“Thriving Or Surviving?”

Psalm 85:1-13

Let’s go ahead and turn to today’s Scripture reading, Psalm 85.

When my dad retired from being a chemist with American Electric Power Company a number of years ago, he adjusted to the change pretty well.  But he did get bored about four months later.  So he took a part-time job at a local greenhouse and nursery.  Now my dad has never had much of a “green thumb.”  My mom is the one skilled at growing things.  So dad had to learn a lot about plants: how much water did one species get?  How much fertilizer did one species need, what kind, and how often?  How much light did a fern need as opposed to an impatient?


If you do any sort of gardening at all—even if it’s just a window box or a hanging basket—you know that plants require very specific nurture and care.  And the same is true for us.  God longs to nurture us so that we grow and thrive just as we want the plants under our care to do.  If we’re truly honest with ourselves, I wonder whether our souls are being nourished the way God wants?  And if not, what can we do to change that?
1-3God, you smiled on your good earth!  You brought good times back to Jacob!  You lifted the cloud of guilt from your people, you put their sins far out of sight.  You took back your sin-provoked threats, you cooled your hot, righteous anger.
4-7Help us again, God of our help; don’t hold a grudge against us forever.  You aren’t going to keep this up, are you? scowling and angry, year after year?  Why not help us make a fresh start—a resurrection life?  Then your people will laugh and sing!  Show us how much you love us, God!  Give us the salvation we need!
8-9I can’t wait to hear what he’ll say.  God’s about to pronounce his people well, the holy people he loves so much, so they’ll never again live like fools.  See how close his salvation is to those who fear him?  Our country is home base for Glory!
10-13Love and Truth meet in the street, Right Living and Whole Living embrace and kiss!  Truth sprouts green from the ground, right Living pours down from the skies!  Oh yes! God gives Goodness and Beauty; our land responds with Bounty and Blessing.  Right Living strides out before him, and clears a path for his passage.
This psalm is a cry for renewal and new life.  The author remembers how God had helped Israel in the past: 1-3God, you smiled on your good earth!  You brought good times back to Jacob!  You lifted the cloud of guilt from your people, you put their sins far out of sight.  You took back your sin-provoked threats, you cooled your hot, righteous anger.  The people of Israel had returned to their homeland from seventy years of exile in Babylon.  Prophets such as Isaiah and Ezekiel had told the people that things would be better when they went home.  However, things hadn’t improved all that much.  The people were discouraged and wondering where God was.

The writer called out for a fresh beginning: 4-7Help us again, God of our help; don’t hold a grudge against us forever.  You aren’t going to keep this up, are you, scowling and angry, year after year?  Why not help us make a fresh start—a resurrection life?  Then your people will laugh and sing!  Show us how much you love us, God!  Give us the salvation we need!
I love two verses in this section: verse seven-- Give us the salvation we need!  What a beautiful way to express our inability to save ourselves—Give us the salvation...  It isn’t something we can earn or purchase.  It has to be given to us.  And the acknowledgement that we need that salvation!  We need what only God can give.

I also love verse six: Why not help us make a fresh start—a resurrection life?
Why not help us…--it’s a question that says we’re willing to do our part, and we want God to do his.  We’re anxious to partner with God in receiving that salvation—help us make a fresh start—a resurrection life.  This is more than just asking for good luck or physical vitality.  It’s a desire for complete renewal in body, mind and spirit.

At the end of August 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall in southeast Louisiana and became the costliest natural disaster, and one of the top five deadliest hurricanes in U.S. history.  In October of that year I joined a mission team from First United Methodist Church, Maryville.  We spent a week in Laurel, Mississippi, doing relief work.  During that time we were housed at West Laurel United Methodist Church, and they used the phrase “The Resurrected Life” as part of their recovery effort.

We learned Katrina had taken thirteen hours to pass completely through Laurel.  The people of the city were emotionally scarred from the trauma of a thirteen-hour hurricane.  The relief crews that worked throughout the town helped bring a sense of life back to the people—a “resurrected life.”  The relief work not only cleared debris, cleaned out houses and cut down trees: it also helped heal the bodies, minds and spirits of the people of Laurel.  While the physical work was going on, an internal healing and a renewal of hope was taking place.
This is what the psalmist called out for.  This is what the people of Israel, returning from exile, needed.  So let’s go back and ask again whether our souls are being nourished and cared for as God wants?  Are we thriving in our lives, or are we just surviving from day to day?
If we’re thriving, then we’ll be living in the richness and fullness of Christ.  In John 10:10, Jesus said “…I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  The word full here means remarkable, extraordinary.  But another definition for full—or abundant—is ‘that which is not usually encountered among people.’

Because of the presence of Jesus Christ in you, would you say your life is remarkable?  Extraordinary?  A life that’s not usually encountered among people?  If we’re honest, then no, our lives don’t really seem remarkable or extraordinary.  We probably look, sound and act like most everyone else around us.  But what an awesome goal for us to shoot for: to have the sort of life that’s not normally found in other people!

The film BRAVEHEART is based around the historical events of William Wallace, a late thirteenth century AD Scot who was one of the main leaders in the rebellion for Scottish independence from England.  Near the end of the film, the Princess of Wales begs Wallace to recant his rebellion.  “You will die,” she pleads with him.  “It will be awful.”  William Wallace replies, “Every man dies.  Not every man truly lives.”


In Christ, we’re resurrected to a new life so that we might “really live” for God.  We’re not here to just squeak by or just survive.  Our souls need to be nourished on the vibrant, exciting life that Jesus has bestowed upon us.
Another indicator that we’re thriving is that our lives reveal the fruit of our relationship with Christ.  Paul wrote in Galatians 5:22, But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  The fruit of the Spirit is the evidence of God’s presence in our lives.  It’s revealed by how we treat others and how we conduct ourselves.  Our souls cannot thrive if there’s no evidence of God’s presence in our lives.  Jesus said in John 15:5, “Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches.  Those who remain in me, and I in them, will produce much fruit.  For apart from me you can do nothing.”  Without a living, thriving, maturing relationship with the vine of Christ, we’re weak and ineffective branches.  There’s no fruit being produced.
A third indicator of whether we’re thriving or merely surviving is that our love for God and love for other people is growing.  34But when the Pharisees heard that [Jesus] had silenced the Sadducees with his reply, they met together to question him again.  35One of them, an expert in religious law, tried to trap him with this question: 36“Teacher, which is the most important commandment in the law of Moses?”
37Jesus replied, “‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.’   38This is the first and greatest commandment.  39A second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  40The entire law and all the demands of the prophets are based on these two commandments.”
When our souls are being fed by worship, prayer and immersion in the Scriptures, we should be falling deeper and deeper in love with God.  We should be drawing closer to him.  And the more we love God, the more we cannot help but love other people.  If there’s little or no love for others, there’s little to no love for God.  When our love affair with Jesus grows cold or is non-existent, then we’re just surviving.  We’re limping along spiritually.

A final indicator of whether we’re thriving or surviving can be seen by how we’re imitating the life of Christ—how we’re reproducing his life in us.  This indicator is linked closely with how well we’re bearing the fruit of the Spirit.  Again, the apostle Paul wrote, Imitate God, therefore, in everything you do, because you are his dear children (Ephesians 5:1).
We’re to continually mimic the behaviors and attitudes of Jesus.  What his heart beats for, ours should beat for.  Who he talked to, we should talk to.  Where he went, we should go.  If we’re not imitating Jesus, we’re not truly following Jesus.  We may have let him be our Savior, but we have not allowed him to be our Lord.


So maybe you’re thinking to yourself, “I’m not sure I’m thriving.  I have the feeling I’m just surviving from day to day.  What do I do about that?  Can I move from survival mode to a thriving spirit?”  Most certainly!  But we have to want it to change, and we have to help bring about the change.


We must begin by asking God for it.  Spiritual maturity doesn’t just happen because we’re a Christian.  It’s something we have to pay attention to and work at.  God is more than willing to do his part to transform and mature us.  But we have to take responsibility for our part.
We should make time to cultivate God’s presence in our lives.  An hour-long worship service once a week is not enough to grow us like we should.  We wouldn’t send our children to school one day a week to learn all that they needed in each grade.  We wouldn’t eat one meal a week to sustain our physical bodies.  Why do we assume that one hour—or two if we count Sunday school—is sufficient to mature us in our faith?
Christians should develop a lifestyle of worship, not just an hour of worship.  A lifestyle of worship is marked by an attitude of gratitude, and it includes the practice of different spiritual disciplines.  These spiritual disciplines can be things such as silence, meditation, prayer and fasting.

It doesn’t require a Ph.D. in theology to do these things.  All of us can be silent before God.  We can meditate on his goodness, or his Word, or his presence.  All of us can pray.  Many of us can fast if we have no extenuating health circumstances that would prohibit it.  These things are like water and good soil to a plant.  They’re the tools by which our souls are fed and nurtured.

God’s intent and design for us is to thrive—to live in rich abundance, to bear fruit, to fall more in love with Jesus, and to love and serve others.  If someone looked closely at your life, would they find you thriving--or simply surviving?
Let us pray:

Almighty God—you have created and crafted me in unique ways.  I am not like anyone else in this room or even on this planet.  There has never been someone exactly like me on this earth, and there never will be anyone exactly like me.  I am a unique, special, beloved child of my Creator-Father.  And yet despite my distinctiveness, my soul needs the same things that everyone’s soul needs.  It needs care and nurture.  It needs to be fed, and you are my Source, my Sustenance, my All in All.
Fill me with even more of the richness of Jesus, that it would be said “He has the kind of life not normally found among people.”  Strengthen my connection to the vine of Jesus, that I might bear good fruit that reveals the grace of God in attractive, positive ways.  Give me more awareness of how I love you, and in doing so, may my love for all others increase as well.  And let me imitate Jesus, even as my own children sought to imitate me when they were little.  It made me proud to know they were trying to mimic their father, and it makes you proud to know we are trying to mimic you.

We recognize we cannot achieve these things on our own, but only with an infusion of your grace each day.  We are your vessels, waiting to be filled.  Come, Lord Jesus.  Come, Holy Spirit.  Make me wholly thine.  Amen.
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