A PHILOSOPHY OF LIVING:  A Sacrificial Life

Matthew 6:16-18

+++

Introduction
Before Mao overtook China with his Communist regime, missionaries from many churches shared the love of God in Christ in that country that now is hosting the summer Olympics.  One of those missionaries always took a brisk walk for his health on the Great Wall of China.  He overtook a young Chinese man one day, and as they talked together, the youth asked him why he was walking so hurriedly.  The missionary, who at one time had been a star fullback on his football team back home,  answered him by saying, “I am in training.”  That puzzled the young man, so he asked him, “For what game are you getting in condition?”  The reply of the missionary was this:  “The game of life!”

All of us are aware of the need for training and conditioning to do well in sports.  Over the past couple of days we have seen the outcome of that training in the lives of athletes as they have competed in the Olympics.  For months (and in some cases years) these athletes have been preparing for this event in their life and time.  They have rigorously trained, disciplined themselves and sacrificially given up things in order to achieve one prize:  a gold medal.  But it’s more than that!  It’s the achievement of something that has been in their mind and heart that has come to fruition and fulfillment.  

That brings me to our beginning story.  All of us, whether we realize it or not, are in training for the game of life.  Jesus, in our text today, asks us how our training is going.  He talks about the spiritual practice of fasting.  Fasting was used to deny ourselves of some things in order to find other things – spiritual things, things that were essential to this game of life.  Jesus condemned those who used this discipline for self-glorification instead of being seen by God.  Jesus calls these people who look more for the outward instead of the inward maturing this word:  Hypocrites.  The word is interesting.  In Greek and Roman drama, actors spoke in large masks with mechanical devises that augmented the force of their voice.  They were called hupokprites, hypocrites.  The idea is that on the outside they looked one way, but on the inside they were something very different.  They were actors not the true characters.

Now in this game of life Jesus urges us strongly to be not actors, but true characters.  That comes from a willingness to deny ourselves and sacrifice some things to attain other more important things.  That leads me to ask these questions of you today:

1. What do you really need in this game of life?
The practice of fasting forces us to move some things to the side, some of the things that clutter our lives, and center on the essentials: God, hope, faith, love, forgiveness and grace.  How are you doing with that in this game of life? 

In 1889 a young mother bought a young man by the name of Henri some paints to help him pass the time as he recuperated from an attack of appendicitis.  He discovered a kind of paradise as he later described it and decided, much to the disappointment of his father, to become an artist.  This was a blow to Henri.  But he pressed on.  He began lessons with an art teacher.  His art teacher told him he couldn’t draw and would never learn – and furthermore that he had absolutely no understanding of perspective.  Hence, another blow.  But he pressed on letting go of some things to obtain others.  For the next 10 years Henri centered on becoming an artist even fighting the art establishment of his day.  He was jeered and ridiculed and didn’t sell a painting for years.  At the lowest point of his artistic career, when he and his family were broke financially, he asked his younger brother for some money to buy a canvas to paint on.  Instead his brother bought a bicycle.  But he pressed on, sacrificing for his passion of painting.  One author wrote this about Henri:  “…he fought to establish the kind of life he knew in his bones that he had to live – a life conducive to making art.  It was a life marked by enough leisure to think, enough isolation to act, and enough resources not to compromise.”   This man, Henri, Henri Matisse, later filled the world with the beauty he created by staying centered in his art.  All over the world his paintings hang in homage to such sacrifice.

Jesus would challenge us to consider what we really need in this game of life today and are we sacrificing to achieve it?  In order to paint hope, love, grace, forgiveness and all that we find in God in Christ, we must work through the clutter and center on the essentials.  Are you doing this in this game of life?

2.  Am I willing to give up one thing to obtain something better?

Fasting is painful.  When Jesus fasted for 40 days it says that afterward he was hungry.  Have you ever fasted for some days?  Some of us who have tests that need to be run for our health, know the gnawing of the stomach in hunger.  But we learn that we must give up some things to obtain others – things that give life.  

That is true spiritually.  When we deny the flesh and deny the mind and deny the spirit to obtain that which satisfies the soul in its depths, we experience such gnawing.  But it’s worth it, my friends, it’s worth it.

All of you are familiar with the amazing Arabian horses in the Middle East.  But are you familiar with how they are trained? These horses were trained in the arid, hot desert of the Middle East.  There are hundreds of miles of trackless deserts in that area where these magnificent beasts must travel, often for many, many miles without water.  In order for these beasts to become horses of quality (and hence sold at large prices) they must pass many tests, but there is one test that was the most severe.  As it came near the time for the graduation of the horses, the trainer would withhold water from it.  He would withhold water for as long as he felt it was necessary to bring the horse to the edge.  Can you imagine what these horses experienced where during the day in the desert temperatures often exceeded 110 degree heat, going for days without a drink of water.  All the while, the trainer is leading these horses to a pool of water where they may drink.  As they draw near they can smell the water, then when they see it, they break loose and gallop toward it.  Just as they get there, the trainer blows his whistle.  The horses that stop without drinking turn around and trot back to the trainer graduate.  They have discovered what the trainer meant for them to find.  They have learned obedience and character in learning to give up one thing to find another.

That may sound severe, but the outcome is a quality horse that fetches a lot of money.  In this game of life, are we giving up one thing to achieve another, something that in the end creates character, maturity and quality in our lives?

2. Am I willing to pay the price to obtain it? 
There is a price to pay in fasting.  It is found moment by moment instead of all at one time.  It comes at noon when you pass up that pimento cheese sandwich and pray instead, but about 2:00 p.m. it comes back to haunt you in a reminder when you pass the vending machine at work and see that Milky Way bar saying, “Eat me, eat me, you’re hungry!”  We pay the price in each of those moments to obtain the goal of God in Christ.

Fred Craddock, that great preacher of our time, shared this thought with a group of ministers on sacrifice:

“To give my life for Christ appears glorious.  To pour myself out for others…to pay the ultimate price of martyrdom - I’ll do it.  I’m ready, Lord, to go out in a blaze of glory.  We think giving our all to the Lord is like taking a $1,000.00 bill and laying it on the table – “Here’s my life, Lord.  I’m giving it all.”  But the reality for most of us is that he sends us to the bank and has us cash in the $1,000.00 for quarters.  We go through life putting out 25 cents her and 50 cents there.  Listen to the neighbor kid’s troubles instead of saying, “Get lost.”  Go to a committee meeting.  Give a cup of water to a shaky old man in a nursing home.  Usually giving our life to Christ isn’t glorious.  It’s done in all those little acts of love, 25 cents at a time.  It would be easy to go out in a flash of glory; it’s harder to live the Christian life little by little over the long haul.”

That is so very, very true.  And so I want to ask you something this morning:  Are you willing to pay the daily sacrificial price?  Michelangelo was well known for his daily sacrifices of chipping away at stone yet after every chip two years and three months later:  Behold!  David!

Christ invites us to daily take up our cross and follow him and St. Paul says that daily he dies.  But daily over daily over daily produces a life of character and a life that wins the game of life and wins people to this God of life and love.

Conclusion
Judy Anderson grew up as the daughter of missionaries in Zaire.  As a little girl, she went to a day-long rally celebrating the 100th anniversary of Christian missionaries coming to that part of Zaire.  After a full day of long speeches and music, and old man came before the crowd and he insisted that he be allowed to speak.  He said that he would soon die, and that he alone had some important information to share.  If he did not speak in that moment of time, that information would go with him to his grave.  He explained that when the Christian missionaries came a 100 years before, his people that the missionaries were strange and that their message was quite unusual.  The tribal leaders decided to test them as to their strange message of the love of God in Christ seen in their lives and coming to share that message with them.  Over a period of months and even years, missionary children began dying one by one.  The missionaries couldn’t understand it, but clung to God and sacrificially stayed and loved and lived.  The tribal leaders were slowly poisoning them to death, the old man said.  But he concluded with these words.  He said, “It was as we watched how they died that we decided we wanted to live as Christians.”  What they saw, sacrificially lived out, faithfully lived out, convinced them of the reality of the message in the messengers.  

When we center on the Lord, moving all the clutter of our lives to the side and pay the price of serving him in the 25 cent offerings of our days, our lives will develop a voice that speaks so loudly that all will hear its message and turn to the Master of that message.  And when that happens we will have run this game of life well and as Paul says, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Finally, there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will give to me on that Day, and not to me only but also to all who have loved His appearing.” (2 Timothy 4:7-8)  May we be one of those who loved his appearing too!

