Sunday 4 January 2009 : 
Ephesians 1 : 17-23  [p. 1173]

As I set out to prepare some thoughts for today, I looked at last year’s talk and found a few points to ponder. This time last year we mentioned that two of our children had set up new homes with their respective partners. We weren’t exactly thrilled by their choices, but we’ve learned that confrontation is usually counter-productive. In 2008, however, we set out claiming the promises of God for our children, including Jeremiah 31.16, which reads : Someday your children will come home from the enemy's land. 

For those two, that someday arrived on consecutive Fridays in April, as tearful phone calls signalled the end of those relationships, and their imminent arrival back on the manse doorstep. Might I add that the daughter who is actually married was warned within an inch of her life not to make it a hat-trick! Here was an interesting little lesson, that God’s Word has power, so by all means name and claim according to the promises of His Word, but don’t then be surprised when you get what you’ve asked for.

God is no mere human! He doesn't tell lies or change his mind. God always keeps his promises. [Numbers 23.19]. God’s Word that goes out from his mouth will not return to him empty, but will accomplish what he desires and achieve the purpose for which he sent it. [Isaiah 55.11]. I believe that’s hugely encouraging for us as we set out on a New Year at a time of considerable uncertainty in the world system, the economy and so on.

The challenge for us is not to let the inevitable decay of a Babylonian system – which did not, in any way, shape or form, honour God in the first place – shake our faith and trust in a God who has ordained a different, better and higher way of living. Jesus tells us to aim at and strive for and seek His kingdom, and everything else we need shall be supplied to us also [Luke 12.31]. That’s the exact opposite of what the world system teaches, but is the world system working? No, it isn’t, so who cares what it says!

If in 2009 we want to beat the credit crunch, the coughs and sneezes, and all the doom and gloom the media will download on us at the drop of hat, top priority for us this year has got to be our relationship with Jesus. This is the Saviour of the world we’re talking about, the One who left all the glory of heaven to come down to all this lot, so that you and I can break free from the man-made mess we’ve guddled about in for far too long.

When we consider what Jesus sacrificed for our sakes, is it really so unreasonable for us to sacrifice a little time each day, probably best first thing in the morning, to spend with Him, to get to know Him, to learn about His plan and purpose for our lives? Look, we’re going to spend eternity with Him, and I don’t want to spend eternity in the house of a stranger, thanks very much! But, Frank, I’m so busy, I don’t know if I can do that.

Come on! If the dreaded great-aunt Matilda, who smokes 40 Capstan a day, seems to wear Gordon’s Gin instead of eau-de-cologne, wears an ancient fur coat that smells like something that crawled into a hole and died 50 years ago – which indeed it did – and has the personality of a rabid warthog, we’d welcome her into the house, albeit with fingers crossed behind our backs, if we thought she’d leave us something in her will!
If the Queen, the Prime Minister, or the star of our favourite TV show, turned up on our doorstep, we’d squeeze them in somehow. We can make time in a busy schedule for anyone – if we recognise that they matter to us. Surely the One who died that we might live deserves our attention, our respect, our love? The devil will do anything to stop us from spending time with Jesus because he knows that when we get serious in our walk of faith, he will lose his foothold in our lives. Be prepared for a battle.

Settle yourself down with a Bible in your hand to spend quality time with the Lord, and be sure the Jehovah’s Witnesses will turn up on your doorstep, telephone call centres from Baghdad to Bangalore will ring to discuss the credit card you don’t have and the double-glazing you don’t want, you’ll not be able to find your glasses, and when you do find them, you’ll need to visit the loo. Anything to distract you – but don’t give up!

Because when you do get into that place of fellowship with Jesus, you will discover the truth about yourself, that you are the heir to all his wonderful promises ; that he longs for you to prosper and be in good health, as your soul prospers [3 John 2] ; that he will contend with those who contend with you and will save your children [Isaiah 49.25] ; that the same anointing that was on Him to minister to others in the power of the Holy Spirit is now cascaded on to you as a member of His body, the church [Ephesians 1].

You may not be surprised to learn that the devil did not want you to know these things, which is why all the distractions come. Just like the devil did not want you to know that it is always God’s accomplished purpose through the cross of Christ to heal the sick – but I wonder how many copies of our wee healing booklet have already found their way into the recycling bag, even from people suffering from serious illness, because the devil has tricked them into trusting anything and everything else but the Word of God? 

It’s James who describes the Word of God as the mirror in which we see our true selves and, if we’re wise, then carry out, with God’s help, the necessary adjustments. Getting to know Jesus, and to trust His promises, enables us to know who we truly are and what authority we truly have. It’s what makes us truly the church. 

I also commented this time last year that we’d seen a remodelling of Ancrum Kirk into a sanctuary fit for the glory of God in a new millennium, with further improvements in the pipeline for Crailing and for here at Lilliesleaf. An update to that is that Lilliesleaf is now nearing completion, and by this time next year we hope to have three buildings of a suitably high standard. But of course the church is not the building. 
The building is where the church meets, nothing more and nothing less. The real church is the people of God, who put their trust in the promises of God, as revealed by the Son of God, who are born again and changed from the inside out by the Spirit of God, and committed to the joyful service of God.  Let that be us in 2009. Alexis and I wish you a peaceful, prosperous, fulfilling and enjoyable New Year in Jesus’ name. 
