ALE & TEVIOT UNITED CHURCH

LILLIESLEAF KIRK : Sunday 21 September 2008
Service of Communion with Healing

Call to Worship : 

Christ himself carried our sins in his body to the cross, so that we might die to sin and live for righteousness. It is by his wounds that you have been healed.

[1 Peter 2.24]
CH4, 157 : Sing of the Lord’s goodness  

Prayer with Collect for Purity
Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden, cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of Your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love You and worthily magnify Your Holy Name, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

Lessons : 
Psalm 103 : 1-5  [p. 605]

Matthew 11 : 1-6  [p. 976]
CH4, 718 : We cannot measure how you heal  

Sermon

Bring offering forward during next hymn

CH4, 189 : Be still
Communion

CH4, 782 : Lord of life, we come to you
Healing

Blessing [sung together] : God to enfold you  [Bunessan – CH4, 314]

SERMON

Over the summer a remarkable phenomenon took place in the relatively obscure town of Lakeland, Florida. It came to be known as the Healing Outpouring, and although it brought about many marvellous manifestations of the love and power of God, it stirred up no small degree of controversy. To say that the way the meetings were conducted was not everyone’s cup of tea is an understatement, but a student of the scriptures will be well aware that the same was said of the New Testament church – the disciples, they sniffed superciliously, must be drunk to carry on like that.
If that’s true, then pour me a double double of whatever they were having because, as from Pentecost, the very fullness of God, which had been committed to His Son Jesus Christ during his earthly ministry, was now poured out on the whole church, with the result that explosions of miraculous heavenly power took place by human hands – the hands of mortal, fallible, eat-drink-sleep Christians – to the glory of Jesus’ Name.

And you know what? It got messy. New Testament church life was exciting, but very untidy. Services broke all the rules. They did not follow the precise order of a hymn sandwich. They weren’t over in 50 minutes flat. Sermons were long – so much so that one young lad nodded off and fell out of a top floor window while Paul was holding forth. They adjourned, raised him from the dead, and got back into the Word again for a few more hours. The religious traditionalists, true to form, hated it.

I wonder if perhaps the clock has turned full circle. I wonder if perhaps we are in the same place as the New Testament church found itself, with a huge choice to make as to which side of the great divide we are on. A choice to stick with the comfortable, the familiar, the easily digestible – or to take the risk of being open to the Holy Spirit, that fresh wind of change who blows wherever he wills, accepting that the price of seeing hearts changed, souls saved, bodies healed and lives transformed will almost certainly be that some will find the change threatening and bale out, protesting noisily

The temptation to stick with the safe, the tried and tested, is strong. But the question won’t go away that easily, and if I rephrase it, you’ll see why. Ultimately, it boils down to this – is what we are, and what we do, about the Lord, or about ourselves? Are we here for the glory of Jesus Christ, of whom his close friend and apprentice Peter wrote : Christ himself carried our sins in his body to the cross, so that we might die to sin and live for righteousness. It is by his wounds that you have been healed.
Or are we here to please ourselves, to enjoy a familiar cultural exercise, a trip down Memory Lane to our childhood, finding refuge from the present in the past, in the hymns we knew in the carefree days of school before the harsh reality of adult life took its toll? Are we anxious to blunt the cutting edge of the gospel message by wrapping it up in the arcane and archaic language of the King James Bible, rather than let the direct thrust of a modern translation hit the target as God intends? 
Do we prefer a brief pep talk from the pulpit that never commits the unpardonable sin of addressing the real issues that are tearing us apart, or exposing the real need within us to forgive and be forgiven, to let go of unhealed hurts, unrequited loves and unavenged grudges, to change our ways of thinking, of talking, of relating to others – as against a message that hammers home the unwelcome command of the Lord Jesus to crucify our own opinions, feelings and desires, to take up the cross of unselfishness as a daily reality, and to commit ourselves to minister rather than be ministered to?

In my experience, those who come out to evening services are not the nod-to-God, tick-the-box brigade, so I suspect I’m addressing a fairly receptive audience, but one or two of us may be thinking – whoa, boy! I came tonight to receive communion and to get healed, not to explore scary issues like that! The trouble is that if we choose not to face the reality of who we are and who God is, true communion is impossible. 

Two strangers can’t have meaningful fellowship. If we don’t recognise God, and if we won’t recognise ourselves, we’ll be like ships in the night, passing each other by in the darkness of doubt and unbelief. Let me return again to that foundational text we heard earlier, 1 Peter 2.24. Christ himself carried our sins in his body to the cross, so that we might die to sin and live for righteousness. It is by his wounds that you have been healed. That verse tells us who God is, and what God has done for us.
But it will have zero effect on our lives if we’re not honest with ourselves about the sins we have quietly stuffed into the stair cupboards of our being and no longer face. What are the things that are festering away within you? Who are the people you have issues with, the people you have it in for, the people who hurt you and never even said sorry? Any names and faces come to mind? You don’t need to tell me, but you do need to tell God. And now you need to confess to God the sin of unforgiveness.
In the name of Jesus, who carried your sins in his body to the cross, so that you might die to sin and live for righteousness, let all those hurts and grudges go right now – no excuses, no wait-and-see-how-I-feel-in-the morning, do it right now, in obedience to the Lord Jesus and as an act of gratitude and worship for all he has done for you. 

If you have done that, if you have released the forgiving mercy of Jesus Christ, you have right now experienced release from bondage to the devil. Two things I’d like to say about that. One, the devil will come back and try to offer you back those rotten feelings and attitudes you had until two minutes ago. You can bet on it. Be warned. Don’t listen to him. 2 Corinthians 10.5 tells us to cast down vain imaginations and take every thought captive to Jesus Christ. You tell the devil he’s a liar and to get lost. You are free, in Jesus’ name. Don’t feel your way back into spiritual prison.

Second point. Once you have obeyed Jesus and released forgiveness and mercy, you may very well find that the physical problem, you came here tonight to be healed of, is gone. It is a medically recognised fact that many of our diseases are psychosomatic – that is, the problem starts in the head. Get our head right, our body will catch on.
I am not saying that a person who holds on to unforgiveness, bitterness, grudges, self-pity, and all sorts of other spiritual poison that the devil spews in our direction at any opportunity, cannot receive healing. Nothing is impossible for God, and in particular healing is one of the signs and wonders accompanying the preaching of the Word that on numerous occasions kick-starts someone being born again.
But for the person who does consider himself or herself to be a Christian, choosing to ignore the unforgiveness problem is just downright daft. It’s like trying to run the 100 metres carrying a sack of coal around with you. You pile pressure and tension and anxiety on yourself, which is a breeding-ground for many kinds of physical illness, including ulcers, irritable bowel and high blood pressure. Let go and let God. 

Well, that’s easy for you to say. You don’t know what I’ve been through. No, but I do know what Jesus has been through for you, and why he went through it. Don’t insult him, and in so doing destroy your life, by grimly hanging on to rubbish that his agony on the cross has power and authority to release you from.

Tonight is the night to get rid, once and for all, of the empty charade of dead religious tradition that God has nothing to do with, and to embrace instead the radical gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ, a gospel of forgiveness and healing and new life without limit. 

Tonight we will do things a bit differently. The Word of God has challenged us to get to grips with reality, and this will require us to have the courage to face our problems honestly so that the power of Jesus Christ released at Easter and cascaded into the church at Pentecost can set us free. We will come together round the table for a time of very personal, very powerful, prayer. Then we will celebrate the sacrament. 

After that we will sing a devotional song, and then walk in our God-given authority to release healing to one another in accordance with the Word. There will then be an opportunity for ministry from Alexis and myself, as we did at Burnfoot a couple of weeks ago, before we share the blessing and go home, forgiven and healed. 
