Our Spiritual Habits

Jer 13:22-23 And if you say in your heart, 'Why have these things come upon me?' it is for the greatness of your iniquity that  your skirts are lifted up and you suffer violence. 23 Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots? Then also you can do good who are accustomed to do evil. ESV

Ps 106:3 Blessed are they who observe justice, who do righteousness at all times! ESV

______________________________________________________________________

My wife are very alike in some regards, more alike than we are different, yet in some ways we are exact opposites.  Take keeping things the same – my wife hates for anything to change and doesn't even want to rearrange the furniture.  On her laptop, she wants everything to be the exact way it has been for the last few years and hates it when a software updates to a new look.  There are flower arrangements in our house that have been sitting in the same place since we moved in there.  

I on the other hand like variety and for things to be refreshed with a new look.  I like to change things around – like moving the dining room table around on a half turn just for the fun of it, or moving these books over there and the couch over there.  I change out my computer's wallpaper fairly regularly with the seasons or months.  When I go into a restaurant, my wife never knows what to order for me because sometimes I get the same old thing and then sometimes I just suddenly change the drink order on her.  In surprise, she'll look at me and say, “We've been married for almost a decade and a half and I've never known you to order Sunkist!”  To which I'll lean in and reply with a conspiratorial whisper, “the snipers – they're everywhere and they're out to get you.  You gotta change things up.”  This little routine is so common, that I can predict what she does next.  She sighs and rolls her eyes.  

Really – variety being the spice of life as it is – we are all creatures of habit.  We all have our ruts that are engrained deeply within us.  Boy, there's no greater expose of these little habits than marriage – is that not the truth?  Two different lives of little habits – things you would never think about beforehand – come together and start to merge or clash or combine.  (Or in some cases, combat).  Things like whether or not you hang the towel and reuse it or just dry off once and throw it in the dirty clothes.  Things like what do you do for food when there's “nothing in the fridge or cabinets.”  Things like do you squeeze the toothpaste from the middle or do you have that psychological disorder where you have to gradually roll the toothpaste up from the bottom like we're in the Depression or something.  Things like your morning routines and your nightly routines.  All of this adds up and affects our lives more than we think.  Do you have the habit of eating late at night, right before you go to bed – we can see that your life is affected by your habit.  Do you have the habit of rarely brushing your teeth throughout the day – that's fairly obvious.  Do you have the habit of only showering once a week or never putting on deodorant – yes, your life reveals the sum of your habits! 

______________________________________________________________

Those things are funny and only slightly annoying, but more serious is the merger that comes when people come to God.  Suddenly there is the combining of old habits with new habits.  Of the kingdom of God with the old kingdom of self.  Of the way you used to do things – and may still do – and the ways that God wants you to do things.  Some things are funny and yet others are quite serious.  God, in a moment of frustration, anger, and judgment, thundered to the Hebrew people through the prophet Jeremiah and said:

Jer 13:22-23 And if you say in your heart, 'Why have these things come upon me?' it is for the greatness of your iniquity that  your skirts are lifted up and you suffer violence. 23 Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots? Then also you can do good who are accustomed to do evil. ESV

Again God is frustrated here and what He is saying is that the judgment that was coming upon Israel at the time was a product of their continual actions.  They were in the habit of frustrating His glory and in the habit of giving themselves to sin and wrong doing, and so they were reaping what they had sown in the actions of continually day-to-day actions.  God told them, “when you say, 'why have these things come upon me?' then know that it is the greatness of your sin.”  That is to say, random things happen to everyone, but in the end, we all reap what we sow.  And we reap more fully not what we sow for a moment every once in a while, but rather we reap what we sow continually and faithfully.  Like it or not, our spiritual walk and what we are seeing in life the most of is probably tied to our earlier habits.  

To Israel, God asked a rhetorical question:  “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?”  The obvious answer is, “no, an African cannot change his skin and neither can a leopard remove his spots.”  And so God told them, “then also you can do good who are accustomed to do evil.”  Say that with me, “they were accustomed to do evil!”  They were reaping judgments because their normal default actions were sinful and against God's Word.  Their lives were a product of their habits.  

But you and I must realize a great and glorious truth and that is that we are altogether different than the Israel of Jeremiah's day.  Because to us, Shiloh has come which is to say the long awaited Savior of which they only pined for in Jeremiah's time, has already come and done a glorious work!  Jesus Christ has come to this earth and, robed in flesh, made His mark.  Even greater, He has shed His blood on Calvary and provided us with a plan of salvation by which a man can be born again.  Don't let that term become so familiar to you that you overlook its full meaning.  Jesus Christ didn't provide a way for us to be slightly changed or to slightly live a slightly better life.  Rather He provided a way where spiritually we could be completely reformed and reborn.  

How shocking it was that Nicodemus heard those words from Jesus, “except a man be born again, he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Nicodemus was a Pharisee, a religious leader under the Jews.  But that, if that's all he had, was a problem in itself.  For the Laws of Moses tried to change one from the outside only.  It labeled everything that needed to change but did little to provide you with the ability to actually effect that change.  Like the people of Jeremiah's day, the Mosaic law – even if you were someone who knew it well, like Nicodemus – could no more truly transform a person than a leopard could remove their spots.  For that to happen, something greater had to happen, like the shedding of the precious blood of Christ and a process of adoptions and regeneration to be provided.  It is a have to, but oh how much we lose when we stop viewing it as a get to:  you must be born again!  Hallelujah that we even have the possibility of being born again! 

How are you born again?  Jesus told us in that same 3rd chapter of John:  to Jesus being born again is being born of the “water and of the Spirit.”  And by being born of water, He doesn't mean the physical birth as Nicodemus wrongly thought at first, but He is speaking of spiritual things both by being born of water and of Spirit.  He is speaking of water baptism in His Name and Spirit baptism of the Holy Ghost.  These are the processes of being born again.  If a person has not truly been baptized with water and Spirit, then they are not truly born again.  Paul would later put it like this:

Titus 3:5 he saved us,  not because of works done by us in righteousness, but  according to his own mercy, by  the washing of regeneration and  renewal of the Holy Spirit, ESV   

There are big words in that verse – listen to it in the New Living Translation:

Titus 3:5 he saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He washed away our sins, giving us a new birth and new life through the Holy Spirit. NLTse

“He washed away our sins” is that not a direct scriptural reference to water baptism in the name of Jesus?  Did not Ananias tell Saul, “why do you wait, arise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on the name of the Lord?”
  To those who would argue with our Lord and Paul the Apostle about “do I have to get baptized in Jesus' name and do I have to receive the gift of the Holy Spirit?” you should shake yourself and realize that your attitude is that of ingratitude and of cluelessness:  it's a get to!  Thank God that I can actually be born again!  Thank God that I can have a fresh start!  Thank God that there is a plan of salvation of rebirth even available!  Because the people of Jeremiah's day could not change their behavior any more than the leopard could remove its spots, but what the Law couldn't do, the blood of Jesus can!  It can remove the spots of sin, even if those spots are so engrained as to be a part of your natural makeup.  

Now listen very carefully, for here's the point:  when a person is born again of the water and of the Spirit, they truly have become – Paul tells us – a new creature in Christ Jesus.  That is, this is not a leopard that has had its spots removed, but a leopard that has been transformed and completely reborn into life as a lion or perhaps we should say as a lamb.       This is not an African native who is dying their skin a lighter color, but rather a completely different birth circumstances and set of DNA.  Oh, you are still a human, but everything has changed!  

What if the leopard had been transformed into a lamb and yet continued to act like the leopard?  Or what if the Ethiopian, having been transformed to a much lighter hue, returned to Ethiopia and lived under the hot sun with little clothing and much exposed skin and little precaution as the effect of the sun on their pigment?  The result would be disastrous for they cannot live as they were before, because fundamentally they have been changed from what they were before.  The first time that newly light-skinned Ethiopian turned the color of a beet in boiling water, they would begin to rethink some things.  The first time the newly fleeced, former leopard, tried to jump off of a high ledge onto a wolf's back, they would realize that much had changed!          

So it is when we who have been born again into the kingdom of God yet cling to old habits from our former life.  Not only do the old habits not fit in, but they set us up for much pain, much heartache, and even tragedy in the spirit.  A new life calls for new habits!  And yet there are many Christians who are truly born again as to their calling and identity and yet never allow God to transform or govern their regular habits.  Hear this preacher:

There is no greater determining factor in your spiritual walk than your habits.

Your spiritual walk, your lot in life, your most constant state of mind, and your level of anointing is mostly determined by your habits.  The difference between someone who moves forwards into the great blessings of God and those who just seem to always settle lies in their daily habits.  The more I minister and the longer that I'm involved in the kingdom of God, the more that I'm convinced of this.  The number one issue in your life and all that you face and all that God is trying to deal with you about is your daily habits.  What you normally do.  What you do when nobody has told you what to do and no one is watching.  What you do when you have nothing to do.  What you do everyday no matter what.  What you do even when it is difficult to do.  What you do when your life is neither storm nor dark, but at perfect peace.  Your habits determine what you are and what you become like nothing else.  And all of the preaching in the world cannot change you unless you change your habits!  Somewhere the lamb has to stop acting like the leopard.  Somewhere we have to look around and realize that we are no longer suited spiritually for our old environment and home.  Somewhere you need to realize that your habits must change or else you will be destroyed!  Our text said:

Ps 106:3 Blessed are they who observe justice, who do righteousness at all times! ESV 

Blessed or happy or fulfilled is the one who does righteousness “at all times.” That phrase doesn't mean to be perfect or nobody human would be able to be blessed and that statement would be meaningless.  What that statement “at all times” means is what is our habit to do; what it is that we do normally and repeatedly; what is our custom and our most common mode of thinking and acting.  If our habits are to do right, then happy and blessed are we!  But the opposite must be true:  if our habits are to live according to our old ways, then we mar and destroy what God is trying to do and we are not blessed nor are we happy.  Are you happy or unhappy most of the time?  Are you on fire for God or luke warm most of the time?  Are you excited and passionate or depressed and disinterested most of the time?  Either way are a reflection of your habits.

What people call “addictions” are simply habits that have been given highest priority.  They can be changed, but only if they are replaced by a new habit.  It is not the will of God to just take away the spots from the leopard, but to transform the leopard into the new creature altogether.  People who try to live the tenants of Christianity without being born again are like a leopard trying to change himself by covering or washing off his spots – it's not really going to happen, and if you do succeed in making it appear as if it's happened, it's not genuine, but simply a show for others.  On the other hand, those who have truly been born again and yet cling to their old habits are like a lamb with dark smudges all over its wool.  He came to cleanse us from our old habits!  When I speak of habits, I speak of what we are addicted to do and what we do most.  I'm speaking beyond such things as cigarettes and alcohol and even speaking of how we spend our free time and what we consume in entertainment and even to the point of how we respond to people and what our mouth does.  Our habits are either leading us to a blessed life or to a cursed life.  Even if we have been made a new creature in Christ Jesus, if our old habits are not replaced with new, righteous ones, we will not make it spiritually and will end up being a tragedy.  Judas, your old habits of stealing and putting yourself first, if carried over into a life of serving Jesus, will only lead to your betraying your Savior, your selling out, and a noose and a fall down a cliff.  Oh, we must change our spiritual habits!

____________________________________________________

Let us shift our focus, then onto the habits of righteousness that must replace our old habits.  Obviously, I could preach of any sin that I desired here because we must change to match God's Word.  Some of you are waiting me to hit the more common addictions of cigarettes, drugs, prescription drugs, alcohol, and pornography.  Certainly those things must change if a person is to come forward in God.  

But let's approach from a higher viewpoint than that; let's approach it from the root of the matter and speak of things that if we would make our new habits, would cause all of these other things that we need to change to do so very effectively.  Let us speak of the root of the matter, the core habits of a man and woman who is living for God, that I believe will lead in a change in all of the other.  In fact, even if a man or a woman were to suddenly and very abruptly change the common and obvious things and yet do not make these other things a habit, the change will not last for long and even while it does last will be as superficial as an Ethiopian drummer in the Blue Man Tour show.

Here are some names for consideration:  Job, Daniel, Jesus, and Paul.  Obviously all four of these men, particularly the latter two are role models in scripture for us to copy and emulate and to be like.  Obviously, all of these men pleased God and lived according to scriptural principles for their lives.  All four of these men were greatly blessed and highly favored in their lives and ministries and in living on this earth.  That was no accident because all four of these men reaped what they sowed in their habits.  And of all of the great habits that they exhibited, there are four key habits mentioned repeatedly in scripture that they undertook.  There are many good habits, but these four habits speak to you and I today because they are core habits – habits that determine much of everything else.  If you and I are to match our habits with our new identity; if we are to lay the foundation to be blessed at all times, then we, too, must be as these men did and put the core habits at the center of our lives.  All of the other issues and all of the other sins and all of the other areas of our lives that need to change would do so, I believe, if we would fully make these four core habits, our own core habits.  What important spiritual habits these things are for they are center to our living for God.  Here we go:

1. Church Attendance   

Did that surprise as the number one habit?  It think it altogether important to rank it there.  All of these are perhaps equal, but if you will get this one first, the others will likely be sure to follow.  For it is at church that you are currently learning about these habits in the first place.  This sermon is right to you yet had it been better than it has been and hotter and even more revelatory than it has been, and yet you had not made the decision to come, it would have done you no good.  That's an important lesson to remember.  The greatest blessings of God are provided at His house, but the greatest blessings fall by the wayside when we do not make it a point to show up.  

Listen to what it is said of Jesus:

Luke 4:16 And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his custom,  he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up  to read. ESV

The Jewish synagogue was the local church of Jesus' day, the only religious meeting place in town.  This is His hometown and they already knew His Name because He had been a regular at the synagogue.  He went, “as was His custom.”  Like Jesus' baptism argues for our need to be baptized, so does this custom of Jesus:  if God in Flesh, the altogether perfect one and sinless one made it a point to go to church every Sabbath day, then how much more do we need to make church attendance a priority in our life, we who are not perfect?      

I know what some will say, “oh, He was forced to go by His parents and He only went as a custom because they made Him.”  Actually at twelve years of age, when He was temporarily separated from His parents, they searched all of Jerusalem for three days only to find Him at the temple; there at His own free will!  And we know that Joseph probably died shortly after His twelfth birthday and we have those 18 hidden years of Nazareth – Jesus would not begin His ministry until His 30th birthday, remember? – working in the carpenter's shop and head of His family as He provided for His mother and his half brothers and sisters.  They did not say in Nazareth, “Oh this is the one who used to come when his father made him but quit after he became a teenager and a man.”  Rather “He went as was His custom.”  Even as a young man, even as a man out of His teens and approaching His thirties; even now in this text well into His thirties, He went to the house of God “as was His custom.”  

Listen to a scripture of the Apostle Paul:

Acts 17:2 And Paul went in,  as was his custom, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them  from the Scriptures, ESV

Eventually Paul and the other Christian believers would be banned from the Jewish Synagogues because they would come to realize that old Judaism and true Christianity were not compatible without the triumph of one over the other and then the disciples would follow the customs in towns where there were large congregations of believers and no synagogues and form churches in houses or eventually be able to build and buy a dedicated building for meeting regularly as we know today.  But even before that, the Apostle Paul was a regular at the house of God.  It was a discipline that superseded even his frustration with the Jews!  

Daniel was in a rough circumstance as an exile in Babylon and Persia and could not go to the house of God in Jerusalem, yet we read that three times a day, he knelt and prayed with his windows open towards Jerusalem!  He got as close as humanly possible to the House of God!  

Job lived in a time before the revelation of God had directed Israel to build a house or a temple for God to dwell among them.  In his time, the time of the patriarchs, Job made a house of God by going to the sacred places where the altar of the Lord was built and offering sacrifices, and we find this written about Job:

Job 1:4-5 His sons used to go and hold a feast in the house of each one on his day, and they would send and invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. 5 And when the days of the feast had run their course, Job would send and consecrate them, and he would rise early in the morning and  offer burnt offerings according to the number of them all. For Job said, "It may be that my children have sinned, and  cursed God in their hearts." Thus Job did continually. ESV 

Even in that primitive time, Job continually assembled his family in a feast unto the Lord and offered sacrifices and prayer for them in worship!  It is no accident that Job and Daniel, even in their primitive times found great favor with the Lord, because even when there was no house of God, they got as close as they could to it!  

The scriptures in Hebrews should be a commandment that true, born-again Christians enjoy obeying:

Heb 10:23-27  Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for  he who promised is faithful. 24 And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 25  not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see  the Day drawing near. 26 For if we go on sinning deliberately  after receiving the knowledge of the truth,  there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, 27  but a fearful expectation of judgment, and  a fury of fire that will consume the adversaries. ESV

The subject of this text is habits.  It is a habit to continue in deliberate sin and it is a habit to forsake the assembling of ourselves together.  Missing church is a habit.  Say that with me, “missing church is a habit.”  And it is a habit of some, but is shouldn't be a habit at all to a born-again Christian!  Where did you get the habit that one service every week or every two weeks was good enough?  That's not found in the pages of scripture, rather they were “continually meeting” in fellowship and breaking of bread and in prayer.  That's a habit from your old lifestyle when religion was just mindless ritual and not a true spiritual walk.  That's a habit – a bad habit – from churches that do not preach Jesus' commandment of the need to be born again of the water and of the Spirit.  

You need a new habit!  For you to grow in grace, you must be fed in grace!  And the time is growing short for the Day of His coming is approaching!  How much more do we need to assemble ourselves!  You cannot say that you truly seek the kingdom of God first and His righteousness when you are not faithful to the house where His Spirit meets us and where instruction of righteousness is truly given.  It's a habit, but what a great habit being faithful to the house of God is!  There you will find the encouragement that God can give, the instruction in righteousness that can get you to heaven, the power of God at work reminding you that He is able, and the Word from God for you today.  All of this combined with being surrounded by people who are your true friends, for they share in the same battles as you do and are trying to make the same destination!  Get a good habit – get the habit of Jesus and the Paul and of righteous men!  Make church attendance your habit!

Here's the second of the core habits of these righteous ones:

2. Prayer

Job went to that place of the altar, we just read and prayed for His children and His circumstances.  This, “Job did continually.”  Of Daniel we read:

Dan 6:10 When Daniel knew that the document had been signed, he went to his house where  he had windows in his upper chamber open  toward Jerusalem. He got down on his knees  three times a day and prayed and  gave thanks before his God, as he had done previously. ESV  

He didn't freak out when they signed a law that he could not pray, he just went and prayed three times a day as he had always done “previously.”  Daniel was in the habit of prayer.  Listen to this verse about Jesus:

Luke 22:39-41 And he came out and went,  as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives, and the disciples followed him. 40  And when he came to the place, he said to them,  "Pray that you may not enter into temptation." 41 And he withdrew from them about a stone's throw, and knelt down and prayed, ESV    

How did Judas Iscariot know where to find Jesus in the late hours of night and early morning?  Because Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives “as was His custom” praying.  There are many others and too many scriptures of the Apostle Paul praying to include here.  Needless to say, prayer was a core habit of these men.  It was their habit to pray.  What is your habit?  Is out of the normal for you to take time out of your day and get alone with God to talk to Him?  Or is it a habit?  We'll never be truly blessed and able to live righteously until both church attendance and personal prayer become key habits of our lives.  Things that we do when we're at home and on vacation.  Things that we do when we are in our normal environment and out of our element.  Things that we do in the storm and when things are calm.  Habits!  Let prayer and church attendance be a good habit!

3. Sacrifice

I have not the time to do these last two things justice, but you need to realize the great truth of them regardless.  Job offered sacrifices of repentance and of his increase regularly at those altars.  These things, “Job did continually.”  So did Daniel.  So did Jesus Christ.  So did the Apostle Paul.  Every one of their lives were characterized by sacrifice and – with the exception of the sinless Jesus – by continual repentance.  Admitting that we have done wrong and need to change is perhaps the hardest sacrifice to bring to God.  

These men sacrificed of their time, their energies, their life, their means, and their abilities so that the kingdom of God could advance.  And they were faithful despite the great sacrifice required of them of God.  Job would be faithful though God allowed the devil to take almost everything away save his life.  Daniel would live and die the bulk and final years of his life in captivity in a foreign and godless land, but would be faithful even in the lion's den!  Though the cup of persecution and the scourging and the cross was a great sacrifice, yet the Lamb of God sacrificed His very life even for the very ones who nailed Him to the tree.  Paul suffered multitudes of sacrifice including shipwreck, beatings, hunger, and friends turning on him, yet was faithful to the cause of God in his life.  For these men, sacrifice for the kingdom of God was not something that they did  every once in a while that was out of the norm, but rather was a habit!  Core habits that transform everything else in your life!

The final habit is the habit of:

4. Teaching and Reaching Others.

We read earlier where the Apostle Paul entered the synagogue and began to teach them of Jesus as was his custom.  Everywhere that he went and every day that He lived, the great Apostle was in the custom of teaching others about His God.  So was Job as he spoke of His God with his children and with his “friends.”  So was Daniel, encouraging the other young Hebrew children to stand firm and writing down the prophecies that God had shown him so that we might benefit, even in another generation.  He spent much of his time trying to reach the evil kings of whom he served.  We have this about our Jesus:

Mark 10:1 And he left there and went  to the region of Judea and beyond the Jordan, and crowds gathered to him again. And again, as was his custom, he taught them. ESV

Often weary, and sometimes frustrated at the actions of the very people who claimed to follow Him, yet Jesus “as was His custom” taught and tried to help people to see the truth that was inside of Him.  And He never stopped trying to teach, even after His death!  Anybody glad that He never stopped reaching for humanity?  The world was forever changed by these men whose custom and habit was to always reach out to others!

___________________________________________________________

Church attendance is a habit; so is not making church attendance a priority.  Prayer and prayerlessness are both habits as is sacrifice for the kingdom of God.  Reaching others is really a habit as is having apathy to those around you.  But these four habits, when enacted in our lives, set the stage for us to be changed and truly transformed into what God wants us to be.  Every great man of God and every great Christian from any century all had these four things in common as their default habits.  Without them, you cannot live to the level of blessing that God has for you!

Living unrighteous is a habit, so are many addictions that are so commonly seen among men.  Complaining and whining is a habit just as praise and worship is a habit.  Finding fault and criticizing is a habit, just as edifying and uplifting speech is a habit.  Being a victim is a habit as is becoming an overcomer.  But all of these things will eventually be put right if we will really make these four habits of these great men our own core habits.  Faithfulness to the House of God has no equivalent or replacement in the kingdom of God.  Neither does prayer.  Neither does sacrifice and a continual reaching out to others.  Other things do not make up for the lack of these things and other things will only get less like the Word of God when these four things lack.  But if we would make them our spiritual habits, then truly we would discover:

Ps 106:3 Blessed are they who observe justice, who do righteousness at all times! ESV  

And truly we would be transformed into what God wants us to be!  And truly we would reap good and great things in our lives!  That's the power of our spiritual habits!  God is drawing you to form some new spiritual habits in your life today!
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