ALE & TEVIOT UNITED CHURCH

ANCRUM & LILLIESLEAF : Sunday 28 June 2009

Welcome & Church News

Call to Worship

Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.

 [1 John 4.11]
HYMN 213 : Every new morning

Children’s Talk [as required] & Prayer

HYMN 550 : As the deer pants for the water
Lesson : 
Matthew 5 : 1-12  [p. 968]

HYMN 465 : Be thou my vision
Sermon

HYMN 272 : Father of peace, and God of love
ANC : Prayer
LEAF : Communion

HYMN 459 : Crown him with many crowns
Blessing [together]
SERMON
Well, we’re back. Caleta de Fuste beach seems a very long way away and a very long time ago, but yes, it was lovely just to have a couple of weeks’ rest. This year we were in a different complex, which had a very good review from people we’d spoken to, but when we got there, admittedly quite late at night, our room didn’t create the most favourable impression. It was in a dark corner, a long and winding road from reception. 
It got worse. The next morning, we found we had a visitor, of the cockroach variety.    It was duly dealt with, but when by tea-time on the first day we’d killed three and played hide-and-seek with another, it was time for action. I put on my best Presbyterian scowl for a trip to reception, and I must say they were on-the-ball and moved us from Cockroach Court to an upstairs room with a roof terrace, which was much better. 

One unadvertised feature of the complex was its resident cats, and while we were there a litter of kittens appeared. These attracted great attention, and in spite of stern warning notices against feeding the cats, the folks just along from us fed them handsomely, until their holiday was over. We’d made the fatal mistake of stopping to admire the kittens, so when the cats realised that their meal ticket had flown back to Blighty, and they had to sniff out more mugs to feed them, they adopted us.

As we dawdled back from our nightly stroll to Bijou Brigitte, the cats stalked us, racing up the stairs to the apartment before us, with a plaintive miaow or ten, and remaining there till we dug out a spare tin of tuna. This was not the smartest of moves. The next morning we looked out the window, and there, on the roof terrace, was a cat stretched out on every seat, all watching and waiting. The best fed cats on the island, they feasted on tuna, whilst we made do with cheese toasties. 

Anyway, it’s goodbye sunshine and sangria, hello auld claes, purritch, and Matthew 5!  And what a welcome back, with all this talk of persecution – just what we need to cheer us up. There’s a few things we need to note about this. First, persecution is likely to be the result of a principled stand for Jesus Christ. Sorry, but there it is. The secular world out there has been brainwashed into not wanting to know about Jesus, about what He teaches, about what He promises, about what He commands – and it will not exactly kiss us on both cheeks for bringing Jesus to their attention.
However, may I draw your attention to Luke 10.27, in which Jesus summarises the entire obligation of the believer in a single potent verse : love the Lord your God with everything you have and everything you are, and love your neighbour as much as you love yourself. That’s the essence of Christian life – everything else is just the sprig of parsley on top. Now think about this. If we see the world all around us, the people we love and care for, our family, our friends, our work colleagues, blowing it big-style because they don’t have Jesus in their lives, can we say we love them if we ignore that?

Can we say we love someone if we’re content for them to live in defeat and mediocrity without Christ, instead of victory, excellence and abundance with and in Him? Can we say we love someone if we’re content for them to play Russian roulette with their destiny in time and for eternity without Christ? Nowadays we’ve invented all sorts of noble-sounding weasel words to cover that dereliction of Christian duty.

We call it tolerance, pluralism, inclusivism, multi-culturalism, and every other sort of    -ism that the liberal mafia spews out at every opportunity. The Bible calls it something else – disobedience. It isn’t love to pour sympathy on someone suffering serious illness when the Bible commands us to offer them healing. It isn’t love to be understanding to someone who insists on leading a destructive lifestyle at odds with Biblical teaching, when the Bible calls us to witness to Christ’s power to save and deliver and redeem.

We, as a church, have a commission to go and share the gospel. That is our purpose, our sole purpose, for being in existence as a church. We, as a church, have the authority of the Scriptures and the power of the Holy Spirit to do what we have been told. It will not please and honour the Lord if we sit back, piously wringing our hands, in the face of poverty, hunger, injustice, unbelief and wrong belief. No matter what else the church may be doing, if we don’t do this, the one task that the Lord actually gave us, we fail.

Having attended this year’s General Assembly – not the most edifying experience of my Christian life, I’m sorry to say – I saw at first hand how much of the thinking of the church is shaped by a spirit of me-too’ism, being sensitive to the culture of the age, too too anxious to conform to society’s norms rather than seeking to transform society by the gospel. That’s conspiracy to defraud God’s children of their birthright. 

We will not be popular for having the courage to be different. We will not be popular for standing against the majority. We will not be popular for not buying into the lies of the devil that keep so many people in bondage, and falling short of the wonderful plan God has for their lives. It is much easier to shut up and cover up, and keep on playing ritual games that don’t take the Lordship of Christ seriously nor His Kingdom forward, and that way we don’t upset or offend anybody … except God!
If it worries you that people talk about you rather than to you ; if it worries you that everyone’s watching to see if you walk the walk as well as talk the talk ; if it worries you that you might lose friends, or not get invited to this or that, you’re playing to the wrong audience. Other people can’t and won’t save you. Other people can’t and won’t give their lives for you. Other people can’t and won’t heal, deliver or prosper you.

None of us enjoys being persecuted, even the low-grade level we get in this country, but tying yourself in knots trying to keep in other people’s good books is persecuting yourself. It’s bondage. It will prevent you from being the person God wants you to be, doing the things God wants you to do, living the life God wants you to live. Bondage to the approval of other people is slow death to the soul. Don’t go there, it’s not worth it.

But now to the other very important point that arises from this lesson. Jesus promises to bless those who are persecuted for standing up for Him, but please note there’s no such promise of blessing for those who bring hassle on themselves by their own silly fault. Remember in Ephesians 4.15 we were told to speak the truth in love. There is no use speaking the truth if we do so in an arrogant, aggressive manner. 

In fact, that’s worse than useless. God is love, we read in 1 John. Therefore, anything we do in his name and to his glory has to be characterised by love. In 1 Corinthians 13 we find Paul’s famous hymn to love, and it’s not set in the context of a wedding service but in how to exercise ministry. Love without truth is sentimental indulgence, but truth without love is a weapon of spiritual destruction. Neither is helpful to the Kingdom. 
Some of us, and I put my own hand up to this, have at times brought persecution on our heads because we haven’t taken the time and prayerful effort to get the love / truth balance right. If we want the Lord to use us as lights in the world, we need to make sure that there is integrity in how we live before we open our mouths. In fact, our lifestyle should be of such consistently high quality that it witnesses for us before we say a word

No-one has ever been hectored, badgered, lectured, bullied or manipulated into faith in Jesus Christ. You and I need to earn the right to speak the truth by showing and living in love, a true love that accepts people unconditionally, just as they are, yet loves them too much to let them remain where they are. And when we do speak, how we say it is every bit as important as what we say, and we need to do it prayerfully and carefully.

Jesus took his time before dealing with people’s issues. I said to the folks at Crailing last time I was there that when they dragged the woman caught in adultery before Jesus, he did sudoku puzzles in the dust to give himself time to think before he spoke. Anyone here think that if Jesus needed to do that, so do we? Anyone here, apart from me, have difficulty with that? Anyone else suffer from foot-in-mouth disease? Anyone else here ever been tempted to say : I tell you this in love, brother, you’re a turnip-head? 

Adding in the stock phrase isn’t what Jesus meant! Just like making a shopping list of selfish desires isn’t miraculously transformed into prayer by tacking on In Jesus’ name. Amen. Being light doesn’t mean bashing someone over the head with a torch! Let’s think before we speak. Affirmation is much more likely to earn a responsive audience than confrontation, and is far less likely to earn you a slap around the jaw.   

For every person persecuted for Jesus’ sake, there are 10 persecuted because they – we! – have got the love / truth balance wrong, so we come over as judgemental. Let’s take great care to avoid that. If we’re going to get it in the neck, fair enough, but let it be for the right reasons, knowing the blessing will follow. The authority we have to speak is the authority of the truth of the Word of God, to be proclaimed in word and deed by the power of the love of the Spirit of God. Remember the twin poles of the trolleybus?
MORNING COMMUNION

Our Saviour invites us all to share the feast he has prepared for those He has redeemed. We ask no questions about age or background or denomination, for this is His table, and all are welcome, without precondition – except that You love the Lord, and want to love Him more. 

PRAYER

Father, we thank You for Your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, who experienced human life to the full, who shared all our joys and sorrows. Thank You that in Him we see the full glory of Your love, as He healed the sick, befriended the sinner, liberated the captive and, in obedience to You, took up His cross and laid down His life for us all. 
Thank You that You raised Him from the dead to live and reign forever, smashing to pieces the strongholds of sin and death, humiliating the powers of darkness. Thank You for Your holy word of truth in the Scriptures, and Your ever-present Holy Spirit, working together by Your grace to create in us new and everlasting life.

Heavenly Father, we meet in fellowship with one another here, but we meet also with that great invisible fellowship of the saints of all the ages.  Thank You that in the great mystery of Your saving grace we are as one around this table with all those we have loved and who are now in Your nearer presence.  Release Your Holy Spirit among us now, as we share this bread and this wine, that we may find the joy of true communion with Our Lord Jesus Christ here on earth, and may remain faithful to Him until You graciously bring us to feast with Him in heavenly glory.  Amen

BREAKING OF BREAD

On the night He was betrayed, Jesus took bread, and after giving thanks as we have done, He broke it, saying : This is my body, which is broken for you.  Do this in memory of me.

In the same way He took the cup, saying : This cup is the new covenant, sealed by my blood.  Whenever you drink it, do so in memory of me.

Taste and see that the Lord is good.  Happy are all who find refuge in Him Laid before us are the gifts of God for the people of God.  Receive them and rejoice.

THE PEACE

THE CREED

LORD’S PRAYER
