August 13, 2006
Parish Associate: John Groth
Stuck with the Bill of Goods

Colossians 1:9-14

I invite you to follow along with me as I read from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, chapter 1: 9-14. You can follow along in your bibles or just sit back and listen. Paul writes “For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 
Let’s pray. Father bless to our hearts the reading of your holy Word. Let it go forth and do what you have ordained it to do, not return to you void, but to find its full meaning in our lives. Let us be changed because your word has opened our hearts today and brought about change which is pleasing to you. I pray this in the name of Jesus. Amen.
How many of you have ever heard that term, you have been “sold a bill of goods” or you have been stuck with a bill of goods. Have you ever heard that term? Has it ever actually happened to you? Been sold a bill of goods? I have a bill of goods right up here. It is from Wal-Mart. Can you recognize that it is from Wal-Mart? It’s just a bunch of things that I recently bought. If you would like to know some of my shopping habits then I will sell you this bill of goods. It is only $31.05. You don’t get the hundred dollars I got back because I used a debit card. Okay, I needed cash so I got some of that back. This is a bill of goods and what this means is, if I were to sell you this, you would have to give me $31.05. Do we have any takers? Come on!  There is somebody with $31.05 in here. Tell you what, I will make it an even $31.00. Let’s just forget that nickel. 
Now you are probably smart not to take that deal because for $31.00, what you would end up with is this piece of paper- that is just about it. I have all the water I bought. I drank it. The notebook I bought, I have written in it already. It is really not worth it. The book is still good; I bought a Louis L’Amour, a good western. (That is what I like, and right, spiritual mature people, you can still read that, okay, because Louie L’Amour is a western writer. He has good stuff there). I hate to tell you the macadamias and the cashews have been eaten and I only have one can of Slim-Fast left. (I call it “slim slow” because it is not sliming me as fast as I would like it to). But you know, for $31.00 you could have this piece of paper - that is what is known as being sold a bill of goods. You would have the bill, but you wouldn’t have the goods. My theory is being sold a cheap imitation is even better than a bill of goods because at least you have the cheap imitation. All you have here is a piece of paper that is not worth all that much. In fact, it is not worth anything. 
My worry is that we have been sold a bill of goods when it comes to prayer. The way we pray… (and I have to tell you it is no different in this church and I am setting you up for when we go to prayer later), we have been sold a bill of goods. There are a number of people, lots of people, who pray for me, John Groth, on a regular basis. They pray for me. The vast majority of  people pray for me if they hear I am going into Iraq, if I am flying the mission, if I am working in the mortuary down there at Dover; whenever I am going on a mission trip somewhere;  going into a tough situation; you know, if people know I am going into that; if people hear I am sick. 

The vast majority of people who pray for me pray for my situations. They pray for the situations that I am in, they pray for health, for safety, for sleep, for money, ($31.00 worth), and they pray for job promotions, traveling mercies. Has that kind of stuff been prayed for, for you? Have you ever asked for that kind of prayer? I guess that is good. I guess it is okay, but there are times when I think that is the bill of goods. That is not what prayer was intended for ultimately. 
The second group of people who pray for me are a much smaller group. They don’t pray for situations in my life, they pray specifically for me. They pray for my heart; they pray for the changes that need to take place in my character; they pray that I would be drawn closer to God. They are not so much worried about the circumstances I am going through, as much as who I am before God. And that is real prayer. 
Paul gives us a model of how to pray, and he says, “We have not stopped praying for you.” He didn’t say, “We are praying for your situation.” He says, “We are praying for you.” Very rarely anywhere in Scripture, especially in Paul’s letters, do you find him praying for health and for jobs and for traveling mercies and things like that. He is praying for the individuals.  
He goes into this prayer in the passage that I read, “that God will fill you.” If you want to begin just to transform your prayer life, grab this sentence right here out of Paul, and begin to insert other people’s names. If you were praying for me it would look like this: “God, fill John with the knowledge of your will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. God, fill John with the knowledge of your will.” See, this is what I am afraid of in churches - that we are so busy praying for our situations that we don’t even want to know what God’s will is. How many of you have ever reached a point where you did not want to know what God’s will is? Anybody? Anybody besides me? A couple of you. 
I don’t want to know what God’s will is sometimes because what if God’s will is that I go and apologize to my wife? What if God’s will is that she was right and I was wrong? What if God’s will is that I need to take that lump sum I was just given as a bonus at work and give it to a mission trip? I don’t want to know that that is God’s will because I have been looking at that humongous flat screen TV that I can watch the Eagles on. It is just a thought. You know, a lot of times I don’t want to know God’s will and that is why I need the prayer to be prayed. I need you to be praying that for me. Lord, fill John with the knowledge of your will. See, sometimes we are so busy praying that a situation would change that we are actually working against what God wants in that particular person’s life. When you pray a prayer - God fill Bill, fill Todd, and fill Joan with the knowledge of your will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding - these are the possible results of a prayer like that - Paul says, “you will live a life worthy of the Lord.” How many of you are living a life worthy of the Lord right now? Go ahead and raise your hand. It is what I want to do. I want to live a life worthy of God. 
We talk about this in the military a lot. Are you living a life worthy of the uniform you are wearing? Are you living a life worthy of the oath of office that you took? Do the things that you do and say reflect that you are a person of honor, of integrity, and that is just in the military; how much deeper in the church? See, if you know you have the knowledge of God’s will and you have  all spiritual wisdom and understanding, you are going to see what God wants in your life. You are going to begin doing it. And now you are living a life that is worthy of him. A lot of things we do in our lives are not worthy of him: complaining, bellyaching about things that go on,  falling short in our tithes and offerings, failing to go out and to share the gospel. I am glad you made that announcement about giving, and I am glad you fessed up to worrying, but I wonder if anybody ever gets up here and says, “I was looking at the Evangelism Report and I see August was a little low in sharing the Gospel.” We don’t do that though. 
Are you living a life worthy? If you know God’s will and have all spiritual wisdom and understanding, you will live a life worthy of God. Paul goes on to say you will please him in every way, not just a couple of ways. How many of you would be satisfied with just pleasing God once a day? Just to know you had done something God was pleased with. Paul says when you’re praying this way in your life you will please God in every way. When you get up, when you go to work, when you drive on Route 1- you will please God in every way. I like that! When I talk to my wife, when I interact with my kids, when I am with folks in the office, I am down at the base - wherever it is. If I am being filled with the knowledge of his will I will begin to please him in every way. Why? Because I know what he wants and I do it, and I begin to please him. Paul goes on to say when you pray a prayer like that you will bear fruit in every good work. You will bear fruit. Gordon prayed earlier that when the tithe was used that it would increase a hundred and bear fruit. Does your life do that? Are you a seed planted into the lives of others? When you do a good work in this church, when you work with VBS, when you go out and visit somebody who is sick, when you send a card… do you do those things within the body of Christ? Paul says if you do that you will bear fruit. Why? Because you have the knowledge of God’s will and you know what he wants and you will bear fruit. 
A lot of times when I am in a committee meeting … I love that verse that says “for God so loved the world that he didn’t send a committee….”  Do you know that? When I am in a committee meeting I will often pray “Lord, we don’t want you to bless what we are doing. We want to do what you are blessing, so show us Father what you are blessing.” That is just another way of saying “Father, fill us with your will so that we can know it, because we want to bear good fruit in everything that we are doing, in every good work. So show us the good works that we need to be doing.” It all starts out from praying a simple prayer: “Father; fill me with the knowledge of your will.” 
Paul goes on to say that you will grow in the knowledge of God. How many of you have learned something about God just this last week? Just this last week you have learned something new about God that you didn’t know before. See that is fantastic! When we are seeking to know the will of God we will come to discover him in a whole new way. Generally we will trust something about him. We will learn that when he says he will take care of us he does. When he says he will be there in the midst of the most difficult time we will find out that that is true. 
How many of you know that God has a sense of humor? I love that. I discovered that about God. I looked in the mirror and I said, “Oh, God, what a sense of humor you have.” But you know it is amazing to me how I am thinking things, I am worrying about something, and bang God says, “Guess what? You are going to learn something new about me today. I take care of problems like this.” All that flows out of a simple prayer …that I might know, that I might have the knowledge of his will. I want to challenge you about that. 

It may be God’s will, and I am not in cahoots with Richard on this or anything, but… you know what? ... it may be God’s will (and you are fighting it), to get into that DISCIPLE class. Because a lot of you, and I am looking around this congregation… as I look I am detecting a lot of life experience. You know what I am saying? You know how I am trying to be polite here, right? Well, I am seeing a lot of life experience out here and my fear is that people who have a lot of life experience don’t have a lot of God experience necessarily. 
Years ago they did the Sunday school thing and they did the VBS thing and now it has been a long time (I mean decades) since some of you…. oh man, I kind of messed up there, didn’t I? I mean, it has been a while since, I mean millenniums, since some of you have been to a bible study,  since some of you have been in a small group, since some of you have delved into scripture deeper than just reading the Upper Room or the Daily Bread, as encouraging as those can be. It could be God’s will to pray the prayer. To be filled with the knowledge of his will may mean that you are going to get a boot on the backside from the Holy Spirit and say it is time to get into a study. It is time to get a good book because it has been years since you read the wisdom of one of my saints. It comes about when we pray a simple prayer. Paul says when you pray a prayer like this you will be strengthened with all power according to his might. 

As a Chaplain in the Air Force, I have folks stopping by my office all the time. As a Chaplain I am just worn out. We call it an “ops tempo.” The operations tempo has been just so high people are tired. Anybody else feel like that in life? You have been through so much, you are going through so much, I mean just talk to a mom. 
John Eldridge wrote the book Wild at Heart. It is a wonderful book for men. He and his wife have written a book called Captivating which is a wonderful book for women. I recommend that a man read both books and a woman read both books. 
It is really interesting because he says that we were created to be wild at heart as men. And he says look at the average church today, and the average church numbers. One, there are more women than men. Have you every noticed that? They used to say the number one place to find your spouse is to attend a church. That apparently works well for men but not so well for women though. But he says when you look around the church, you see men who are bored and you see women who are tired - they are tired because every time you walk in somebody has a new assignment for them, a new thing to volunteer for. 
I love a cartoon I saw once where a woman from the hospitality committee comes up to the pastor’s wife and says, “Hey next month is pastor appreciation month. We are having a dinner to honor the pastor and we have you down for two casseroles and two salads. Okay?” That is a lot of how it is -that we get so tired running around. We are called to do a lot of things.

Well two things happen here. Number one, when you pray for the knowledge of his will you understand which things to get rid of. But number two, when you pray that, and you are sincere in it, you get the strength you need according to his might not according to yours, not according to mine but according to his. I don’t know about you but I would like to be strengthened by God. I would like to be filled with a strong sense of the spirit. And when I am down at the base and I am doing the ministry I am supposed to be doing, and I have been up for 23 hours and I don’t see how I am going to make it, and I ask God to give me strength, he does. I go on. It is awesome to do that because you are going, Man I should be sleeping right now, but God has just infused me. You are smiling and people are going, “Hey, we have been up as long as you have. How come you are feeling like that?” Right then and there you get the opportunity to testify to what God is doing. 
Paul goes on to say, when you pray a prayer like that, you will have great endurance and patience. Now that is where the prayer begins to scare me a little bit, because if he is praying for endurance and patience what must that mean I need to go through? I got some trials coming. I got some hard work ahead of me. I am going to need endurance. We have a new program in the Air Force called Fit to Fight. I’ve tried to rename it Fit to Sit because that is what I like to do, but we’ve got to get in shape. Bottom line is somebody looked at the Air Force and all our figures and said, “You know what? You guys are fatter than the Army and Marines so we need to start to get in shape.” So I have had to start running. I have had to start exercising- push-ups- you know these arms don’t do push-ups. These have been described as pipe cleaner arms- skinny white things, and I don’t do push-ups, you know, but I have to work on it. I’ve got to build up my endurance because I’ve got this test before me. I’ve got to run a mile and a half. Well, I can run a mile and a half,  but not really in the time they are looking for, so I need to build up my endurance. 

The same is true in life. When that hard stuff hits and you guys know, you have been around long enough to know, I work down at the mortuary and we have seen almost 2600- in fact as I read the news this morning I see we have gone over 2600- mostly young men and women killed in battle. The truth is it is hard to endure that. It is hard to walk in there and minister to those troops who are processing those remains. How do I do that? I say God I need your endurance I need patience, I can’t do it myself. One thing I don’t like about that word patience - how many of you have ever prayed for patience? How many of you have ever prayed the prayer “Lord, give me patience and give it to me right now”? Sometimes we do that.

The word for patience in the Greek and a slightly longer translation of that word would be “cheerful endurance.” Oh man, why did they have to throw the word cheerful in there? When I am enduring those other drivers out on Route 1, and you’ve got a speed racer like I am out on the highway, (yeah let’s have some confession here), I just hate it when people are doing the speed limit in the fast lane. I know legally they are okay, but they should get out of the way because I want to get in there. But they don’t do it, dag-gone it. You know what the bible says- don’t sit there and fume. It does no good to sit there and fume at a person at work, at a boss that you have to deal with, at an elder when you don’t like what’s going on. The word is that when we are seeking out God’s will and being filled with the knowledge of it we will be given endurance, and we will be given cheerful endurance because we will see that God’s will wins out in the end. 
Finally he says that when you pray a simple prayer like this- that God fill you with the knowledge of his will - you will joyfully give thanks to God the Father. You know starting through this verse, just praying about it and getting ready for the sermon, I have begun to pray this simple prayer and I cannot believe how it has transformed my life, how these results have begun to come about in my life. When I begin to worry about things, I pray the prayer and I get filled with joy and I begin to thank God. And I say Father, your will is what I am looking for here. I kind of get upset because things are not going the way that I want them to go. 
How many of you would serve God? You want to serve God, anybody? You guys get scared when I ask questions, don’t you? Here is the deal. There are a couple of openings for God’s advisors. How many of you want to serve God that way? Now you see, all of us, here is how we want to do it. God, here is how this situation is to go.  And I will begin to pray it, which by the way is normally what our prayers are like. We pray as though we are advisors to God rather than servants who are waiting for his will. So are you willing to pray that way? 
I need you all to provide the conclusion to this sermon. I want to challenge you. I assume you can all read or hear or a combination of the two. I want to challenge you to mark this verse in your Bible and begin to pray it for yourself and begin to pray it for others. You see, in churches we don’t pray like this. On Sunday morning when we take prayer requests, they always pray for a person’s health. I guess 90 to 95% are praying for  health -they are in the hospital, somebody fell down, let’s pray for them. To a degree that is fine. But just once I want to hear first … could we pray that the person who broke their hip is filled with the knowledge of God’s will? You see, because if we pray that, there they are with a broken hip in rehab and they are bearing good fruit and they are filled with endurance and they are joyfully giving thanks to God. I would much rather have those things in their lives than just a healed hip. 
Here is my worry when it comes to prayer. This is what we have been holding- a bill of goods. At best we have a cheap imitation of what God really wanted for us and the real stuff starts right here in Colossians: Father, fill us with the knowledge of your will through all spiritual wisdom and knowledge. 
Would you join me in prayer? 
Heavenly Father, fill us with the knowledge of your will through spiritual wisdom and understanding. Lord God, give us the strength we need to pray that prayer, and give us the willingness to do it, Lord, to walk out of here today and not to pray that way is to (I guess in the end)  make a statement that when it is put clearly before us in your Word we are not even going to follow that. We are so concerned with our own situations and Lord forgive us for that. Forgive me for that and instead Lord fill us now with the knowledge of your will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. God cause us to live a life worthy of you, to please you in every way; and any way that is not pleasing to you Lord, reveal that to us, help us to remove it from our lives. God grant that we would bear fruit in every good work. And where we have been lacking in good works, Lord, grant that we would repent of that and come back to you, to serve you in the way that you have ordained that we would walk, that we would live. God that we would grow in knowledge of you and that we would be strengthened with all power, let us feel you power in our lives Lord to do what we never thought we could. Give us the endurance and the patience that we need to get through this life in the end we give thanks to you God filled with joy we give thanks to you and where we are not filled with joy Lord then let us see that there are changes that need to take place because you have promised us the joy and the peace when we walk in the knowledge of your will.  

Let’s just take a couple of moments and be in silent prayer. If you need to do business with God about praying this prayer for yourself then let’s do that, let’s pray. Father, fill us with the knowledge of your will for all spiritual wisdom and understanding and I pray in the name of Jesus. Amen.            
