble bush that poked it full of holes. So, now finding the original leak was meaningless. The man decided to give up on waterbeds. He took the waterbed frame out of his bedroom and replaced it with a standard bed frame and mattress. By that time it was time to go to bed again. The next morning he woke up to find a puddle of water in the middle of his new bed. He looked up at the ceiling. The upstairs bathroom had a leaky drain. 


A whole lot of people deal with their problems that way. They know there’s a problem. They think they know what it is. And they work really hard to fix it. But they are trying to fix the wrong thing! That is, they are trying to get God to change the circumstances of their lives—or to change other people. But sometimes, the thing that needs to change is you.

The Apostle Paul experienced a lot of miracles in his life. He was well acquainted with God’s ability to intervene in powerful and surprising ways to bring about change in a situation.

But Paul also knew struggle and pain. And he knew that God doesn’t always give you what you think you want. When Paul wrote the letter to the Philippians, he was in prison. And he knew he was not getting out. There were other times in his life when God had rather miraculously sprung him loose from a tight spot. But not this time. This time he would die in prison. 

But it’s ok. 


I don’t mean Paul is necessarily happy to be in prison or happy that he will die there. But he is content, which is a different kettle of fish. Contentment is not like happiness. Happiness is dependent upon circumstances. But contentment is not about circumstances. Contentment is a strength of heart and mind and soul that is dependent on being in relationship with Jesus. 


Paul knows what it is like to have abundance. He knows what it is like to live in poverty. He knows what it is like to be healthy. He knows what it is like to be sick. He knows what it is like to be popular, and he knows what it is like to be hated. And he is able to be content in all of these circumstances. 


And that’s because he has learned the secret. 


Here it is: I can do all things through him who strengthens me. It’s not about the circumstances. It’s all about the relationship with Jesus. You know how people often say God won’t give you more than you can handle? There are a couple of wrong assumptions in that equation. First the assumption that it’s God’s fault what is happening in your life—and maybe it’s not!—and Second, God is left out of the solution. God doesn’t just give you things to handle. God is with you in all circumstances, and it is God’s strength that enables you to be content even at those times when things don’t go the way you think they should. 


You might think that “being content” means being inactive. But that’s not it. It works a lot like the Serenity Prayer. God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference. Serenity, courage and wisdom. To accept, to change, to know. I can do all things through him who strengthens me. 

There was a little girl walking in a garden, and she noticed a beautiful flower. She looked at it and smelled its sweet fragrance. “It’s so pretty!” she exclaimed. As she gazed on it, her eyes traveled down the stem into the soil in which the flower was growing. “This flower is too pretty to be planted in such dirt!” she cried. So she pulled it up by its roots and ran to the water faucet to wash away the soil. It wasn’t long until the flower wilted and died. 
When the gardener saw what the little girl had done, he said, “You have destroyed my finest plant!” 
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I didn’t like it in that dirt.” 
The gardener replied, “I chose that spot and mixed the soil because I knew that only there could it grow to be a beautiful flower.”


You may not like the struggles or the storms or the mountains in your life. You may not like the tough decisions that you are wrestling with. But could it be that God will use the difficulties, the struggles and trials to bring about a new kind of beauty in you, if you will let God change you?  


Joe Scriven was a missionary from Ireland to Canada many years ago, working among the Iroquois tribe. His fiancé was serving with him. But just before their wedding was to take place, she was killed in an accident. Joe buried her with his own hands, and a broken heart. A year later he wrote these words in a letter to his mother, “What a friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and griefs to bear! What a privilege to carry everything to God in prayer! Have we trials and temptations? Is there trouble anywhere? We should never be discouraged. Take it to the Lord in prayer.”  
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