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Living a Wonderful Life
December 28, 2003

Before we wrap up 2003 and get thrown into 2004, I want to get us to stop for a little bit in order to rethink what it means to live a wonderful life.  I want us to step into 2004 with a new vision of what a wonderful life really is.   
· I think it is so important for us to regularly stop and reflect on what really matters in life… and what really defines a successful, purposeful, abundant life… the “good life”.  
· Because, if you look at the messages we get from the media and our culture… at how these things define what a “successful life” is, for example, then you might believe that it’s all about money… that having a lot of money or things make a successful life.

More and more, we tend to define success as having better and better ways to entertain ourselves.  If you’ve ever seen MTV’s “Cribs”, then you know it is not only about their wealth, but about their toys.  
· They can’t wait to take you to their entertainment rooms… with their mini-movie theaters, giant plasma TVs, their own little spas, etc.   
· It really seems that our culture is saying that the more entertained you are, the more successful you are.
· In watching these kinds of shows, we also tend to equate one’s fame with their being successful.  
· Some of you have heard of Paris Hilton… she’s on the news every day.  Ultimately, her claim to fame is that her grandfather started the Hilton hotel chain… and, at best, as a LA socialite, capitalized on her looks to make a name for herself.

· What has she done in her life?  And yet, she now has her own reality TV show that had higher ratings last week that Diane Sawyer’s interview with George W. Bush.

For so many people, the idea of success is also wrapped up in our desire to collect envy from other people.  

· Isn’t that true, even a little bit… that so much what we do boils down to living life in such a way that you can collect envy from others… house, car, the trophy husband.  
· We want people to notice the color of our credit cards, how much better behaved our kids are than your kids, whatever it is.
· You see, we struggle with the idea of success because we don't have a clear understanding of what success is.  

· And so, for so many people, no matter how much they have, success ends up being that thing that is always one promotion away, one larger house away, one more exotic trip away.  
· But if that’s not it… then what does define success in life… what does really matter?  
· Is it being successful, powerful, having money, being entertained, living in such a way that people are envious of you?  Is that it?
Let me ask you something.  If you could meet face to face with anyone in the world today or anyone from history, who would you want to ask that question to?  Who would you look to for their definition of success?

· If you want to know how to life a purposeful, successful, full life right now in this life, the best person to speak with isn’t Dr. Phil or Oprah… but Jesus.

· We just celebrated Christmas… we know that Jesus came into this world as our Savior King.  But Jesus also came to show us how to life that abundant life… in this life. 
· He said in John 10,“I have come that you might have life and might have it more abundantly.”
· And He’s not keeping it a secret how we can experience that abundant, full, successful life. 

He says, “Come to me all you are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you and learn from me for I am gentle and humble in heart and you will find rest for your soul for my yoke is easy and my burden in light.” 

· He says that if we’ll listen to him, we will experience His peace, joy and rest in exchange for our unrest and burden.
· That’s a good deal!  Its what we’re all looking for… only that so many of us find it in the wrong places… or, if we can’t find it, we look to that extra few glasses of wine, prescription drugs, or whatever.  But we are ultimately looking for peace.  
· Jesus said that He wants to pour out His peace in our lives.  Jesus wants to show us how to have an abundant life… don’t look to culture… don’t look to Hollywood or politicians.  Jesus says, “Look to me!”

· I know that everything I was looking for in the world, I have found completely in Jesus.  I wasn’t necessarily looking for the wrong things… I was simply looking in the wrong places.  I was going down dead-end streets rather than Jesus. 
· So, what does Jesus say He wants for your life?  How does He define success for our lives?    How can we experience more of that abundant life in this New Year?  
I want to focus in on one of those things Jesus taught us from Luke 9:23-24.  He says, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. 24 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.”  Jesus said, “If you want to save your life, you’ll loose it.”  
· So much of what Jesus is saying here is that if you try to live the “American dream” to get all that stuff for yourself… to accumulate wealth, power, the envy of others, and fame… then you will end up loosing your life.
· This isn’t a threat!  Jesus is calling out to the humanity whom He loves so much… explaining that the road we’re taking to fill up that need inside of us can’t be filled by any drug the world has too offer… but that He is the “Way, the Truth, and the Life.”  
· You know that in spite of the wealth and prosperity of our nation, so many people are experiencing depression, addiction, and abuse.  It shows that if life is just a matter of trying “to get”, we’re going to end up loosing our life.  
· But if we loose our life, then we’ll really find it.  If you give your life away… then you will experience more of the abundant life.  
· If you give you life first and foremost to God (not just religious ways) and then to others… then you will experience more of a full life… more full than any amount of money could bring.
Think about how radical and counter-cultural the message of Jesus is from the rest of this world… from our culture.  Our society tells us that our number one goal should be to find your happiness.  
· Make sure you’re happy!  No one else will do it… so make sure you get as much out of life as possible… whoever has the most toys when they die wins, etc.  
· From the moment you get up to the moment you go to sleep… the message of our culture says, “you deserve…”  You deserve this/that. You want to good life… go get it!  
· There has to be more to life… there’s got to be more in terms of what success is than the message we’re getting from our culture.  There has to be something better… something more.  There has to be more than that, right? 

· In a way, our culture says, “Go… Save your life.”  But Jesus says the opposite… that life comes by giving it away.  

I’d like to illustrate what that better life is… the kind of life Jesus invites us to live… through the movie, “It’s a Wonderful Life.”  I’m not sure if there is a movie that is more synonymous with Christmas than “It’s a Wonderful Life.”  
· It wasn’t a big box office hit… and didn’t win any Academy Awards… although it remained Frank Capra’s (writer/director) and Jimmy Stewart’s favorite movie.  
· What is interesting about this movie is how well it illustrates Jesus’ words… that a  life is defined by what you get, is an empty life.  
· It’s a Wonderful Life is a movie about a man, George Bailey, who grows up in a small town called Bedford Falls.  Even though George’s father’s Business & Loan business has been the only place where the local working class could ever hope to get a loan, George just can’t imagine staying “trapped” in such a humdrum life in such a small town… not when there is so much of the world out there to conquer! 
· But in spite of his big dreams of success, circumstances continue to keep him from pursuing them… being it college, traveling, or architecture.  At one point, he is faced with unjust criminal charges which plunges him into despair.  
· When the head of the town’s main banks, Mr. Potter, tells him that he is worth more dead than alive, George leaps off the bridge into the cold river below.  
· With the help of Clarence, his guardian angel, George eventually figures out what real success in life is.
First set of clips show how George Bailey, even as a kid, defines success and what will make his life successful.  

· FIRST SCENE: As a kid he says, “I wish I had a million dollars” as he walks into Mr. Gower’s.
· “Only us explorers can get it (National Geographic)”.  “I’m going to go out exploring one day… and I’m going to have a couple of harem’s… and may have 3-4 wives!”

· SECOND SCENE… eating dinner… father asks him what he’d like to do after college:  “You know… build things, plan modern cities.”  His father replies, “still after that first million before you’re 30, huh?”

· “I could face being cooped up the rest of my life in a shabby little office.”

· THIRD SCENE:  George and Mary walking together and throw rocks. Mary says that she’d like to live in that house.  “In that old place… I wouldn’t live in it as a ghost.”

· I’m shaking the dust of this town… and I’m going to see the world… Italy, Greece… then I’m going to build sky scrapers and bridges a mile long.”

We see that the way GB defines life is by seeing the world, making a lot of money, making a name for himself.  This is how he defines what success is.

· His dad ends up dying and he cancels his trip to Europe to oversee the business for a few months.  But then, the board decides that the only way the Building & Loan can make it is to have George stay on full time… which means that he has to put off going to college.
· SCENE FOUR:  George is told that the board is requiring him to stay on as head of the B&L… then explain how he ends up giving the money that he saved up for college to his brother Harry, but with the understanding that when he is done, George will then go to college and Harry will handle the business.

· But then, having become a football star in college, he finally comes home with a wife in his arms… and George gives them his blessing to move to Buffalo… giving up college for himself once and for all.
· Then George gets married (to Donna Reed)… and for their honeymoon, they’re going to see the world together with some of the college money George had saved.  But they had to cancel their honeymoon in order to use that money to saved the business.

· You can see the tension that George faces.  On one hand he understands what it means to make sacrifices for other people… he sacrifices what it is that he sees as success in life, for the sake of others.  
· In a sense, he “looses his life” over and over again.

SCENE FIVE:  George’s friend, Sam Wayneright becomes a millionaire… but you can see how George’s life, in spite of not being a millionaire at 30, was ultimately about caring for his family, friends, and helping people in the community get their own home.

· Then George’s life gets thrown into despair when his uncle Billy looses an $8000 deposit, which would not only shut the B&L down but would cause one of them to go to jail for embezzlement.

· It hits George that not only has his life not been successful, at least in the way he defined it, but that he was going to be held responsible for someone else’s mistake.

· So, he goes to Mr. Potter for help… the only guy in town with money. You can see in this next clip how surprised Mr. Potter is that George takes responsibility for Uncle Billy’s mistake.

· SCENE SIX:  George appeals to Potter… and Potter calls the Banking Commissioner to turn him in for embezzlement.  This is when Potter tells him that he is worth more dead than alive.
· So, George goes to kill himself. First he stops by Martini’s bar where he cries out to God for help.

· SCENE SEVEN: Then Clarence comes and saves him by jumping in first.  George tells Clarence that it would have been better if he had never been born.  So, Clarence takes him back to what life would have been like if he hadn’t been born… Bedford Falls is named Pottersville… all the people he cares about are living in dire situations.

· He comes to the point when he realizes that even though he though he had lost out at every turn in his life, in reality, he has really built a life that matters.  The things by which he defined success before, he realized now, really aren’t important… that what really matters is living the kind of life Jesus called us to.

SCENE EIGHT:  In this final scene, we’ll see the final scene what he asks Clarence to take him back to his reality… back to what he realizes is most important, his wife and kids… his family and friends.

· This movie validates the truth of Jesus’ words… of what makes a valuable, successful life… a life of giving yourself away to others.  It isn’t about looking out for number one, but laying down your life for the needs of others.

· No one watches the movie and says, “I want to be like Potter!”  People identify with George… wanting what George seemed to have so much of… the love and respect of all of his family and friends… 

· There is a better life than what the world is offering.  So, then how do we live that better life.  How do we live a life that impacts the world around us like George did… the kind of life whereby those people we go to school with, those we work with, live next to, are truly better for our being around in their lives.

· Should we go saying “I’ll try a little harder.”  That’ll only work for a few days.

Are you living your life this way?  It is so easy to live inward looking lives.  When I’m close to God… then, I’m moving closer and closer to be the person I want to be.  With God, I’m moving closer… more able to live this out.

· The life that is depicted here in this movie… what it captures… is God’s heart for each of us.  This is the kind of life God wants us to live.

· The reason this movie speaks to us is that God is saying, “This is the kind of life I have for you.  I want your life to matter… I want your life to count… to be vehicle of my blessing in the lives of other people… I want your life to be such a blessing that if you were removed, there would be such a huge hole in the lives of the people you’re around… that you’re not just marking time, serving your company, dealing with commutes… that your life can be more than that.

· And the way that we were designed, to live with God’s life in the Holy Spirit, inside of us.

· At the fall, we began living by the power of envy, jealousy, ambition, selfishness… these are the things that drive us.  But deep down in every one of us is that imprint of the image of God saying, “There’s more for you!”

· The Cross of Jesus forgives our selfishness… and now, we find power in the Spirit to live the life God wants to live.

If you leave today just saying that you will try harder to live a life that gives away, than I can promise you that you will soon run out of gas… you’ll quickly fall back into the old habits.  It has to first start by giving yourself back to God… to be filled with the Holy Spirit… With Jesus living in you for the benefit of others.
· “God, I want a better/different life… I’m tired of going down all these dead ends only to find that they don’t satisfy.  I believe that Jesus died on the Cross so my sins could be forgiven.  I ask that you would forgive me of my sins… and to come and live inside of me… fill me in Your strength so I can live the kind of live You’ve called me to.

· We can be in that place of being filled with His Spirit…actively involved in giving away our lives first to God and then others… and we know the joy of that life that nothing else can match.

· But as Jesus said, the “cares and worries of this world” crowd in and choke the good that God is doing through us.

· If you realize today that the worries you have about your life, job, finances… perhaps the values of the world have crept back into your life… and if you want to say today, “God, I want to give myself completely to you again… you can have my life.” 
Micah 6:8 reads, “He has shown you, O man, what is good… and what the Lord requires of you.  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God!
