New Year 2021 – It's Who You Know
Christmas is over – can you believe it? We can have everything, but if this is not right… 2021 will make no sense…
Tension w/ Pharisees – trying to trick Jesus… Matthew 22:37 Jesus replied: " 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' 40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."
Jesus clearly gives the most important relationship in life… 
God is not an abstract force, man upstairs, the big guy, a juke box, a candy machine, some kind of Santa, or a police officer.
The Bible clearly paints a picture of God who is a loving Father
· Jesus did not come to start a religion- but to start a family! 

God is not interested in you being part of His religion… but His family! 

The infinite creator can be intimately known - Isaiah 57:15 - For this is what the high and exalted One says— he who lives forever, whose name is holy: “I live in a high and holy place, (beyond the scope of time and eternity – omni…) but also with the one who is contrite and lowly in spirit, to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite.
That was so radical to them. Jewish taught God was not even to be mentioned by name – Jesus says not only can we know Him but we can call him by name Jesus or by Abba = Daddy
RELIGION OR RELATIONSHIP: We say it – we hear it - What’s it mean?
Many claim to have a walk with God – especially in the south… I think a vast number have a false faith & assurance - they have religion.

In our culture many attend, sign a card, adopt a belief system -  and it's simply religion not a life transforming relationship 

What's the Difference? Religion is marked by an… 
· Emphasizes rules and rituals – What do I need to do to get to God?
· About creating clones – What are the ways I need to look and act?  
· About appeasing God – What is the formula to make God happy?
· Self centered – What do I get out of it, my benefit? My blessing?
Then what is a relationship with God? Does it mean you hear voices, get a revelation, illumination, or experience miracles?
It’s simply – knowing…
God is close - God knows and cares for you personally, not distant 
God is involved - God listens and responds to you personally 
God is good - God directs and guides you personally for your good
And all of this is, is a result of - Who you know... Jesus
But over time we tend to substitute relationship w/ religion, rules, and hoops, our best efforts to try to make God happy.
Let’s have a New Year’s coffee conversation - pull up a chair…
To have a great “relationship” with God - Start Here - THIS YEAR…
1. Know the real Jesus

The only way to know that God is close, involved and good – is to know Jesus – the real Jesus.
John 14:6 - Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. 
Who is that “me”? Is He creator Jesus, or created Jesus / man Jesus or God Jesus / one of many sons of God Jesus or the only one of kind Jesus / prophet Jesus or the messiah Jesus?
What you believe about Jesus matters. Box filled with views of Jesus (Mormon, Koran, JW, Hindu) - What’s in the pack matters! 
There are false Jesus’ out there, only the real one brings us to God
It matters who Jesus is Biblically (Historical Jesus) 

It matters who Jesus is Doctrinally (God/Man Jesus)
It matters who Jesus is Personally (Holy sinless Jesus)
Q - Do you know the real Jesus?

2. Don’t put God first - put Him in the center 
Don’t try to put God first on a list, put Him in the middle of everything - He is not meant to be #1 on the list of things to do. 
Matt 6:33 But seek first (keep the focus of our pursuits - like a lens) his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.
We think; prayed - check / read Bible - check. Now it’s my time! The issue is - when are we ever really done with God? God is not a bullet point, He encompasses every area of our life. Your job, home, marriage, friends would be diff if you had him at the center.
Colossians 3:17 - And whatever you do (everything in life), whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. (Taking that test, stocking shelves, filing folders, waiting tables, digging a ditch, running a course, mowing the yard – do it in Jesus name!)
V. 23 Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord…
Often make decision based on money or opportunities rather than how this might affect my or family’s relationship w/ God. 

We tend to see life w/ 2 boxes – a secular box & spiritual box.
How do we know we have different boxes? Compartmentalize- 2 boxes
* Secular Box: a joke you wouldn’t tell at church / cheat & cut corners... but not at church / when you act diff with me than with others…
* Spiritual Box: talk nicer, “brother”, religious, low voice prayers… (What if I had a “with Nikol box” and a “not with Nikol box”?) 
This is what scripture calls us to - empty all contents into the spiritual box - Jesus in us = all things thru Him, for him, by him
Q - Is God in the middle or do you compartmentalize Him?

3. Beware of empty rituals 
Beware of substituting empty rituals for genuine relationship

Baptism, a mission trips, volunteering, serving, doing church - all good - but they can’t cover up a messed up heart
1 Samuel 15:22 To obey is better than sacrifice (Walking w/ God is better rituals) 
1 Corinthians 13:2-3 – spiritual gifts and church does not equal God’s love
Colossians 2:20 Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: [21] "Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!"? [22] These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings. [23] Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.  (Rules and rituals alone are not the answer- change of heart is the answer - sadly that is not how were raised) 
Rituals produce Mafia Christians - as long as you love momma and pray in church you can knock people off during the week
The outside may look good – but Jesus knows what’s going on inside. He is not fooled. He desires our life not rituals. 
Q - What’s the motivations for your walk with God?
4. Find your rhythm
Many speakers / authors - tell us the what you need to do - formulas for growth - a retreat by a lake, a journal, fast, early prayer for an hour
we have diff personalities, gifts, interests, and ways we connect.

Realize this: My rhythm is not your rhythm - and vise versa
Romans 14:5 One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 6 He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord. He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. (Paul goes on - Don’t pass judgment on another’s journey – instead clear the path – don’t cause them to stumble) 22 So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who does not condemn himself by what he approves. 23 But whoever has doubts is condemned if they eat, because their eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.
A Few thoughts: When we assume the way we serve God is the same way all mature people should when they finally grow up – we tend to… 
· Gift project – you must be like me in gifts & serving
· Turn tools into rules – You must journal, get up early and pray an hour, fast weekly, do this in your marriage… etc  
· Turn liberty into lazy – don’t need church, can live how I want - We are not to neglect the Biblical house rules for everyone.

Q - How do you grow close to God? What ways? Do them...
This year – Start here!
5. Expect to go through seasons & stages - every relationship does 
I wish I was told this as a young Christian – I thought I would always be on fire, hear God, be happy, feel God - but, when it didn’t… We think what’s wrong with me? Am I still a Christian?
Seasons are a part of life – our weather – times of the year – stages in life (age, etc.) – in relationships… that same with our walk with God.
The Bible says this life is a race – We run, we train, we practice, we fail, and we get up – these are life’s stages - diff seasons
2 Cor 3 – says those in relationship with God grow and are transformed daily. 

Some days more than others – growing with God is a process 
1 Cor 13 – talks about growing up spiritually and going thru life stages
Ephesians 4 - how those who are God’s are constantly in a state of change

Hebrews – Talks about how there are seasons of growth at different levels 
We all go through seasons and each season has a purpose for us. Life is a journey, a process, and it has many seasons!  3 Biblical seasons:
1. Harvest season - New Christian, after an event, Mt top - Things are going well – the world has color and purpose. Excited to be alive. 
Purpose = Growth / understanding / boldness / fruitful
2. Wilderness season - Dry, lonely, desperate, feel forsaken, silence from God, this is usually an inner feeling or inner battle
Purpose = Test of faith, dying to self, learning obedience

3. Trial season - A severe fire, tragedy, temptation, rejection- outward
Purpose = fire brings out impurities – bitterness, anger, pride (Mal 3:3, 1 Pet 1:7, Ja 1:2-4) They make us stronger and mature us 
Jesus often referred to our walk, in terms of farming seasons and so did Paul - 
Galatians 6:7 Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. 8 Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh will reap destruction; whoever sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. (sometimes our seasons are a result of our poor choices) 9 Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time (season) we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. (sometimes our seasons are a result of making wise choices) 10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.
· Q – What Season are you in?
Don’t give up – in the trial and wilderness season!!

I want to end by saying this again… 
God does not call us to be part of a religion – but part of His family! 
Romans 8:15 For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father."
Box -Here is a great picture. This year we will have schedules, events, plans activities, things we carry - every day - all year. 
Question about your 2021
Will you carry it? (pick up) list of your priorities, God in somewhere…
Will it carry you? (stand on) Tells you where & how you will be / BUT
Jesus wants to carry it and walk with you (volunteer) – arm around 
1 Peter 5:7 - Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. (Psalm 55:22, Psalm 37:5)
When Jesus carries the box – he knows what’s inside – picks thru – “yeah, I don’t like that. Just stick with me”
This year start the year with dad. He knows all about you and loves you
Thru Jesus we can be in relationship with God and know  
(Dad is good) He directs and guides me personally
(Dad is involved) He listens and responds to me personally 

(Dad is close) He knows and cares for me personally
