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The Spiritual Life: 1. Is Jesus real to me? 
Acts 17:26-28; Romans 12:1-2 
February 4, 2018 
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
We have two daughters. One lives in Minneapolis, and the other in Los Angeles. Our daughter 
in LA was with us for a few days last week, and since her birthday is later this month, we 
celebrated her birthday the night before she left. Birthdays always prompt me to look back to 
significant moments through the years. I love being a dad. It’s not without its challenges and the 
older our children get the bigger and more consequential some of the parenting challenges have 
become. But I love being a dad. I love seeing my children and how it feels whenever I’m with 
them. Some of you have seen this before, but this is my favorite Dad photo taken before digital 
and high definition photography [photo]. Taken quite a few years ago, we’ve changed, 
especially the guy in the middle. We were walking on the beach in Myrtle Beach, South 
Carolina. This remains my quintessential moment of being Dad – pure joy – for them and for 
me. And that’s also what I think our Christian spiritual life looks like. 
 
I think I learned more about the spiritual life from being a Dad with two daughters than any of 
the books on theology that I’ve read. Because in being a Dad, I felt something and began to 
comprehend the love God must have for us. I would sacrifice anything for them. I would give my 
life for them. When they were born, I immediately loved them – and longed to have a 
relationship with them, and when they got a little older and reached out and said, “I love you, 
Daddy,” I got a sense of what worship is like. Even now that they are adults, I long for a 
relationship – that much has never changed. And then to have our youngest home with us even 
for a few days was a gift. 
 
A few months ago, we looked at “A Better Life” – how to find the good life. For the next three 
weeks, I want to consider the Spiritual Life. I think it is the key to making Jesus real in our lives. 
What is the spiritual life? When I went to the Internet to look for a definition, I realized just how 
ambiguous the words “Spiritual Life” are. From the Internet, it appears that to have a spiritual 
life, belief in God is not even necessary. We know that physical life has to do with our physical 
presence – what we see. But what about spiritual life? What is it? Let me offer a definition: our 
relationship with God that shapes us into the person God intends us to be. And like any 
relationship, it is a process, and at Messiah we refer to that process as a path of discipleship: 
loving God, loving each other, loving the world. 
 
What is the reason God created you? And the answer is: to be recipients of God’s love. Isn’t 
that why most of us have children? It’s not so we have another person to do household chores 
and mow the lawn. If that’s your reason, hire someone instead. It’s cheaper and you’ll be certain 
those things get done! We have children because there is something inside us that has a need 
to give love away, to create another human life to be the recipient of our love. And so it is for 
God in creating human life. As far as we know, in all of creation, we are unique in our ability to 
understand God’s love. All of creation receives God’s love. The birds sing about it. They just 
don’t know what they are singing about, but you know. We are recipients of but also have the 
ability to reciprocate that love. In other words, there is a part of God that longs to be loved back. 
We had children to give love, but if all we ever did was give/give/give, the relationship would 
eventually cease to be a relationship. God created us to be recipients of God’s love and we 
reciprocate that love back to God – and then we reflect that love into the world. Love God, love 
each other, love the world. 
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In 1729, John Wesley was an Anglican priest and teacher at Oxford University. His younger 
brother, Charles, was in school. Charles and a few of his friends were getting together to grow 
deeper in their spiritual life, and they asked John to help them. John began meeting with them, 
and he came up with a set of questions to help them. He thought if one would ask these 
questions daily, it would help them grow deeper in their love of God. So he developed 21 
questions. When other students heard what they were doing, they began making fun, ridiculing 
them by calling them “Methodists” because of their methodical approach to the Christian faith. 
They were being intentional about faith which is something I invite you to do. It’s why we provide 
daily scripture readings and a way to connect the readings to our lives through the GPS that you 
can pick up by the church library or we will email it to you each day. We also offer small group. 
At last count we have 327 adults who meet in a small group or UMW circle. To be Methodist 
means we are intentional about growing spiritually. 
 
It’s how Jesus becomes real to us. That was Wesley’s first question: Is Jesus real to me? There 
is a God, and it is possible to know God and be in relationship with God. In today’s scripture 
reading from the book of Acts, Paul was in the city of Athens, preaching to philosophers. He 
says, God created human life so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him 
and find him, though he is not far from any one of us. We are supposed to look for the one 
who created us – and we don’t have to look very far. And then quoting the poet Epimenides, 
Paul says, “For in him we live and move and have our being.” The challenge is to look for 
God. Sometimes, it’s the things closest to us that are the hardest to find. I probably shouldn’t 
admit this but I had to use the “find iphone” app only to discover my phone was in my coat 
pocket! God is as close as our breath, and we miss God if we are not looking or not paying 
attention. 
 
In the 1930s, Evelyn Underwood wrote the book, The Spiritual Life. It is a short book that is still 
in print. And in her book, she writes: “So many Christians are like deaf people at a concert. 
They study the program carefully, believe every statement made in it, speak respectfully 
of the quality of music, but only hear a phrase now and again. So they have no notion at 
all of the mighty symphony that fills the universe, to which our lives are destined to make 
their tiny contribution and which is the self-expression of the Eternal God.” Are you 
hearing the music or just believing in it? I grew up in a home where church was the center of our 
family life. We were there every week for worship and Sunday School and as I got older, for 
youth group – and I learned a lot about who God is and what the Bible teaches about how to 
live. I gained a lot of knowledge that I took with me when I eventually left home, but once I was 
on my own and experiencing challenges, I realized religion – knowledge about faith and even 
religious practices were not enough. I struggled and felt empty, but one evening all alone I 
called out to this God I’d learned about and suddenly my head connected with my heart and I 
knew in a way that I will never forget that God was as close to me as my next breath. That God 
is personal, not just to be known about but to be experienced.  
 
It is tempting to be religious and not spiritual – to go through the motions, having knowledge 
about God but not bridging the gap between head and heart. It’s why we need practices. A 
week ago, I spent three days at a Catholic retreat center and for three days my focus was on 
experiencing God and seeking God’s direction in my life – prayer, meditation, yoga, journaling, 
scripture. And at one point as I was walking a hallway, I thought, this would be a wonderful life – 
no cares, no worries, just be alone with God. But getting close to God doesn’t mean we have to 
enter a monastery and shut out the world. In Colossians 3:17, Paul says: Whatever you do in 
word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through him. It is being mindful in everything that every aspect of what I do it honoring God. 
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Brother Lawrence lived in the 17th century. He was a soldier during the 30 Years War, and then 
became a valet or butler for a family in Paris. But near the end of his life, he decided to serve 
the monks in a religious order. He didn’t become a monk, but he went to a monastery and asked 
how he could help and he was told they needed a cook. So he spent the rest of his life working 
as a cook and later repairing the sandals of the monks. Today, nobody remembers the name of 
the monks but we remember Brother Lawrence. He wrote letters about his work which after he 
death were compiled into a book that is still available, Practicing the Presence of God. What he 
found was that while peeling potatoes or repairing sandals, he was in a relationship with God. 
He felt God’s presence and everything became an act of worship and that changed his life. He 
said, “When you pray to God, you don’t have to cry very loud. God is nearer to us that we think.”  
 
Could we try this for a minute? Sit comfortably, close your eyes – even those of you watching 
online, unless of course you’re driving – close your eyes, breath in, breath out, breath in, breath 
out. With each breath, sense that you are inviting within you, God, the giver of life. And with 
every exhale, you are allowing God to take all that is within you. Breath in. Breath out. Focus on 
each breath – and when your mind wanders, return your thoughts to the rhythm of your 
breathing. Breath in. Breath out. Know that God is as close to you as the air you breath. Breath 
in. Breath out. In the words of the Psalm – be still and know that I am God. Practicing the 
presence of God. 
 
On Friday, one of our members wrote something that showed up on my Facebook Newsfeed. 
She said: I went to run errands today. On my second stop, I was in the parking lot waiting for the 
car in front of me to back up so I could move and park in its place. I told myself I will wait 
patiently for them instead of parking somewhere else. It was a Mom with her baby. I decided to 
pray for them as I waited. Consciously or unconsciously, I also decided I will silently pray for 
Moms and their children when I encounter them today. As I went into the store, another Mom 
with her child came out. So prayed for them quickly. From there, I went to a grocery store. As I 
checked out, I was following a mother with 2 kids and right behind me on line was a mother with 
a crying child. And I overhead another mother and child on the other lane. I couldn't help but 
find humor in God placing all these mothers and their children in my line of sight. So I prayed for 
each of them. That’s practicing the presence of God 
 
Our daughter, Bethany, was with us for a few days. We don’t see her very often, but still I long 
to have a relationship with her. So I try to call her about once a week. The reason I still pay for 
her phone is so I’m sure there’s a way for us to communicate. And I’ll call her on the phone, but 
I don’t remember the last time she answered. I know my name shows up when I call, and she’s 
never set up her voice mail so I can’t leave a message. So, then I’ll text her: “This is Dad, I 
would like to hear from you. Love you.” But does she call or even text? No. So I’ll send an email: 
“This is Dad. I’m thinking about you and would like to hear from you. Love you.” Does she call 
me back? No. So I’ll text again: “This is Dad. I hope you are doing okay. I’d like to hear from 
you. Love you.” But she doesn’t text back. Eventually, I reach the point where I’ll text: “Are you 
still alive? Do I need to come out there and check on you?” And then she’ll call: “Dad, I’m sorry, 
I’ve been really busy…” And I wonder, how often God is saying, “hey, I’m here. Are you paying 
attention. I love you. Would you call me or come to my house this Sunday? Are you still alive? I 
love you. I made you to be in relationship with me, and it will bring me joy and bring you joy if we 
could just spend some time together.”  
 
And this brings me back to my photo. The joy I felt in that moment and continue to feel 
whenever I see the photo is what God wants and what God wants for you as we grow together 
in our spiritual life. Be attentive and practice the presence of God in all we say and think and do. 
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Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of February 4, 2018 
 
Weekly Prayer: God, you alone know the true condition of my heart. I may be able to fool 
others with my words and actions, but you know the truth and are not fooled. Give me the inner 
nudge that I need, or an outward one if I need it, to move me in the direction that will make you 
more real to me. Lead me to do and say what is pleasing in your sight. Amen. 
 
To coincide with the new 3-week sermon series, The Spiritual Life, each day’s prayer will 
conclude with one of the 21 questions that John Wesley used each day to deepen his spiritual 
life. 
 
Monday, February 5 - Day 29: A New Prayer 
 
Scripture: Psalm 96:1-4, 11-13 
Sing to the LORD a new song! Sing to the LORD, all the earth! Sing to the LORD! Bless his 
name! Share the news of his saving work every single day! Declare God's glory among the 
nations; declare his wondrous works among all people because the LORD is great and so 
worthy of praise. He is awesome beyond all other gods 
 
Let heaven celebrate! Let the earth rejoice! Let the sea and everything in it roar! Let the 
countryside and everything in it celebrate! Then all the trees of the forest too will shout out 
joyfully before the LORD because he is coming! He is coming to establish justice on the earth! 
He will establish justice in the world rightly. He will establish justice among all people fairly. 
 
Observation: The psalmist was writing at a time when the people were preparing to return to 
Jerusalem after living in exile for more than a generation. It is time for a “new song.” There 
would be new responsibilities that the people would bear, given the absence of the monarchy, 
which had formerly been responsible for enacting the justice and righteousness that God wills 
(see Psalm 72). How better to worship the God who was doing new things for God’s people, 
and calling the restored people themselves to do new things, than to “sing to the LORD a new 
song”! 
 
Application: We often resist new things and want to embrace the familiar. Have you ever 
wished for an older familiar hymn instead of the new song being introduced in worship? Maybe 
it is only through something new that God can truly get our attention and cause us to see what 
God is doing. Is it time for a new song, a new prayer, or a new spiritual practice? 
 
Prayer: Thank you, God, that you can be known in new ways. Teach me to sing your praise 
even when I find myself in the midst of the unfamiliar. Even the unfamiliar is not new to you. 
Amen. 
 
Growing Deeper:  Am I enjoying prayer? 
 
Tuesday, February 6 - Day 30: Abide in Me 
 
Scripture: John 15:1-8 
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vineyard keeper. He removes any of my branches that 
don't produce fruit, and he trims any branch that produces fruit so that it will produce even more 
fruit. You are already trimmed because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I 
will remain in you. A branch can't produce fruit by itself, but must remain in the vine. Likewise, 
you can't produce fruit unless you remain in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. If you 
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remain in me and I in you, then you will produce much fruit. Without me, you can't do anything. 
If you don't remain in me, you will be like a branch that is thrown out and dries up. Those 
branches are gathered up, thrown into a fire, and burned. If you remain in me and my words 
remain in you, ask for whatever you want and it will be done for you. My Father is glorified when 
you produce much fruit and in this way prove that you are my disciples. 
 
Observation: The Greek word, meno, is translated as “abide” or “remain.” The word is repeated 
no less than eight times in John 15. In verse 7, John writes, “If you abide in me, and my words 
abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.” (NASB) The word, meno, is a 
present imperative verb, which indicates a continual action. It’s not something we start and stop. 
The goal is to get closer and closer to God, and the way we do that is by abiding in His Word. 
 
Application: If you get into God’s Word, God’s Word will get into you. It will radically change the 
way you think, the way you live, the way you love. But it requires more than a casual reading. 
The Bible was meant to be memorized and meditated on. It was meant to be prayed and 
practiced. To abide in the Word of God is to allow the Word of God to abide in you. 
 
Prayer: Lord God, abide in me. Let your presence and the message I hear in scripture fill my 
heart and mind so that every action is a response and reflection of what you are teaching me. 
Lord God, abide in me.  
 
Growing Deeper: Did the Bible live in me today? 
 
Wednesday, February 7 - Day 31: Spell It Out 
 
Scripture: Matthew 20:29-34 
As Jesus and his disciples were going out of Jericho a large crowd followed him. When two 
blind men sitting along the road heard that Jesus was passing by, they shouted, "Show us 
mercy, Lord, Son of David!" Now the crowd scolded them and told them to be quiet. But they 
shouted even louder, "Show us mercy, Lord, Son of David!" Jesus stopped in his tracks and 
called to them. "What do you want me to do for you?" he asked. "Lord, we want to see," they 
replied. Jesus had compassion on them and touched their eyes. Immediately they were able to 
see, and they followed him. 
 
Observation: When two blind men called out to Jesus, the crowd saw an interruption, but divine 
appointments come disguised. Others would have walked by this miracle waiting to happen. 
They had places to go and more important people to see, but Jesus stopped. He asked, “What 
do you want me to do for you?” Was the question necessary? Wasn’t it obvious? They were 
blind! Yet, Jesus wanted them to define what they wanted. He made them spell out what they 
wanted so that they knew what they wanted. 
 
Application: What if Jesus asked you the same question: What do you want me to do for you? 
Would you be able to spell out exactly what God has put in your heart? If we cannot answer, we 
may be as blind spiritually as these men were physically. What are the goals and dreams that 
you have on your heart? 
 
Prayer: Gracious God, grant me the clarity to know what is truly on my heart, not just the 
momentary desires that are forgotten tomorrow, but the deep longing that remain unmet and as 
yet unfulfilled. Hear, O God, the prayer of my heart. Amen. 
 
Growing Deeper: Do I insist upon doing something about which my conscience is uneasy? 
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Thursday, February 8 - Day 32: Get a Testimony 
 
Scripture: Revelation 12:10-12 
Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say, "Now the salvation and power and kingdom of our 
God, and the authority of his Christ have come. The accuser of our brothers and sisters, who 
accuses them day and night before our God, has been thrown down. They gained the victory 
over him on account of the blood of the Lamb and the word of their witness. Love for their own 
lives didn't make them afraid to die. Therefore, rejoice, you heavens and you who dwell in them. 
But oh! The horror for the earth and sea! The devil has come down to you with great rage, for he 
knows that he only has a short time." 
 
Observation: The writer of Revelation is describing a spiritual battle between the forces of good 
and evil. The song of victory in these verses gives credit to God’s people on earth. “They 
conquered him by the blood of the Lamb…” As followers of the Lamb (Christ), they have already 
been saved by his blood, and that his self-giving to death is the pattern which they must now 
follow. And that is what wins the battle. 
 
Application: Our testimony to share is what God has already accomplished in our lives. When 
a testimony of healing is shared, those who hear it get an infusion of faith to believe God for 
healing in their own lives. What is a testimony that you have been given to share?  
 
Prayer: God, thank you for the ways you are acting in my life and the world around me. Help 
me to see clearly and attribute your works to you. To you, I give glory and praise for your 
faithfulness to me. May others see through me your greatness and mercy. Amen. 
 
Growing Deeper: Did I disobey God in anything? 
 
Friday, February 9 - Day 33: Prayer Covering 
 
Scripture: Exodus 17:8-12 
Amalek came and fought with Israel at Rephidim. Moses said to Joshua, "Choose some men for 
us and go fight with Amalek. Tomorrow I'll stand on top of the hill with the shepherd's rod of God 
in my hand." So Joshua did as Moses told him. He fought with Amalek while Moses, Aaron, and 
Hur went up to the top of the hill. Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel would start winning 
the battle. Whenever Moses lowered his hand, Amalek would start winning. But Moses' hands 
grew tired. So they took a stone and put it under Moses so he could sit down on it. Aaron and 
Hur held up his hands, one on each side of him so that his hands remained steady until sunset. 
 
Observation: In chapter 17, we are given a description of an ancient battle between the 
Israelites and the Amalekites. As long as Moses was lifting up his arms, the Israelites were 
gaining ground. But when Moses grew tired and lowered his arms, the Israelites lost ground. 
That’s when Aaron and Hur stood alongside Moses and lifted up his arms until sunset.  
 
Application: Spiritual battles are fought the same way. You will have moments when you lack 
the ability, strength, will, or faith to pray for yourself. That’s when you need a prayer partner or 
prayer circle to hold up your arms, just as Aaron and Hur did for Moses. Who are the people you 
can turn to? Are you on someone else’s team when they need prayer? 
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Prayer: Lord, today, I give thanks for the people in my life who offer love and care. In moments, 
when the concerns of life are great, help me to invite others alongside me in prayer. Help me to 
be available to others. Hear the names and needs of those who are on my heart today… Amen. 
 
Growing Deeper: Do I pray about the money I spend? 
 
Saturday, February 10 - Day 34: Raise Up a Remnant 
 
Scripture: 2 Kings 19:29-31 
“Now this will be the sign for you, Hezekiah: This year you will eat what grows by itself. Next 
year you will eat what grows from that. But in the third year, sow seed and harvest it; plant 
vineyards and eat their fruit. The survivors of the house of Judah who have escaped will take 
root below and bear fruit above. Those who remain will go out from Jerusalem, and those who 
survive will go out from Mount Zion. The zeal of the LORD of heavenly forces will do this. 
 
Observation: At critical junctures in history, God raises up a remnant to reestablish God’s reign 
and rule. These verses come during the reign of Hezekiah, one of a succession of kings over 
the nation of Judah. Through the prophet Isaiah, Hezekiah is promised that in spite of present 
and future turmoil, God will raise up a remnant. And that’s precisely what would happen. 
 
Application: If we circle the promises of God, God will deliver on them. It’s not a question of if; 
it’s only a question of when. But if we are determined to pray as long as it takes, revival will 
come. It’s as predictable as the sun rising in the east and setting in the west. What are you 
prepared to pray AS LONG AS IT TAKES? 
 
Prayer: God, as sure and certain as this new day, the Scriptures remind me that you are 
present and able to answer my prayers. Give me the patience to wait and the wisdom to know 
when you have spoken. Amen. 
 
Growing Deeper: Do I give time for the Bible to speak to me every day? 
 
 
 


