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 If you cling to your life, you will lose it; but if you give up your life for me, you will find it.

Matt 10:39 (NLT)

Introduction:

Welcome to National Back To Church Sunday.

I’m really glad you’re here today because we’re beginning a brand new series. In this series, we’re going to challenge the status quo. Here’s what I believe: I believe most people wake up each day and follow the path of least resistance. It’s in our nature. If you have a choice of walking up a hill or down a hill to get to the same place, 99 out of 100 of us will walk downhill. It’s less resistance. Elevator or stairs? Elevator! Walk or drive? Drive. Write a letter or send an email? Email.

And those are all fine. But the problem is, most of the time we make the same choice when it comes to more important things. We would rather go along to get along even when it might cost us our character. We would rather live by the saying, “When in Rome...” than stand out in a crowd.  Rather than go the direction God has called us to walk, we surrender our morals and say, “Well, everyone else is doing it.”

Well let me ask you something: How’s that working for you? Are you happy to just go along with the crowd and be like everyone else? Everyone else is headed in the direction of least resistance. And the result? Well, let’s just say the status quo isn’t working.

Write this down:

If you want what everyone else has, do what everyone else is doing.

If you want what few people have, do what few people do.

If you chose to do what few people do, then you’re going to live backward.

Now the problem with living backward is that there is always pressure from the majority to stop living backward and fall in line with everyone else. But the truth is, the majority is not always right!

Here’s what Jesus said about this:

The highway to hell  is broad, and its gate is wide for the many who choose that way.14 But the gateway to life is very narrow and the road is difficult, and only a few ever find it.

Matt 7:13-14 (NLT)

Obviously after reading that, there’s going to be a lot of people who wind up in a place they never wanted to be. But because they chose the path of least resistance, the broad way, the way everyone else was headed, they’re going to wind up an a real place called hell.

Right away some of you might be thinking, “Well, I don’t believe in hell. That doesn’t really scare me.” OK. Let’s leave that out of the equation for just a minute. Let’s say you’re right and there’s no such thing as hell (I’m playing Devil’s advocate... literally! Believe me that exactly what the devil wants you to believe, that there is no hell) but for the sake of argument, even if there is no hell, do you really want what everyone else has got? Or do you want what very few have? If you want to just fade into the background, live an insignificant life, and not leave any mark in this world, then just keep following the crowd.

But, if you believe you were made for more than the status quo, if you want to venture into a level of living that very few people have, if you want to leave a mark and make your life count for something... then you’re going to have to live backward.

I don’t know about you but I’m not satisfied with a life that consists of work, sleep, play, eat, work, sleep, play, eat. ~ I don’t want to settle for what everyone else is settling for! I want more for my life, for my family, for my marriage, for my future. I want what very few people have. If you want more too, then you’re going to have to live backward.

Backward People:

Think Backward:

Our actions are the results of thinking. We think and then we do. It’s the way we were created. Very few of the important actions in our lives are involuntary. We breathe involuntarily (that’s important), we blink (that’s important), we duck when someone throws something at us (that’s important)... but other than that, almost every other action is voluntary. We act as the result of thinking. 

Do you ever remember watching some scary movie when you were a kid? When it was bed time, we would sleep with the light on or put our heads under the covers.  And if you forgot to close the closet door, there was no way you were going to get up in the middle of the night and close it!

Why did we act that way? Because our minds were going 100 mph with scary thoughts. Our thinking affected our behavior.  

In a similar way, we are conditioned to think like everyone else thinks. Some call it the American Dream. Get a job, get married, have kids, move into a big house with a picket fence, drive a nice car, work all week, party on the weekends, and then retire someday to a golf course in Florida. 

That’s what 99% of Americans dream about. And since everyone else is living by the American dream, we think it must be the right thing to do. But what are the results of following that path? Divorce rates in America are near 50%. Debt has a strangle hold on the American family today. Teenagers are still getting high. People are so self absorbed that they are volunteering to help others less and less. Prisons are overflowing. And even when surveyed, those who have succeeded in building wealth admit that there is still something missing in their lives.

I tell you what, I don’t want the American dream! I don’t like the results! I don’t want to live the American Dream. Here’s what I want: I want to live God’s Vision! And that’s what this series really boils down to. You can go along to get along, do what everyone else is doing, follow the American Dream, and get what everyone else has. OR, you can choose to live backward, follow God’s Vision for your life, swim against the current of the status quo, do what very few people choose to do, and obtain what very few others obtain.

But to do that, you’ve got to first Think Backward. 

Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.

Romans 12:2 (NLT)

The Apostle Paul is screaming out to us to start thinking backward. He’s saying, “Stop thinking like everyone else is thinking. Don’t copy everyone else’s behavior! Let God transform you by changing the way you think. Think backward! Then you’ll discover God’s vision for you, and it will be sooooo good!

Instead of letting the world tell you how to think, let the word start telling you how to think. Stop going to Forbes magazine for the answers. Quit asking yourself what Oprah thinks. Don’t let the media tell you how you should think. 

We need to think backward when it comes to things like:

Time - 

The world says, “You only live once so go for the gusto. Use the time you have to make yourself happy.”

The word says, “Live wisely among those who are not believers, and make the most of every opportunity. 6 Let your conversation be gracious and attractive so that you will have the right response for everyone.”

Col 4:5-6 (NLT)

Money - 

The world says, “Get all you can, can all you get, then sit on the can! The more you have the happier you’ll be.”

The word says, “Do not love this world nor the things it offers you, for when you love the world, you do not have the love of the Father in you.16 For the world offers only a craving for physical pleasure, a craving for everything we see, and pride in our achievements and possessions. These are not from the Father, but are from this world.

1 John 2:15-16 (NLT)

Sex - 

The world says, “Sex is just a physical transaction between two consenting adults. It’s OK to have sex outside of marriage. Everyone is doing it nowadays. You can’t expect anyone to be a virgin when they get married.”

The word says, “Run from sexual sin! No other sin so clearly affects the body as this one does. For sexual immorality is a sin against your own body.”

1 Cor 6:18 (NLT)

Here’s how you can begin to think backward. Just ask yourself one question before you act. Ask yourself, “What does God’s Word say about how I should act?”

Very few people do that! I don’t even do it enough! But if we’ll just ask ourselves that question before we act, what we’re doing is training our brain to think backward. We’re introducing another thought into our minds. Sometimes God’s word will support what you’re already thinking you should do. But when it doesn’t, have the courage to be backward!

And that leads us to the next thing Backward people do:

Live Backward:

I had an advantage over a lot of kids when I was younger.  I was the baby of my family and not only did I have two wonderful loving parents, but I had two older sisters.  My sisters are 6 and 8 years older than me.  That’s right, I was the result of a “let’s try one more time for a boy” argument finally won by my dad. 

Anyway, the advantage to having two older sisters was that they taught me a lot of things my parents wouldn’t teach me.  Like how to argue, how to rub it in when you won an argument, and most importantly, how to pull hair if you were losing an argument.  You know, all the wonderful childhood secrets only an older sibling can teach you. 

And I remember learning one of those childhood sayings that has been around since the first sibling rivalry between Cain and Abel.  I can just imagine how it happened ( Cain comes to the dinner table wearing Abel’s lost fur Nike hat. Abel says, “Hey that’s my hat!” Can says, “Finders Keepers, Losers Weepers”. 

You remember saying that when you were a kid?  It was always offered as a way to justify keeping something that wasn’t yours to begin with.  

We associate terrible feelings with losing something and good feelings to finding something.  But as usual Jesus gives us a very backward warning... 

“If you cling to your life, you will lose it; but if you give up your life for me, you will find it.”

Matt 10:39 (NLT)

Instead of Finders Keepers, Losers Weepers, Jesus is in essence saying it backward, “Losers Keepers, Finders Weepers”!

He’s telling us that if we voluntarily lay our lives down for Him, we’ll find it.  But if we trying to keep our life to ourselves, we’ll lose it.

What will we lose? We’ll lose our uniqueness. We’ll lose our personality. We’ll lose God’s vision for our lives. And sadly, if we chose to hold on to our lives and live like everyone else is living, we’ll lose eternal life.

Just as clear as Jesus’ warning that if we try to cling to our lives we’ll lose them, is his promise that if we’ll give up our lives to His control, we’ll find happiness and peace.

Jesus explained it this way in John 10:10, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” NIV

You see, living a backward life doesn’t mean no more fun, it means more fun.  It doesn’t mean no more riches, it means better riches.  It doesn’t mean no more life, it means eternal life!

Jesus is all about more.  He’s all about fullness, and peace.  

Once I give up everything for God, I suddenly realize, I’ve never had it so good.

Dear friends, since you are foreigners and temporary residents {in the world}, I'm encouraging you to keep away from the desires of your corrupt nature. These desires constantly attack you. 12 Live decent lives among unbelievers. Then, although they ridicule you as if you were doing wrong while they are watching you do good things, they will praise God on the day he comes to help you

1 Peter 2:11-12 (GW)

Living Backward doesn’t mean we should give everything away, move to some cabin in the woods and become intellectual hermits. 

Living Backward is a choice we make to go against the flow, fight the urge to be normal, and live according to God’s word instead of living according to popular opinion.

Just look around you. Normal is not working. It’s time to be backward. It’s time to do something strange. It’s time to do something you’ve never done before, so you can have something you’ve never had before.

For  some of you here, that means giving up your life to follow Jesus. ~

For the rest of you who call yourself a Christ follower, how’s that going lately? Have you really been following Christ? One quick way to tell if you’re following Christ is to look around you. Are you doing what everyone else is doing? Or does it feel like you’re going backward? Are you feeling any resistance from the world? If not, then I would ask you today to make a commitment with me to turn around and start living backward.
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