Spiritual Success and Prosperity

Luke 5:1-11 On one occasion, while the crowd was pressing in on him to hear the word of God, he was standing by the lake of Gennesaret, 2 and he saw two boats by the lake, but the fishermen had gone out of them and were washing their nets. 3 Getting into one of the boats, which was Simon's, he asked him to put out a little from the land. And he sat down and taught the people from the boat. 4 And when he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, "Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch." 5 And Simon answered, "Master, we toiled all night and took nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets." 6 And when they had done this, they enclosed a large number of fish, and their nets were breaking. 7 They signaled to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and filled both the boats, so that they began to sink. 8 But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus' knees, saying, "Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord." 9 For he and all who were with him were astonished at the catch of fish that they had taken, 10 and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. And Jesus said to Simon, "Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men." 11 And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him. ESV

2 Chron 31:20-21 Thus Hezekiah did throughout all Judah, and he did what was good and right and faithful before the LORD his God. 21 And every work that he undertook in the service of the house of God and in accordance with the law and the commandments, seeking his God, he did with all his heart, and prospered. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

Success.  If there were ever a word to grab this generation’s ear and attention, then that is it.  If there were another word that closely followed it as important to this era, it would be “prosperity.”  The goal of virtually every person alive today is to be successful and prosperous.  In everything that you do.  Indeed if this were not your aim, we would view you as sort of strange because who does anything wanting failure and lack?  Within every man and woman is a drive to succeed and to succeed in such a way that they become “prosperous.”  

Though all may strive to achieve these two ideals in life, we must admit that not all attain that goal.  There are many people who die quite the opposite of prosperous and who by any stretch of the imagination could not be deemed as successful.  For some this is because of the winds of life that blew unexpectedly against them, but for most, the reason is that there were certain fundamental laws that lead to such goals that they violated or ignored.  For most, it is a direct response to their actions and life decisions that led to their lack of success and prosperity. 

I am not here preaching a “self-help” gospel and to teach you how to “win friends and influence people” of have a successful career.  I bring all of this up because if there is one area that I want to be successful in and prosperous, it is in the area of living for God.  Let me fail at those goals in every other area of life, and yet win at living for God, and I have attained my life’s goals.  Jesus said it like this:

Matt 16:26 And what do you benefit if you gain the whole world but lose your own soul? Is anything worth more than your soul? NLTse

Every human being at the heart of the matter, instinctively knows the answer to the question that Jesus asks here.  Show me a man like the Rich Fool who prospers at worldly business and making money and in saving and stockpiling wealth for this life and yet neglects preparation for eternity, and you have simply someone who failed miserably at what life is all about.  Show me a woman who loves her children dearly and who provides for them and ministers to their needs, all the while being successful at a career and yet who dies lost and not right with God, and you have seen someone who failed miserably at true life.  But show me a man or a woman who dies without a fat bank account and who never drives a new car and who did not attain what this world calls success, and yet who dies right with God, having faithfully done His will, and I will show you a person who will spend eternity in richness and lushness, having done well for themselves.  It is not that you have to have one or the other, I think that in most cases God wills us to be successful in life and in eternity, but let us never forget which is the most important.  Eternity is priority and this life, secondary.  And, oh, how different that is from the common thought of today!  Secondary to houses and land and careers and retirements, is knowing God and pleasing Him and being right with Him.  Is anything worth more than your soul?  Is anything worth more than the destination of your eternal man?  I think not!  

And yet, we must admit that within the ranks of those who begin to live for God, there are those who are undoubtedly a great success at it, and then there are those who fail miserably.  It shouldn’t be that way – God desires that none should perish and that all would have everlasting life.  But yet even within the kingdom of a gracious and loving and all-powerful God there are those who flourish – and let me use the word – prosper and then there are those who just never quite get it.  We all start at Calvary on level ground, but then there are those who grow and are constantly pressing forward in the things of God and attaining new levels and then there are those who are constantly in a state of flux, sometimes staying at the same level that they were at before, but sometimes sliding a little further away from God and every now and then at a moment of great spiritual blessing, they slide forward a bit, only to return to the level that they’ve always been at.  It makes no difference if they are male or female.  If they are young or old.  If they were raised in Apostolic truth or not.  There are some in every possible such group who press forward in constant growth and success and then there are those who flounder.  

At the risk of sounding critical, let me point out that there are both groups within this very church.  Do not worry about who is in what group, but just identify yourself to yourself.  But there are some of you who as a pastor I marvel how far you have come since last month, nevertheless, last year.  There are some of you who surprise me with your thirst for more of God.  There are many in this church that God saw potential in you that no man or woman saw and who have attained and will continue to attain levels that blow people’s minds.  There are many of you, who if you keep striving forward in God as you have, you will one day possess great anointings and ministries and who will by anybody’s standards be called successful and prosperous in living for God.  

And then there are some whom I wonder about and marvel over for the opposite reasons.  Because it seems that you have lived for God for some time now and you are still at the same level of dedication and commitment that you have been at for some time.  There are some of you who hover spiritually at that line of just possibly living saved and it fluctuates from week to week, if you are giving God great effort or not.  Let the revival fires of the church burn bright enough and you get on board for a while and then you lapse back into lukewarmness.  One week your praise is bright and the next it is lacking.  One week you are firmly behind the pastor and desiring to see a great work in this church and the next you are distracted by the things of this life.  You are as the waves of the ocean, sometimes surging forward a bit, and then sometimes surging backwards a bit with the effect that you are still in the exact same place that you have always been.  At the risk of being offensive, I would say to you that you are not being very successful at living for God.  You are not prospering in His kingdom and are a poor testimony to the power of God.  The God who said, “I will make you the head and not the tail” has been unable to show forth that promise in you.  The God who said, “your enemy will come in one way and leave seven ways before you,” has not been able to transfer that victory and attitude to you.  You are supposed to be more than a conqueror and you are simply hanging on week in and week out to the level that you have been at for some time.  Instead of moving forward and growing in God, you are lukewarmly trying to maintain the status quo.  You are not prospering.  You are failing and failing miserably at living for God.  Because He said that He came to bring “life and that much more abundantly!”

I am not here drawing attention to your plight to hammer you or to discourage you.  But rather to point out the truth that the reason that you are not growing in God and being very successful is because of certain things missing in your life.  The people who are growing forward in live all have differences but they also have certain things in common that cause them to prosper and be successful at living for God.  And those who fail at living for God the correct way, all do so because of a lack of certain things in their life.  Let us identify such traits, so that if I am prospering at living for God, I will continue to do so!  And if I am not, then I can change so that I can prosper!  

________________________________________________________________________     

Our two texts are drawn from hundreds of years apart and from two distinct eras of time and yet both have in common that they record part of the story of two men that ended up being very successful at living for God.  In the Gospel of Luke, we read of Simon Peter, the brash fisherman and very much diamond in the rough, who against all odds became the leader of the early church and most beloved apostle.  Because we know the great things that God did with Simon Peter, we tend to overlook that there was never a more unlikely candidate to succeed in the kingdom of God than this man.  Simon Peter was uneducated and unpolished and the last person that you would think God would choose as an ambassador and theologian.  Simon Peter had this annoying habit of speaking and inserting foot into mouth.  Simon Peter was impetuous and hot headed and often reacted before clearly thinking things out.  I would almost say that of the twelve apostles, it was Simon Peter who would need the most work to ever be labeled as “prosperous” or “successful” in the kingdom of heaven.  And yet that is exactly what he attained.  In fact, this roughest lump grew to levels in God that the other disciples did not attain.  

In our other text, we have mention of the King Hezekiah.  Do a quick survey of the history of Israel at this time and you will find that all odds were against Hezekiah being a good king.  His father, Ahaz, had been one of the most evil kings of Judah, and his grandfather, Jotham had not been much better.  His great-grandfather, Uzziah, had lived for God for a time and then turned and did wickedly.  His great-great grandfather, Amaziah, had been evil as well.  In fact, you have to go back eight generations – all the way back to Jumpin’ Jehoshaphat – to find someone in Hezekiah’s family tree who served God.  If family history and influence was any indicator, Hezekiah should have been very, very evil.  Couple that to the tumultuous times that he lived with the rise of the Assyrians who had already conquered the northern ten tribes and who sought constantly to defeat Judah, and you realize that it would seem that the cards of life were stacked against Hezekiah standing for the Lord and for truth.  And yet, despite all of this, Hezekiah was one of the most Godly kings who ever ruled Judah and someone who our texts labeled as successful in living for God and even “prosperous.”  

What was it that both Simon Peter and Hezekiah had in common that caused them to against all odds be very successful at living for God?  What was it that caused them to prosper in the most important part of life?  What was it that caused them to overcome great difficulty and personal issues to become examples of how we should want to live, today?  Identify these things in these two men’s lives and you will have found the very things that are in those who are successful and prosperous at living for God today.  And you will have also found those things that lack in those that do not do so well.  

Let me summarize those traits in three things that caused both Simon Peter and Hezekiah to be an unparalleled success at living for God.  First,

Both obeyed God’s Word even when it seemed foolish or disadvantageous to do so.

Simon Peter is a fisherman and if there is one thing that he is good at, it is catching fish.  He has fished all night long and caught nothing.  He knows that in such cases it is best to go home and wait for the weather and barometer to change before trying again.  He is beginning to pick his nets clean and fold and stow them when Jesus shows up on the shore and asks to borrow his boat to teach the multitudes.  Pulling a bit off shore, so that the water causes His voice to carry to the thousands who were already that morning seeking Him, Jesus interrupts the tired fisherman’s trek home by a lengthy teaching.  Then, when Jesus is done, He turns to Peter and says, “push out a ways and let your nets down for a catch.”  

Simon Peter is tired having stayed up all night.  Jesus has already inconvenienced him by teaching in his boat, and now Jesus is on Peter’s turf and demanding something that seems foolish!  Peter at first protests and says, “we have fished all night and caught nothing – there ain’t no fish to be caught, Jesus.”  His exact words were:          

Luke 5:5 And Simon answered, "Master, we toiled all night and took nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets." ESV

And here is the secret to why Simon Peter would against all odds go on to be very successful!  What God’s word demands doesn’t make sense and even goes against the years of wisdom that Peter’s life has brought, yet Peter quickly adds, “but at your word, I will.”  I cannot imagine why you are asking this, Jesus, but at your word, I will.  I cannot see how this can help anything, but at your word, I will.  I think that this is a waste of time, effort, energy and your command is causing much discomfort and sacrifice, but at your word I will.  This attitude of Simon Peter would carry him far past the rough edges of his life and personality defects!  

Those who are successful at living for God and who are constantly moving forward, have this same attitude towards the Word of God.  In fact, nothing will have as much determining factor to your success and prosperity in the kingdom of heaven as your attitude to the Word of God.  And I’m not speaking about your attitude towards the Word of God and commandments that come easy for you, but when God asks you or demands of you something that goes against your flesh and natural grain.  When God asks the unthinkable.  When you like Peter look at God and say, “I cannot imagine why in the world you would ask this of me.”  What do you do then?  Those who will go far in the kingdom of God continue on with, “but at your word, I will.”  Since you have spoken it, God, I will be zealous to perform it!”  Despite what I feel and despite my lack of understanding, then I will obey.  

People who fail miserably at living for God take the other side:  “I do not understand, therefore I refuse.”  Or, “I will obey for a time, but I will quickly find any excuse to stop.”  Or, “since I think that this is an unreasonable command and demand, I will ignore it and try to follow you acting as if your Word had not asked such a thing.”  Or, “I will find someone else who has refused to obey your word in this area and use their disobedience to ease my conscience at disobeying.”  I will join with them and try to convince myself that in my rebellion, I am okay.  You are not okay, you are in rebellion to what the Word of God has spoken.  And that is why you struggle to stay victorious.  That is why you struggle to succeed in matters of faith and power.  That is why you have in name served God for some time and yet still battle the same old things.  The problem is not God, but rather your attitude toward the seemingly crazy things that God has asked you to do.  The attitude that God blesses is not that of trying to find a way out of obeying but that of “It doesn’t make sense, but at your word, I will!”  

Our text said of Hezekiah:

2 Chronicles 31:20 Thus Hezekiah did throughout all Judah, and he did what was good and right and faithful before the LORD his God.  ESV

Don’t think that there were not times that the Word of God did not make sense to Hezekiah.  And given his family background, it took great sacrifice and perseverance to do what was right and faithful and good before the Lord.  His family was against him, but Hezekiah said, “but at your word I will, anyway.”  When the commandment of God went against what his daddy and granddaddy had believed or done, Hezekiah’s attitude was still that of “but at your word I will.”  When it seemed that doing God’s Word was more sacrificial and cost him lifestyle changes and even going against the common and prevailing attitude of the people around him, his attitude was to do the Word of God anyway!  

Oh, that someone would get this attitude today!  My mother and daddy were not baptized by complete immersion in the name of Jesus, but at your Word, oh God, I will!  My grandfather and family tree had nobody who received the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues, but at your word, I will press forward until I receive it!  Your word, God, is demanding things that if I change and conform, I will face persecution from my sisters and my uncles and my kids, but at your word, Oh Lord, I will do it!  The vast majority of the world does not obey this apostolic lifestyle that you are instructing me in, God, and it goes against my very nature to obey, but at your word, I will still obey!  

And need I point out that even though Peter didn’t understand the command, that there was a tremendous blessing that came when he obeyed it?  Even though it didn’t make sense to him, when he obeyed, God gave a great catch and an unexpected blessing and a fruitless night of disappointment was turned to a morning of victory!  Even though it went against all odds, when Hezekiah obeyed God’s Word, he prospered and the hand of the enemy was stayed off and the blessings of God and healings came!  Some of you want great blessings and anointings but they only come when you first obey!  Some of you are wanting to see the blessings and then you will obey but it does not work that way!  You’ve got to first say, “but at your word I will,” and then you will reap the blessings and no matter how crazy you think it is, there is always a tremendous blessing in obedience!  Obeying the commandments of God is always worth it in the end, no matter what odds or persecution or sacrifice you have to endure to obey it!  To be successful and prosperous, you must have the attitude that “I will obey no matter what!”  How do you view the Word of God today?  Even the commandments that make no sense to your flesh?  Your response will largely determine your success at the eternal matters of living for God!  

________________________________________________________________________  

There is a second trait that both Simon Peter and Hezekiah had in common that brought about great success and prosperity in living for God.  Secondly,

Both responded positively to correction of the man of God in their life.

The man of God in Hezekiah’s life was the prophet Isaiah.  Go read the story of Hezekiah and you will find times that Isaiah rebuked him and corrected him.  There were other times that God brought specific words of instruction that seemed crazy and inane to human minds through the prophet.  And not once did Hezekiah balk or take offense to the man of God’s words in his life.  Hezekiah could have had the attitude that many a ruler before him had, of “I’m the king, and you, prophet, are not going to tell me what to do.”  “I’m the God-appointed ruler of my life, and I don’t need any other man to interfere.”  Such is a common attitude, even, today.  “I’ll live my life as I want to and don’t you dare interfere with my life, preacher.”  “If you preach something that I don’t want to hear, then I’m outta here.”  But not Hezekiah – rather he as king submitted to the word of God spoken to him by the man of God and that is a large part of why he was a successful and a Godly king.  Even when the man of God bore bad news or a negative message, Hezekiah listened and did not get mad or cut off the man of God.  

Simon Peter was rebuked by Jesus and even called “Satan” in front of all of the other disciples.  Read the Gospels and you will find that Jesus was more confrontational and direct and blunt with Simon Peter than with anybody else.  Even after the Day of Pentecost, when Simon Peter was giving in to the pressures of the Judiazers and being two-faced to the Gentiles, the scriptures say that the Apostle Paul confronted Peter to his face and called him on his hypocrisy.  Paul wrote:

Gal 2:11-14 But when Peter came to Antioch, I had to oppose him to his face, for what he did was very wrong. 12 When he first arrived, he ate with the Gentile Christians, who were not circumcised. But afterward, when some friends of James came, Peter wouldn't eat with the Gentiles anymore. He was afraid of criticism from these people who insisted on the necessity of circumcision. 13 As a result, other Jewish Christians followed Peter's hypocrisy, and even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. 14 When I saw that they were not following the truth of the gospel message, I said to Peter in front of all the others, "Since you, a Jew by birth, have discarded the Jewish laws and are living like a Gentile, why are you now trying to make these Gentiles follow the Jewish traditions? NLTse

Peter could have had the attitude of, “I remember when you Paul were Saul and not even a believer, I don’t have to take this.”  He could have said, “I don’t remember God calling you to lead the church, but I was the one given the keys to the kingdom.”  But Peter didn’t have that attitude, even when rebuked by Paul face to face.  Peter recognized that God had called Paul to be a leader in the church and took the criticism and obviously changed and repented of the areas that he was wrong.  Grasp the lesson well:  it takes a bigger man to take criticism and correction from Godly authority and change than it does to refuse to listen!  And Peter’s attitude toward correction from the man of God is what caused him to be elevated beyond most other disciples.  

Today, it is the same:  if you want to be successful and prosperous, then you will respond favorably to correction from the man of God in your life.  I have been rebuked from the pulpit and had my name called from the lectern in correction – something that I have never done to any of you.  I have had the man of God tell me, “you are wrong, and you have a bad attitude, and you need to repent and make things right, or I’m going to tear hide and pour salt!”  I’ve been forcefully confronted by men of God before.  I am here because I submitted and repented and got things right!  But there have been plenty of people who bowed up and rebelled and refused to take correction.  The scripture says that a son takes correction and that if a person does not take correction, then they are an orphan.  Actually, the Bible uses a little stronger language there, but I’m trying to be nice.  You are only a child of God to the extent you can take correction from God and His ministers.  If you want to be successful and prosperous in the things of God, you’ve got to submit to Godly authority even when they preach, teach, or tell you what you would rather not here.  Obedience to God’s Word and a proper attitude to correction of men of God will take you a long, long way.  Without it you will not succeed.  

How about you?  Paul said that they, the ministry, were a sweet-smelling savor among the true believers.  How does the ministry smell to you?  Do you welcome the man of God’s input or do you wrinkle your nose at it and turn from it with a bad attitude?  Be careful, because you are determining whether or not you are going to make it to heaven!  You are determining your future in the things of God.  You are determining whether or not you are going to be successful in living for God and moving forward in spiritual levels and anointings and powers.  All of this is dependent upon whether or not you will obey God’s Word anyway and how you respond to the man of God when he corrects an area in your life that needs to change!  Which direction do the indicators show you headed?  

________________________________________________________________________

And lastly, there was one final trait that led to both Hezekiah and Simon Peter’s success in living for God.  Thirdly,

Both obeyed and acted with all of their heart.

Our text stated plainly about Hezekiah:

2 Chron 31:20-21 Thus Hezekiah did throughout all Judah, and he did what was good and right and faithful before the LORD his God. 21 And every work that he undertook in the service of the house of God and in accordance with the law and the commandments, seeking his God, he did with all his heart, and prospered. ESV

He did with all heart and prospered!  Therein lies the key.  The New Living Translation put is thus:

2 Chron 31:21 In all that he did in the service of the Temple of God and in his efforts to follow God's laws and commands, Hezekiah sought his God wholeheartedly. As a result, he was very successful. NLTse

Whether it was obeying God’s laws, carrying out His commands, or just seeking the face of God, Hezekiah did it all wholeheartedly!  The result was prosperity and success!  

Simon Peter was much the same way.  Was he impetuous?  Yes.  Did he sometimes miss the point?  Yes.  But the one thing that you can never label Peter with is that of being lukewarm and of a lack of passion.  Maybe he shouldn’t have swung at the nearest head in the garden at Jesus’ arrest, but at least he wasn’t standing there passively.  The rest of the disciples just turned and fled, but at least Peter was going down swinging!  Maybe his mouth got him into trouble, but at least he was saying something and saying it with passion!  He may have falsely promised to never betray Jesus, but at least he meant it and said with great zeal.  He had many faults, but a lack of passion and fervor was not one of them!  

God can take someone with misplaced zeal and rein them in to be used mightily for Him easier than He can take someone who is disinterested and impassionate and use them.  You can say what you want, but God despises lukewarm ness.  He told the church in Laodicea:

Rev 3:15-16 "'I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were either cold or hot! 16 So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth. ESV

To put it another way, God would rather someone live sold out to the world, or sold out to Him, than to have someone in His church who is trying to live in the middle in both worlds at once.  To those who in some areas are hot – they obey the scripture – but in other areas are cold – do not obey.  The end result of such compromising is that your spiritual experience is that of lukewarmness and God says, such people makes Him want to vomit!  Unfortunately, there are many people who fall in this very category.  They cannot be labeled as all together worldly because they have some truth and some religious obedience in their life, but you cannot label them as “on fire” for God, either because they are not burning with wholeheartedly commitment to the things of God.  Such is a dangerous place to be!  Such leads to mediocrity spiritually!  Such leads to the loss of your soul!  

Why do you halt between two opinions?  Living for God is not as difficult as many of you make it out to be.  If God is God, then serve Him with all of your heart, mind, soul, and strength.  If the Word of God be the Word of God then obey all of it – every letter, every verse, and every command.  If you do not believe it, then why are you here?  I’m not trying to run anybody off, but I am trying to drive away lukewarmness because that is a spirit that will cause you to be very unsuccessful and unprosperous in living for God!  You cannot serve two masters at once, because you will eventually cling to one and hate the other.  Serving God half-heartedly is worse than not serving God at all because you give the illusion to others that God cannot do all that He said that He can.  He is able to all of that and more, but only when people get off the fence and sell out completely!  Your half-heartedness is only causing you to believe that God cannot do what He has done for others in your life.  Your half-heartedness is only serving to ease your religious conscience and giving you a false hope of salvation.  Make no mistake about it – those who make it will be those who live for Him wholeheartedly!  Such is the only way to be prosperous and a success in the kingdom of God!  

________________________________________________________________________

So you have great defects in your character and personality and past life – so did Simon Peter.  So you have generations of genealogical effects and sinfulness to overcome to live for God – so did Hezekiah.  So it seems that all odds are against you ever being mighty in the kingdom of God – so it was with both these men of our texts.  But really all of that matters very little.  Whether or not you are successful and prosperous in the things of God and where you spend eternity will be dependent upon whether or not you obey God’s Word despite all excuses and even when you don’t understand and have to face great opposition and persecution to do so.  And whether or not you will receive instruction and correction from the man of God in your life.  And whether or not you will endeavor to obey the things of God and live for Him whole heartedly with great passion and zeal and eschew lukewarmness.  If you will do these three things and have the right attitude in all of them, then the issues of your past and of your negative personality traits and the issues of your life will in the end matter very little.  Because obedience, submission to Godly authority, and wholeheartedness will overcome all of that!  Somebody make up in your mind to be a Christian and to be a successful and prosperous one!  That is the will of God for your life!      

