Sunday 30 November 2008 : Psalm 1 [p. 543] & Matthew 4 : 12-22  [p. 968]

Today we have no shortage of themes to tie together – St Andrew’s Day, a National Day of Prayer, the first Sunday of Advent, a united service, the Guild dedication – and to do so at a time when many people feel uncertain and insecure about the future.
As ever, the place to go to make sense of all that’s happening around us is the Word of God, and it’s interesting that the Psalmist, in our first lesson today, highlights that the destiny of those who put God first, who make God’s Word the authority for their lives, who resolve and commit themselves to follow in God’s way, will succeed. By contrast, those who refuse to submit to God, who reject the authority of His Word, who put their flesh in the driving seat, will fail. That is a law of the Kingdom of God, and in the perspective of eternity it is 100% accurate. 
BLESSED is the one who, as The Message translation so vividly puts it, doesn’t hang out at Sin Saloon, doesn’t slink along Dead-End Road, doesn’t go to Smart-Mouth College. BLESSED is the one who doesn’t swallow whole, uncritically, unthinkingly, the lies and the spin put out by a world that worships only the God it sees in its bank statement or in its shaving mirror. That world system, in case anyone hasn’t noticed, is busily imploding under the weight of its own greed and stupidity.
It’s not that God has judged and condemned the ways of the world. That’s not what God does. We read that God did not send His Son into the world to condemn, but to save and to reconcile. The difficulty is that when we stupidly and stubbornly refuse to do things God’s way, we judge and condemn ourselves to failure. 
The Message again : there is a way of life that looks harmless enough, but look again, it leads straight to hell. Sure, these people appear to be having a great time, but all that laughter will end in heartache. Does that not describe pretty accurately the way the world has chosen during our lifetime? Do your own thing! If it feels good, do it! Go with the flow! It doesn’t matter what you believe, as long as you’re sincere!
I hate to tell you this, but if I want to go from the manse to Crailing Kirk, and I come out of The Glebe and turn left toward Lilliesleaf, no matter how sincerely I believe that road will bring me to Crailing, I’m not going to get here, and the longer I persist in a sincerely-held wrong belief, the more time and petrol I will waste before I get to my preferred destination. And that would be bad enough, but if I am so pig-headed and self-righteous that I never turn back, I’ll never make it to where I should be.

We saw in our New Testament lesson that, back at the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus chose a wee handful of people who would model that ministry, whose lives would be so transformed by his presence in their midst that they would be a shining light in the darkness of the selfish, cynical, unhappy, fearful deeply divided society they lived in at that time. Palestine was under Roman occupation, which was deeply resented, and the whole place was a powder-keg of bitterness ready to explode.  
How much did God need, at that time, a group of people who would love Him and trust Him enough to go against the flow of stinkin’ thinkin’ and bad attitudes ; who would love Him and trust Him enough to do things His way, the way of love, the way of grace, the way of mercy, the way of generosity, the way of forgiveness, the way of reconciliation, the way of healing, the way of God’s everlasting Kingdom? 

When Jesus came, he gathered around himself a small group who would, all too soon, be left to pick up the gauntlet and run with it. The fact that we are here this morning is evidence that he taught them well, and indeed that they were true to their calling, even if it meant paying a hefty price in the short-term to invest in eternity.

Please don’t daydream about how wonderful it must have been to have hung out with Jesus as one of the 12. It would have been hard work. Jesus was a tough taskmaster, who set very high standards and demanded that they measured up. As regards terms and conditions of employment, financial security etc, forget it – they lived by faith, receiving hospitality from one town or village to another, or sometimes not, yet their every need was met, right down to finding their overdue poll tax in a fish’s gob!

Being there when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead would have been awesome, but being in the Temple the next day when he kicked off at the souvenir salesmen, started throwing the furniture around, and severely hacked off the High Priest, would have been a whole different ball game. Palm Sunday – brilliant. Gethsemane, Calvary and the long dark day between the cross and the empty tomb – unspeakably awful.

Yet those disciples now reign in glory with Jesus in Heaven. Where, I wonder, will we presently find Annas and Caiaphas the High Priests? I don’t think I want to know.  Back in the days of Jesus, there was an urgent need for change, an urgent need for a people to grasp both the promises and the commands of God in both hands and press on toward the establishment of the Kingdom of God.

This was done by planting two kinds of good seed amid the barrenness and the weeds that characterised the spiritual landscape. The first seed was faith in God’s Word and His avowed intention to bring it to pass, to the glory of His Name and the blessing of His people. The second seed was grateful response to His great goodness in the form of generous giving to others, generous assessment of others, and an uncompromising commitment to worship God regularly, joyfully and attentively, with an openness to receive His Word of encouragement or correction by the power of His Spirit.

As the world around us staggers uncomprehendingly down Skid Row, very much like the world in Jesus’ own day, what does the Lord look for now? A people very much like the disciples and the New Testament church. People who love the Lord their God with all their heart and all their mind and all their soul and all their strength. People whose performance isn’t always perfect, just as Peter’s wasn’t and Paul’s wasn’t, and Andrew’s wasn’t, but whose heart is right and whose attitude is right.

People who will make a high priority of worshipping God as a spiritual reality, not just as a ritual performance. People who will be attentive to what God is saying to us, and be mature enough to receive direction and even correction from the Word – and, by the way, remember there is nothing that issues forth from the pulpit which has not already blown a bracing wind of change through the mind and heart of the person in the pulpit, so don’t feel “got at”. How much hotter and stronger do you think I’ve had to take the medicine before I dispense it, as the Lord leads, to the rest of us!

God is looking for people who will come out of a church service and their only topic of conversation will be what Jesus has done for and in them, what Jesus has promised to do for and in them, and how wonderful Jesus is. God is looking for people whose only conversation about the church to non-churchgoers will be a positive witness to the Lord of the church, not a series of gripes about what we do or don’t do, or how we do or don’t do it, and certainly not tittle-tattle about other people in the church.

God is looking for people who will relish the challenge and the privilege of bearing witness to His love and grace to us all. After all, the Bible teaches that Christ is the bridegroom and we, the church, are His bride. When we blab to folk outside the church all what’s wrong with the church, we’re talking ourselves down and spoiling our wedding day. Believe me, that’s an area, especially in terms of relationships with Head Office, that the Lord is taking me to task about, so, as I say, don’t feel “got at”.
God is looking for people who are so secure in the cloak of righteousness that, through Jesus, he has cast around us, that we don’t get put off when people talk about us or ignore us. It may come as a surprise to learn this, but we’re in the midst of a spiritual battle against the devil, and the devil fights dirty. That includes turning people we thought were our friends against us. Get used to it. Get over it.

God is looking for people who know we need to change, and to be his instruments of change, and are prepared to pay the price to win the crown. People, for example, like Andrew, our patron saint. People, for example, like you and me. Scotland, and indeed the whole world, depend on you and me taking a stand for Jesus, and proving that the way of the Word is infinitely better than the way of the world. It’s time to go fishing!






