I will extol You, O Lord, for You have drawn me up and did not let my foes rejoice over me. O Lord my God, I cried to You for help, and You have healed me. O Lord, You brought up my soul from Sheol, restored me to life from among those gone down to the Pit. Sing praises to the Lord, O you His faithful ones, and give thanks to His holy name. For His anger is but for a moment; His favor is for a lifetime. Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning. As for me, I said in my prosperity: “I shall never be moved.” By Your favor, O Lord, You had established me as a strong mountain; You hid Your face; I was dismayed. To You, O Lord, I cried, and to the Lord I made supplication: “What profit is there in my death, if I go down to the Pit? Will the dust praise You? Will it tell of Your faithfulness? Hear, O Lord, and be gracious to me! O Lord, be my helper!” You have turned my mourning into dancing; You have taken off my sackcloth and clothed me with joy, so that my soul may praise You and not be silent. O Lord my God, I will give thanks to You forever.                                                                         Psalm 30
Now as you excel in everything, in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in your love for us, so we want you to excel also in this grace. I do not say this as a command, but I am, by mentioning the eagerness of others, testing the genuineness of your love. For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for you He became poor, so that by His poverty you might become rich. And in this matter, I am giving my opinion: it is beneficial for you who began last year not only to do something, but even to desire to do something. Now finish doing it, so that your eagerness may be matched by completing it according to your means. For if the eagerness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has, not according to what one does not have. For I do not mean that there should be relief for others and hardship for you, but it is a question of equality between your present abundance and their need, so that their abundance may also supply your need, in order that there may be equality. As it is written: “The one who had much did not have too much, and the one who had little did not have too little.”                                                                     2 Corinthians 8:7-15

   While checking his bags at the airport, a man became indignant with the employee who handled luggage. For several minutes he belittled the young man and criticized his every move. Surprisingly, the curbside porter didn’t seem troubled by this man’s verbal abuse. After the angry man entered the airport, a woman approached the luggage handler and asked: “How do you put up with such rudeness?”
   The young man said: “It’s easy. That guy’s going to New York, but I’m sending his bags to Brazil.”
Balanced Life
1. Last Christmas, Mark gave us, Wanda and I, a subscription to the service called “Storyworth.” This is a sort of a modern version of the good “old-fashioned” diary but with a twist. The weekly entries are to preserve the image of who we are for the future generations, mainly Mark’s children. Mark hopes that when he and May will have kids, they’ll be able to know their “grandparents” even if we would not be around anymore. The idea came from Mark’s experience of being born without any of his grandparents still alive. I share this because one of the questions posted on this service was: “What would bring you joy?” I thought about this question while working on my message, because this is also a very “biblical” question. After all, apostle Paul frequently encouraged young Church to “rejoice,” even to “rejoice always.” Writing to the Corinthians he also says: “it is beneficial for you who began last year not only to do something, but even to desire to do something.” So, here is another question: “What do we desire most in life?” Is it the material possessions, or is it the power, fame, or successful carrier? All these are not necessarily negative desires, and it might be desirable to have them, but would they really bring us joy in life? Is there a secret in any or all of them that would enable us to rise above any difficult circumstances in life so, we could experience a transcendent joy? Does joy not depend on the life’s circumstances? If the material possessions are so desirable, can a poor person, whether a man or a woman enjoy life? 
2. A few years ago I shared with you the old Italian story of an unhappy “prince.” Here it is again: “A king had an only son that he loved very much, but the prince was always unhappy, but even he didn’t know why. The king called the best philosophers, doctors, and professors asking for their advice. One of these wise men said that what the prince needs is to wear a happy man shirt, and his unhappiness will be gone. The prince embarked on a long journey trying on the shirts of many rich, successful, and powerful, all seemingly very happy. Nothing worked though. Discouraged, the young prince was returning home when he stumbled on a young man tending the vineyard, singing, and pruning the vines. ‘You seem happy,’ the prince said, to which the young man responded: ‘Oh, yes, I am. ‘Then please, give me your shirt, I give you anything you want in return,’ asked the prince. ‘A shirt’ – the lad said – ‘I do not have one.’”
3. Many people today feel unhappy for various reasons and the life circumstances. Many believe that happiness might be achieved through the tangible possessions, simply because this is how our society functions and this what modern educators teach their students. In the end these young women and men tend to believe that life should be a certain way to enjoy it. Consequently, they develop certain expectations of what a rewarding life should be like. These expectations may be such as the standard of living, marriage, children, career, but the real question is whether their expectations are truly realistic or not. I always believed that our expectations must be based on facts not on fantasies or wishful thinking. After all, false expectations are just illusions, and in life the illusions lead to nothing else but a disappointment and depression. 
4. Paul routinely viewed himself as a servant of Jesus Christ, but as I have said many times before, the Greek masculine word for “slave is: δούλος (doulos), and this is important because Paul indicates that his relationship with Jesus Christ is one of a total obedience, similar to what a slave was expected to have, but unlike many enslaved, He was proud of this relationship and of his loyalty to Jesus. Today, the word loyalty is however very often perceived as a derogatory term, especially the in politics, in the world of entertainment, or even in the so-called “modern journalism’s” wording. Regretfully, even the Church is not immune to this, and being loyal to certain views and Scripture’s interpretations, is viewed as “phobic,” “outdated,” “socially unacceptable,” “pejorative,” with almost an endless list. Yet, what was true for the Apostle Paul, should be true for every Christian, even today, if not “especially today.” Consider this: “where were you spiritually, morally or even physically, before embracing Chris as the Lord and Savior, and where are you now?” We’ve gone from living in the bondage to sin and allegiance to the “prince of darkness,” to the allegiance to our Savior, Jesus Christ. There is another passage written by Paul, this one in his letter to the Romans 6:17-18: "But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness."
5. We cannot deny that once we’ve been slaves to sin. Nobody can claim to be not. Only by accepting Christ’s sacrifice on our behalf we have been freed from that form of slavery, although we still have a tendency to sin, because such is the human nature. The Scriptures tell that all of us are born with a nature that has a sinful bent, and no matter how much we may try on our own, we can’t quit sinning. We need Jesus to set us free and to keep us free from sin. It is equally true that we do not like to be compared to a slave because slavery was and is evil. In one of my sermon’s researches, I encountered this statement: “most people see themselves, not as servants, but as volunteers. A volunteer gets to choose the agenda. A servant does not. A volunteer gets to define the terms of his or her service. A true servant must be obedient to the will of the master.” Do we see ourselves as volunteers for Christ or servants of Christ? Paul saw himself as a slave of Christ. That is where we begin our life in Christ, by understanding our freedom from sin and our fidelity to Jesus. But we don’t stop there, because becoming a servant of Christ transports us into a new position before God, whereas we are not just servants anymore, but saints.
6. Paul often addresses his letters with the phrase: “to the saints in Christ Jesus at…” Reading his words easily leads to the conclusion that as Paul sees it, the followers of Jesus as His saints, not because we performed the three required miracles and have been canonized by the Church, but by simply being a Christian. A saint is the one who is set apart and chosen by God to be a part of His family. If we accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior, we become His “saints.” Granted, we are not perfect in any way, we still carry with us a luggage of our sinful nature, nevertheless we are God’s “saints,” because He has chosen us. It is that simple. While writing to “the saints in Christ Jesus,” Paul implies that wherever they are, they are there for a reason, placed there by God, to fulfill the task that has been also bestowed upon them by God. Just as we as Christ’s Church, are God “saints” in Antigo and the area. God has a purpose for our life here, and if we want to truly enjoy our life, we must reaffirm our freedom from sin and our fidelity to Christ. We must realize our position as saints and our purpose to do God’s will.
7. We are who we are, because of what God has given us. We received so many blessings from Him, and we benefit in His grace and peace. Paul writes: “…so, we want you to excel also in this grace,” but what grace does he mean? God blessed us even when we deserved to be accursed. We were forgiven even when we deserved to be punished. God offered us His love when we merited His wrath. In Romans 5:8 Paul also writes: “But God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” The fact that Christ would die for us while we were still sinners is a true representation of God’s grace. He didn’t wait for us to clean ourselves up, to make things right, to get our act together. He made the first move, and while we were still shaking our fist at Him, He reached out to us. 
8. We are not only blessed with God’s grace, but we are also blessed with the benefits of His grace. One of this important benefits is God’s peace which we receive in at least two different ways. The first is the peace “with” God. Look at Romans 5:1-2: Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, and through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. This peace means that our struggle with alienation from the relationship broken in the Garden of Eden, is over. Since we accepted Jesus as our Savior, we surrendered to Him and now we are one with God. We’re not fighting against God anymore, for our sins were forgiven and we finally truly relax and enjoy life.  
9. The second is the peace “of” God. In Philippians 4:7 Paul writes: “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” In other words, it is the peace that in the midst of the proverbial “life’s storms” we shouldn’t have, yet we do. Because of this peace we truly trust in God even when everything around us seems to be crumbling and falling apart. It might be hard to explain this type peace in tangible way, but it is there, and only God can offer a person this kind of peace. I experienced this kind of peace when I was faced with the reality of immigration, not knowing if I will ever be able to see the country I was born in, and whether I will ever be able to see my family again. I remember the struggle I had before I surrendered everything to God in that March of 1982. I however needed that struggle to understand that with Him everything is possible. Sure, I tried to walk with God before for many years, but way too often I relied then on my skills and my strategies, until I have surrendered to the will of God.
10. We live in the world that does not know peace, although we talk so much about peace. As the species however we do not know peace, because the world rejected God and tries to rely on our human, fallen nature, our human wisdom, and human understanding. There is however no peace without God. As the species we will never achieve peace, because the real piece is not the part of our, human nature. “Survival of the fittest,” is what drives our species. Yet, if we truly want to enjoy life, if we truly want peace, we must focus on Christ and what He has done for us. He has set us free from sin and now we have a privilege of serving Him. He has made us saints. He has given us purpose in life. He has blessed us with His amazing grace. He has given us His peace. Still, all of this is just the beginning, for there is so much more ahead of us.
