The Key to Spiritual Success

Mark 12:28-34 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, "Of all the commandments, which is the most important?" 29 "The most important one," answered Jesus, "is this: 'Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.'  31 The second is this: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'  There is no commandment greater than these." 32 "Well said, teacher," the man replied. "You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him. 33 To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices." 34 When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." And from then on no one dared ask him any more questions. NIV

Eccl 9:10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave,  where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom. NIV

Do you mind me reading my text from the NIV this morning?  The NIV does a good job of putting the scriptures in normal, casual, everyday English.  Although this leads to some things that keep me from using it as my only preaching Bible, or study text, yet it is sometimes very effective in more clearly presenting the ideas of scripture.  

______________________________________________________________________

One of the most interesting scriptures to me in all of the Gospels is Matthew 11:12.  The NKJV puts it like this:

Matt 11:12 And from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and the violent take it by force. NKJV

That's certainly strange sounding isn't it?  It's the words of Jesus, so it must be true, but what exactly does that mean?  The kingdom of heaven suffers violence?  The “violent” take it by force?  Although a very accurate translation from the Greek, those terms don't easily convey anything meaningful in our minds and we miss the point of what He's saying.  This is one of those scriptures where the NIV captures the heart of the matter beautifully:

Matt 11:12 From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it. NIV  

That is the crux of the matter and now we can wrap our brains around what Jesus was trying to tell us:  when John the Baptist came, introducing and preparing the way for Jesus Christ to come, everything began to change from the Old Testament and the old ways of doing things.  No longer was the worship of the people of God to be empty ceremony, but now they would be able to lay hands upon the real!  No longer would God be distant, but now God's will and work would be accessible where even the common people could touch it and know Him.  Jesus Christ – God in Flesh – didn't just come to the high and mighty, the rich and the religious, but He came in a manger where all could approach and He grew up and ministered most in Galilee where the common folk lived.  The message is clear:  from John the Baptist on, things the kingdom of God was going forward in ways that they could not have imagined and it would move forward in light years compared to the worship style of Moses.

Ever since He came, the kingdom of God has continued to forcefully advance.  When He finally began His ministry, it was a ministry that was far beyond what anybody had ever seen or could have imagined.  Sicknesses heretofore incurable were instantly healed; nobody had ever cast out devils before but Jesus did so effortlessly; No man had walked on water or calmed the raging sea or defied the traditional and ritualistic, self-righteous religion of the Pharisees, but Jesus did all of that!  And then the real sacrifice – the sacrifice of which all other sacrifices pointed to and only shadowed – Jesus Christ, the lamb of God, willfully giving His life for your sins and mine.  Truly the kingdom of God was forcefully advanced by this!  Now, you no longer had to take a lamb and go to a priest and go through ceremony only to have your sins rolled ahead for a year, but now you could have your sins washed away by repentance and being baptized in His Name!  

And when the Holy Spirit fell – oh, what a great and forceful leap forward that was – no longer was the Spirit of God only felt by one man, a high priest, once a year and no longer was access to feel God's Spirit limited by the great curtain that we call the veil, and no longer was the Temple the only place that God's Spirit would inhabit, but on the Day of Pentecost, the promise of the Holy Ghost fell down and suddenly common people could feel and experience the presence of God!  And not only feel and experience it, but their bodies could become a temple for God's Spirit to dwell in by their receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit!  What an awesome advancement in man's ability to commune with God!  That God is no longer over there, but God is here, wherever here may be because He lives within me! 

And what followed was more forceful advancements:  now it was not just Jesus Christ healing the sick, reaching people, and raising the dead, but now His followers did it.  Simon Peter's shadow healed people as he walked by them and yet when they would give him the praise, Simon Peter was quick to tell them the truth:  “this man was healed by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.”  Now Jesus was in Spirit form, inside of them, the kingdom of God was forcefully advancing because now both young and old, Jew and Gentile, male and female, could prophesy and do great signs in His Name.  No pedigree?  No problem.  For Jesus proclaimed:

Mark 16:16-18 Whoever believes and is  baptized  will be saved, but  whoever  does not believe will be condemned. 17 And these signs will accompany those who believe:  in my name they will cast out demons;  they will speak in new tongues; 18  they will pick up serpents with their hands; and if they drink any deadly poison, it will not hurt them;  they will lay their hands  on the sick, and they will recover." ESV

These are promises to those who truly believe.  First your true belief is characterized by  true obedience, such as being baptized in His Name, and then your true belief opens you up to be able to receive such things as the Holy Spirit, divine protection, and the ability to pray for the sick and have God do great things.  These are not promises just given to the apostles, but these are promises to “all believers.”  Truly the kingdom of God is forcefully advancing and truly it continues to move forward even today!  We have seen an unprecedented revival of the Holy Spirit in modern times;  God is doing things today that was not needed in past eras, but are needed today and He has proven Himself even more faithful!  The kingdom of God continues to forcefully advance and no matter what this world would have you believe or what the depressed and the short-sighted would say, God's church is growing stronger and stronger and the devil and this world cannot stop it!  He will win and He is increasing until His glory truly shall cover the earth!  Because God's kingdom is forcefully advancing!  

But now notice:  “and forceful men lay hold on it.”  No matter what you do, the kingdom of God is going forward, but whether or not you are a part of God's kingdom depends upon you.  It matters your approach to living for God.  It matters how you live for God.  And in modern times there seems to be a trend towards people treating the kingdom of God, the Word of God, the church of God, and the things of God with nonchalance.  It's almost like church for some is a hobby.  Like a chess club or a game of golf.  It's something that they do every now and then or maybe give one hour or so a week to, but it's sure not what consumes them.  It's not their primary identity; it's not their focus and the center of their lifestyle.  It's a part of them in the sense that it's a fraction of who they are, but it's not accurately described as being wholly who they are.  And though the kingdom of God is forcefully advancing and moving forward, yet churches today are filled with people who are not nearly as committed as a previous generation of believers, nevertheless, as the apostles and the believers of the first church were.  You have to be reminded to come to church every now and then and everything else takes precedence over it.  

As Bro. Tenney used to say, some people want a steak blessing on a hotdog consecration.  Not all but some – even many.  The kingdom of God is forcefully advancing and yet there is not a lot of people who are pursuing it forcefully and with vigor and so they are missing out.  They're missing out on all that God has for them and they are causing the local church to miss out on all that it could see and could experience.  The old saying is that it is hard to live for God easy but easy to live for God hard.  There is a great truth to that old saying.  Those who live for God and treat the principles of God's Word, the study of God's Word, the praise of the great Creator, and His kingdom and church lightly and halfheartedly, never really taste of the essence and the fullness of what God has.  And they really miss being a part of what God wants to do.  His kingdom is moving forward at an aggressive pace – a nonchalant attitude will cause you to utterly be left in its dust!  But God is looking for people who will pursue the kingdom of God as aggressively as it is moving forward!  Let us be such a people!

_____________________________________________                 

What we have touched upon is the key to spiritual success.  It's the key to spiritual success in all areas and there is nothing that takes the place of this.  What is this key?  We find it in all of our texts:

Eccl 9:10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave,  where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom. NIV

Say that first part with me for therein lies the key being stated again:  “whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might.”  First you must do something and you must find something to do, then once you have found it, “do it with all your might.”  

Why are some people stuck in neutral?  Why is it that so many people are wandering around “looking for the will of God?”  I think that such things should be settled in the mind of every Christian.  Too many times we want God to dictate for us and tell us each step of life ahead of time and we think that such things is knowing the will of God and yet when you take that approach – that you won't move until you hear the specific will of God – you'll almost always never hear His voice.  It's easier for God to direct you if you're already moving and going some place than it is for Him to guide you if you're sitting still.  

Let me help somebody today:  there are two types of the will of God, first the general will of God and then the specific will of God.  Everybody wants to know what the specific will of God is for their life – that is, where they should go tomorrow, what they should do, the exact words that they should say, what situations that they will face and exactly how they should respond to it.  And yet so many people never find out the specific will of God for their life because they never faithfully do the general will of God.  

You don't have to pray about the general will of God for it is written very clearly in God's Word.  The general will of God is the same for all Christians:  to obey His Word, to seek His face, to walk as He walked, to put Him first, and to be fruitful where you have been planted.  You don't have to pray about that.  You don't have to pray if it is the will of God for you to tell someone about what Jesus Christ has done for you – that's the will of God concerning you!  You don't have to pray and fast to see if God wants you to come to church if the house of God is open – you are clearly commanded to not forsake the assembling of yourselves together.  You don't have to fast and pray if it's the will of God for you to tithe, or to give to missions, or to praise Him today for those things are decreed clearly for you.  You don't have to wonder if it's the will of God for you encourage someone, turn the other cheek, and support your pastor.  You don't have to fret over whether or not you should spend time each day talking to God and reading His Word or whether or not you need to learn more of it?  You don't have to pray whether or not you need to turn from sin and live separate from the world as the Bible commands – such things are the general will of God in all situations for all beleivers!  He will never give you direction that contradicts such things.

But what people really want to know is the specific will of God – where is it that you want me to be a part of the most?  What is my specific ministry in the church?  Am I called to preach?  What is the anointing and gifting that God wants me to walk in?  And some people make the mistake of doing nothing until God reveals to them in detail what unique thing that He wants them to accomplish.  And they do not do the general will of God and therefore God never reveals to them the specific will.

Did not Elisha not wash the hands of Elijah for long years before the mantle was ever passed?  Did not Joshua take care of the errands and the small things faithfully before Moses ever turned the reins over to him?  So it is with you and I.  If you never act to do the general will of God for your life faithfully, God will never reveal the specific will of God to you.  Or, if He has revealed the specific will of God, yet you will live your life unable to enter into it and unable to receive the power to perform it because until you faithfully do the general will of God, He cannot entrust you with it.  

Stop worrying about what God's ultimate and specific will for your life is and start doing what there is to do in front of you in the general will of God.  Whatever your hands find to do, do it!  Whatever needs to be done in the general will of God, let nothing be too small or too large for you to do. Start acting in obedience with what is available to you today, and you will look up and suddenly discover that you found out through doing what is at hand, what the perfect and specific will of God was for your life.  But if you sit and do nothing, then you will never know!  

“Whatever your hands find to do, do it with all your might.”  That is the key to spiritual success in all things.  When you find something to do and when you begin to do something – and this applies to all things – do it but don't just do it nonchalantly or casually.  Don't do it halfheartedly or with reservations.  Rather whatever your hands find to do, do it with all your mighty.  My grandmother used to say, “if it's something worth doing, then it's worth doing right or it's not worth doing.”  Say the scripture with me, “do it with all your might.”  Not  a fraction of your might or not with a part of your strength, but with all your might.  If you do so, you will be successful in every spiritual endeavor!  This is the key to such spiritual success.  

Christians get into trouble with God when they live for Him halfheartedly.  Believers get into spiritual confusion when they confess Jesus Christ as Lord and yet don't live as if He is Lord and Master.  Jesus Christ did everything that He did with all of His being – the terms “uncommitted” and “Christian” don't go together.  To be a Christian is to be Christ like and Jesus Christ was never uncommitted.  There is no such thing as an uncommitted and undevoted Christian.  If they aren't those things, they are not really Christian.  

You see, just saying something doesn't mean that you are anything.  A Christian is not defined by what they say, but by what they do.  Jesus asked:

Luke 6:46 "Why do you call me, 'Lord, Lord,' and do not do what I say? NIV  

He then launched into the parable of the houses built upon a shifting foundation and the one built upon the rock.  The one who hears His Word and does His word is that which will last.  It's a contradiction to think one's self a Christian if you are not sold out to the principles of god's Word and not giving your all for Christ gave His all.  If we try to live for Him halfheartedly we fail as to really being Christians.

_____________________________________

I think that many people still do not realize the magnitude of what Jesus Christ said in our other text and that we need to be constantly reminded what the key and most important commandment of all of the Bible is:

Mark 12:28-30 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, "Of all the commandments, which is the most important?" 29 "The most important one," answered Jesus, "is this: 'Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.' NIV           

Herein is the #1 commandment in all of the kingdom of God.  Here is the commandment and principle that governs everything else.  You must know that the Lord your God is indivisibly and fundamentally one and that there is only one Lord.  There is not one Lord – Jehovah God of the Old Testament and another Lord, Jesus Christ of the New Testment.  There is but one Lord and Jehovah truly became salvation by coming in flesh and when you see Jesus you see Jehovah!  Do not be confused by manmade doctrines that would try to lead you astray into philosophy and high-sounding nonsense:  there is but one God and Jesus is that Mighty God in flesh.  There is but one God and His name is Jesus.  

But it is not enough to know that, for that only puts you in position to be able to fulfill what is the #1 commandment.  Once you know that our God is one and that the God of the Bible, Jesus Christ, is He, then you shall love that God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind and with all your strength.  Did you catch the “all's” of this passage.  Not part of your strength and not part of your mind.  All of your strength and all of your mind.  Not with all of your strength but part of your mind or all of your soul but none of your heart, but rather it is, “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.”  The key to spiritual success and the #1 commandment is to live for the one true God with everything that you've got.  That whatever you do, you would do with all of your might!  That we would be give God our everything and our best!  That we would go all out in living for Him!  

I'm drawn to that phrase, “with all your heart.”  That means with all of your emotion and desire.  What a key to pleasing God!  It's not just a matter of outward strength; it's not just a matter of a display of obedience on the outside for others to see; it's a matter of whether or not you want it on the inside!  It's not just a matter of whether you obey, but whether or not you want to obey!  If you want to obey, then you will act, but action without truly wanting to do so on the inside is fruitless in the kingdom of God.  

Listen to the scriptures:

Joel 2:12 "Yet even now," declares the Lord,  "return to me with all your heart,  with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; ESV

The key to real repentance?  It's not ritual or learned response, but whether or not it is done with “all your heart.”  

Jer 29:13 You will seek me and find me. When you seek me with all your heart, ESV

The key to finding God?  Looking and seeking Him with all of our hearts!  If you cannot find God, it follows that you are not seeking Him with everything within you!  Listen to the wisdom of Solomon:

Prov 3:4-6 So you will find favor and good success in the sight of God and man. 5 Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 6 In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. ESV

To find favor and good success in all areas, what do you do?  You trust in the Lord with all your heart!  And in all your ways you acknowledge Him!  When you do this, you will be successful because he will make straight your paths and will help you and guide you.  If you want to be successful spiritually then realize the key:  doing what you are doing with all of your heart and with all of your might!  Giving it everything you've got!  Living forcefully for a God whose kingdom is forcefully advancing!  

You want to sum up living an Apostolic lifestyle in one simple thought?  It is doing whatever we find in the Bible to do with all of our might and heart!  That's how the Apostles lived in the first church, the book of Acts.  

· When we have church, let's have church with all our might and heart involved!  

· When we pray, let's really pray with everything that we have!

· When we worship and praise our God, let's do so with all of our emotion, mind, and strength!

· When we shine in this world, let's shine as brightly as we can and witness His great truth as strongly and accurately as we can!

· When we study the Bible and seek to apply it to our lives, let us study with our entire self engaged and apply it accurately and carefully to our lives!

· When we speak of Jesus, let there be a fire in our heart and pep in our step!

Whatever you do, do it with all of your might!  Do it with all of your heart!  No half-hearted Christians; no nonchalance spiritually; no casualness – give it your all to Him as He did for you!  Such is the key to spiritual success!  

If you want the Holy Spirit, you've got to seek it with all of your might and heart.  Taking a casual view of it, “Well, I don't know if I want it or need it, maybe God will give it to me eventually” will get you nowhere; the apostles shut themselves in and sought and tarried for the Spirit until they got it and it took them almost eight days!  Nobody has ever received anything from God through casual steps.  Nobody has ever received any great thing from God through the shrugging of the shoulders and a “Oh well, who cares.”  If you want to see signs and wonders, you've got to forcefully advance as His kingdom is!  If you want to receive His Spirit, you've got to go after it!  If you want the greatest anointings, you've got to seek the greatest anointings with all that you have!  If you want the top specific will of God to be done in your life, then you've got to do the general will of God which sets before you even now with great gusto!  Love the Lord with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your might and whatever you find to do, do it with all your might!  There's only one way to live for the one God – all out, all in, with all of you involved!  This is the key to living for God!  This is the key to spiritual success!  

______________________________  

Now, when Jesus said that #1 commandment in our text, we find that the man who asked it was impressed and replied in kind:

Mark 12:32-33 "Well said, teacher," the man replied. "You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him. 33 To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices." NIV

He grasped what Jesus was saying, but notice the very next verse and Jesus' reply:

Mark 12:34a When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." NIV

Notice carefully what Jesus said to this man.  He did not say, “you have grasped the kingdom of God.”  He did not say that, “you have obtained the kingdom of God.”  But rather, “you are not far from the kingdom of God.”  You have not gotten there but you're very close and just one step away.  This was because the man knew what he should do, but he had not yet done it.  

It is one thing to know that there is but one God and to know that you are to love Him with all of your heart, your soul, your mind, and your strength and it is another thing altogether to love the Lord your God with all your heart, your soul, and your mind and strength.  It's one thing to know what you should do, but quite another thing to do it.  We have a lot of “Christians” even in Pentecostal churches who know that they should love the Lord their God with “all” and yet are not doing it.  To know it and not do it is still to be a step away from the kingdom of God.  You're not far, but you're not there yet.  It's not enough to know what to do, but we must do it!

Jesus has an easier time sometimes taking people who are all out in everything they do, even if they are doing wrong, and turning them to do right with the same zeal than He does taking people who are sort of doing right but doing it nonchalantly and not fully committed and trying to set them on fire.  Let me prove that to you.  Have you ever heard that one of the inner twelve disciples was Simon the Zealot?  Do you not know what that meant?  That meant that he was a part of the Jewish underground that was trying to overthrow the Roman government.  He was a radical, an extremist in today's language and yet Jesus found it easier to harness someone who was sold out to a cause – any cause – than to provoke the unmoving to move.  

Have you ever considered the top three of the disciples?  Simon Peter – impetuous and always acting and always speaking, and not always at the right time or in the right way – yet God chose him as the leader.  James and John, the other two members of the inner circle were nicknamed by Jesus “sons of thunder.”  They were people who were all in or all out.  They were fiery people.  They were not wishy-washy nor were they halfhearted.  Such were people whom God could use.  It was easier for God to use someone who would do something – even the wrong thing occasionally – with everything in them than someone who would try do right halfheartedly.  

Think of the Apostle Paul.  He was formerly Saul and it is striking that God could use the Apostle to accomplish all that he did.  God was able to give him great revelation and use this one man to turn the world upside down for Christ.  And yet God was able to use him this way because everything that Saul/Paul did, he was great at because he did it with all of his being.  Listen:

· When Saul was a sinner, he was not just any old sinner, but he was the chief of sinners.  

· When Saul became a Phariesee, he was known as the “most zealous of the Pharisees.”  

· When Saul became an opponent of the church and a persecutor, we find that he “ravaged the church” and became the worst opponent that the church had ever seen.  We could say that he was a great persecutor!

But when Saul became Paul and had his life changed by Jesus Christ, oh we find the same dogged dedication:

· When Paul became a Christian, he became a sold out, all-in, everything-goes Christian!

· When Paul became a preacher, he became a preacher of truth and refused to back down or water it down!

· When Paul became an apostle, he would even rebuke Simon Peter to his face, if that is what it took for them to be consistent in reaching the Gentiles.

· When Paul became a missionary, he would literally turn continents on end and have all of the enemies of Christ after him.

· When Paul began to soul win, He just wouldn't stop and went into the prisons and the byways and the places nobody else would go and preached Jesus!

And where everybody else saw somebody extreme for the wrong things, God said, “I can use that attitude.”  “I'm about to interrupt his Damascus trip and shine some light onto that stubborn man.”  Hardheadedness – if God can turn it around to be hardheaded for good and truth – is a desirable trait in the kingdom of God!

I've preached my heart and my life philosophy today.  For some, you are all out for the wrong things – why don't you turn and become sold out and committed to God and to the right things that matter in eternity?  There are some, if you would live for God as wholeheartedly as you have given yourself to sin, you could do great wonders in a forcefully advancing kingdom of God!  

And there are others here whom you're halfhearted in everything that you do.  I feel for you because nothing good will come of it.  But I pray that the Holy Spirit and the faith that comes by hearing the Word of God would set you ablaze with a passion for the things of God like you've never known.  Make your choice, but when you choose Christ, do it all in and all out!  The key to spiritual success is to do whatever you do with all that you have in you and to love your God with all of your soul, your might, your heart, and your strength.  It's time to sell out to Him!  It's time to give God your best!  It's time that God moves to the center of your focus and off of the sidelines!  Try living for Him with everything that you have and see if He doesn't open the windows of heaven for you!  For that is the key to spiritual success! 

