Defying Gravity – Week 2 – Created to Climb

Message Big Idea: We are created to defy the gravitational pull of our culture by living generously.

Scripture: Genesis 1:26-30, John 3:16, Mark 10:45, 2 Corinthians 9:6-11

Introduction: Acts of Defiance 
(Series Graphic) Little kids have some strong wills, don’t they? Let me ask this… how many of you are currently living with a 2 or 3-year-old in your house? You can be honest, we see the bags under yours already anyway. Now let me ask you this: what happens when you want a 2 or 3-year-old to do something he or she doesn’t want to do? They ain’t gonna do it, right?! Toddlers can be pretty impressive at staging acts of defiance. 

· Sometimes it’s a loud, “No!” 
· Sometimes it’s a major tantrum. 
· [image: ]Sometimes they just ignore you as if you aren’t even there.

(TP should tell a light-hearted story either about defiance either about their own childhood or as a parent)

When I was a toddler, so I’ve been told, when someone wanted me to do something I didn’t want to do, say, for instance, smile for a picture; my go to response was an ugly scowl. There is actually photographic evidence of it. (picture)

[image: ]We laugh at strong-willed kids...when they belong to someone else! Defying your parents or some other authority figure when you are a kid really isn’t commendable, but there are other times when an act of defiance makes such a powerful statement it literally changes the world.

For example, what comes to mind when you see (Rosa Parks) this act of defiance? When Rosa Parks refused to surrender her seat to a white passenger on a segregated bus in Montgomery, Alabama; her act of defiance launched a nationwide effort to end racial segregation of public facilities.

[image: ][image: ]Or this act of defiance… (2 Pictures of Malala) Malala took a stand for the right of girls to go to school in Pakistan and became a target of the Taliban because of it. Her miraculous recovery from a gunshot to the head only increased the platform for her message. This 15-year-old girl became a powerful symbol of defiance.

[image: ]Or how about this photograph? (Tiananmen Square) It was June 5, 1989, a day after Chinese troops began violently cracking down on pro-democracy demonstrators in Tiananmen Square. The military had taken over the square, but one protestor fearlessly refused to back down. To this day, we don’t know who he is or what happened to him, but he remains a powerful symbol of defiance.

(All 3 Pictures) These acts of defiance are noble and inspiring. They took a tremendous amount of courage. 

Now I’m not asking you to stand in front of a tank, but I am asking you to step into an act of defiance. My hope and prayer for today is that every one of us will be inspired to an act of defiance. That we will find the courage to take a stand against the gravitational pull of our culture and together make a powerful statement that, too, could change the world.

Series Recap 
(Series Graphic) We are in week 2 of our series “Defying Gravity” that is about money, finances, and generosity. Last week we talked about the gravitational pull of our culture when it comes to these things. 

· Our culture is constantly putting pressure on us to Hurry, as our fast-paced lives keep us from stepping back and being intentional. Before we know what is happening, so many of us find ourselves living lifestyles we can’t really afford.
· Our culture is also always leading us to (add) Worry, as we see all that could go wrong in this world and wonder: Will I ever have enough? Will it continue to be enough? How much is enough?
· And our culture whispers to us constantly to (add) Consume, convincing us that life would be so much better if we could just have that next thing and the next and the next.

The gravitational pull of our culture when it comes to money and finances is to live with a “Me-first” orientation. And where has this left us? So many of us are stressed out, struggling, and stuck. We find ourselves with a pile of debt, broken relationships, and financial regrets.

However, Jesus came and taught us a counter-cultural way of life that can free us from a life of hurry, worry, and consume…a way that can free us from ourselves. He talked about it like this:

“…seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” -Matthew 6:33

Jesus tells us the way to resist the gravitational pull of our culture is to “seek first the kingdom of God.” Instead of living “Me-first,” Jesus tells us to live “Kingdom-first.”

Understand, when Jesus said this, he wasn’t teaching something new. He was reminding us of who we have always been created to be. In fact, I would go so far as to say we are created to defy the “Me-first” pull of our culture. How do I know that? Because we were created in the image of a generous God.

A Generous God 
God is a generous being. The pictures that are painted of him all throughout Scripture reflect his generosity.

We see his generosity at Creation (with Genesis 1:29). Generosity flows from God in creation. He freely offers humankind everything we need to exist on this planet: he gives us life, he supplies us with provisions to sustain us, and he blesses us with relationships, both with himself and each other to make life enjoyable and full of meaning.

Even today, if we just go outside we come face to face with God’s generosity in a million ways. The Psalmist declares: (switch verse)

“The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it; for he founded it on the seas and established it on the waters.” -Psalm 24:1-2

All of creation belongs to God. Yet incredibly, he chooses to be eternally generous with us, giving us his creation to meet our needs and bless our wants.

We see God’s generosity in creation, and we also see it at the Cradle (with John 3:16). The apostle John writes that God so loved the world that he….what? He gave! He generously gave his one and only Son. 

(switch Philippians 2:5-7) In his letter to the Philippians, the apostle Paul quotes an early hymn reminding us that Jesus, being one with the Father, willingly left all the glory that was rightly his to come to this earth, to be born as a baby, to take on the limitations of a human being. The cradle paints a picture of someone who was willing to live a “Kingdom-first” life. There was no “Me-first” in him!

Yes, we see God’s generosity in creation and at the cradle, but nowhere is God’s generosity displayed more clearly than on the Cross (with Mark 10:45). 

Understand, when sin entered our world, those things God provided for us in the very beginning were fractured and broken. The purity of creation was fractured. The intimacy of our relationship with God and each other was broken.

In the midst of this fractured and broken world, we see the depths of God’s generosity. Jesus came to pour himself out in the most sacrificial act the world has ever seen. Through Jesus’ death, we experience the depths of God’s love. Paul writes in his letter to the Galatians: (switch verse)

“Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father.” -Galatians 1:3-4

Jesus generously gave himself for our sins to rescue us. Now, because of what he did on the cross, we don’t have to live according to the “Me-first” pull of this world. There is a better way! Through Jesus’ resurrection, he renews God’s offer of life, provision, and relationship. We can experience the freedom of a “Kingdom-first” life!

And how do we do that? By defying our culture and becoming who we were created to be… people made in the image of a generous God. 

Image of a Generous God 
But what does that actually mean? Well, the truth is, we’re all made in the image and likeness of a generous God, every single one of us. You’ve never met a person who wasn’t made in the image and likeness of our God. In Christian theology, we call this the “imago Dei” and this is evident from the very beginning of the story, all the way back in Genesis: 

Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”
So, God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. - Genesis 1:26-27

And, because we’re made in the image and likeness of this God, that means we’re wired in similar ways. Now, you might be thinking that all sounds fine, but what does that actually mean? What are the real-life implications of being made in the image and likeness of generous, creative God? Well, here’s one way to think about it. 

This is a mirror. Typically when we think of a mirror, we think of them as something we use to look at, well… me! (Grab mirror) That makes sense, right? We most often use mirrors to look at ourselves. (Looking in mirror) For example, looking in this mirror, I can see that my hair is particularly on point today…. Didn’t know that spinach in my teeth until this moment, though… Yikes. Either way, this is often how many of us think about being an image bearer of God; we simply reflect his image back to him. 

But theologian N.T. Wright wonders if we’re actually more like angled mirrors. Here’s what I mean. The point of an angled mirror is that you can see in both directions. (Point mirror toward audience) You see, as image bearers, when we reflect the love, grace, and generosity of God to the world, we also help the world around us see the God that made them and loves them. We reflect who God truly is to the world and help the world see the one true God! 

Bring “act of defiance” language into this. And radical generosity was one of the key things that made the early church stand out so vividly. In a culture that was always busy looking out for number one, always trying somehow to get ahead, the Holy Spirit led these early Christ-followers to look and act differently, to reflect the love of a generous God to the world around them. 

Now, the book of Acts captures all sorts of ways the very first churches lived this out in the world. For example, take a look at Acts chapter 4:

32 All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of their possessions was their own, but they shared everything they had. 33 With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all 34 that there were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned land or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales 35 and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who had need. – Acts 4:32-35

Can you imagine that? There was not a single needy person among them because they understood that everything they had was a gift on loan to them from a generous God in the first place. What must it have been like to be a part of that first century church? In fact, in another place in Acts just a few verses later we read:

44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45 They sold property and possessions to give to anyone who had need. 46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. – Acts 2:44-47

I don’t know about you, but that sounds a lot like reflecting the image of a gracious, generous God back to a world desperately in need of it. And there’s something innate in all of us that, when we see acts of kindness or generosity, something deep within us recognizes that as right and good. These scene in Acts took place a couple thousand years ago, but history has been filled with stories of men and women reflecting the unmerited, unearned generosity of God back toward the world. In fact, here’s one modern day story of generosity that I think you’ll resonate with:

[bookmark: _GoBack]Video: Football Team (edited) Story of radical generosity… Maybe about how many kids we’re sponsoring through Compassion. Toys we collect for Giftmart. In some ways we are doing this… Compassion child story? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Ejh_hb15Fc&list=PLvzOwE5lWqhTvIvHYvTvDKsqBqZ8fMoI4&index=1

Do we speak about the last kid who talks about defying a “me-first” mindset? Ultimately, I think stories of generosity like this one move us because they speak to the imago Dei in all of us. Despite the incessant pull of culture toward a “me-first” posture, deep down I think we all know that isn’t the path to real flourishing.  For Justice Miller in that video, that kind of generosity wasn’t simply an experience he’ll remember in the past, it’s dramatically altered the way he sees himself and others in the future. That’s what generosity does, it changes us. 

Invitation to Start Climbing 
So I want to leave us with two simple invitations today. 
What is the radical act we could call people to on this day? Lunch debt? We can take care of this right now.

The first is to Begin a Kingdom-First Journey. 

A life that defies the gravitational pull of our culture is possible but we need resources to help us course correct. That’s why we’re making all sorts of tools available to help all of us on this journey. We’re making courses, workshops, books, and small groups available in the weeks ahead and I can’t encourage you enough to take advantage of these opportunities. To learn more you can either download the COMMUNITY App or simply go to communitychristian.org/defy for more information. Let’s not pass up this opportunity to defy the gravitational pull toward a “me-first” kind of life and step into something far great together.

And the second invitation to Climb the Generosity Ladder. 

We’ll talk about this more next week, but the Generosity Ladder is a simple tool we use to help us begin or continue living a “Kingdom-First” kind of life. That first rung that reads “Give Something” is simply the invitation to start somewhere. If you’ve never started the discipline of regular giving, I want invite to you start somewhere. For this rung, it’s less about the amount and more about starting somewhere and being consistent with it. The second rung is entitled “Give Generously” and this is what many refer to as a tithe, which simply means 10% of what you make. This is tied to an Old Testament principle of giving to God a tenth of what we make as an act of worship toward God recognizing that all we have is a gift on loan to us from him in the first place that we’re to steward well in the world. Which brings us to the last rung, “Give Extravagantly.” This last rung is all about giving above and beyond the 10% of a tithe. In some ways, its kind of like the church in Acts 2, radical generosity with a kingdom-first mentality that sees generosity as one of the main vehicles by which we reflect our generous God to an often-ungenerous world. 

Conclusion
The church in Acts didn’t have fancy websites or big stages. They didn’t have social media accounts, sound systems, or screens. But what they did have was the power of the Holy Spirit and an unprecedented, unrelenting commitment to radical generosity. The stood in defiant opposition of the “me-first” culture that tried so hard to pull them away from the mission and, as a result, the world has never been the same. So, what about us? What if we lived with that same type of defiance? How might our world look differently if we all, like angled mirrors, reflected the love of a generous God into a world?

I think that’s something that God would smile at. 

Let’s pray. 

Communion 
I think it’s fitting for us to celebrate communion together now. The reason I think it’s so fitting, is because communion, in many ways, is God’s ultimate demonstration of generosity. Hours before his crucifixion, Jesus isn’t giving one more sermon or performing one more miracle – he’s sharing a meal. And at this meal he’s saying, “In a world that takes, I invite you to receive. See this bread? This bread is my body, which isn’t being taken from me, I’m giving it freely. See this cup? This cup is my blood that I’m pouring out freely so you can have peace with God and peace with others.” 

At communion, when we eat this bread and drink this cup, we’re not only remembering the radical kindness and generosity of Jesus, we’re also joining him in the work of reflecting his kindness to the world around us. So, as the ushers pass the trays, I invite you to hold on to the bread and cup. We’ll sing together and receive together as a family in just a minute. 

Ushers, please come forward. 
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