ALE & TEVIOT UNITED CHURCH  

ANCRUM KIRK : Sunday 8 November 2009
Welcome & Church News

Call to Worship

I have told you these things, said Jesus, so that in me you may have peace. 

In this world you will have trouble but, take heart, I have overcome the world. 

 [John 16.33]
HYMN 740 : For all the saints  [omit vs 5/6]

Prayer
HYMN : O church arise, and put your armour on
Lesson : 
Ephesians 2 : 1-5, 13-18   [p. 1174]


HYMN 715 : Behold the mountain of the Lord  [omit vs 3]

Sermon

Offering, during which we sing

HYMN : We enjoy peace with God  [Dark Island]
Prayer

HYMN : O God beyond all praising  [Thaxted, 704]
Blessing [said together]

Deep peace of the running wave to you ; deep peace of the flowing air to you ; 

Deep peace of the quiet earth to you ; deep peace of the shining stars to you ; 

Deep peace of the Son of Peace to you. The blessing of God Almighty, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be with us all, now and forever.

SERMON

Human conflict is a very potent symbol of how far the human race has fallen from the perfect plan of God. That great Hebrew word shalom, often translated peace, certainly includes that, but it also takes in a sense of wholeness, safety, wellbeing, prosperity, reconciliation – in fact, everything that war lays waste to. On this day, we are called to remember the tragic toll on human life for which war is responsible ; the havoc that war has wreaked upon individuals, families, communities and nations. 
No revulsion or contempt that we may express about war in general must dismiss or disrespect the price that individuals have paid to buy us the freedom to express these views. Whatever philosophical exchanges we may quite properly have in Parliament, the General Assembly, or over cocktails and canapés in the comfort of our own home, as to the rightness or otherwise of particular military campaigns, let us not gloss over the suffering and sacrifice of those who put their necks on the line at Flanders, the Somme, Omaha Beach, or the back streets of Belfast, Baghdad and Basra.

They did what they had to do, in a fight they did not start, against an enemy that they did not hate, for a generation that they would never see. Today we salute their memory, and whatever our views on the principle of wars, nothing may detract from our respect and admiration and debt of gratitude toward those who sacrificed for the sake of others
That we are holding this act of remembrance here in church reminds us, however, that the self-giving of our armed forces echoes another act of self-giving. If we are to make any sense of the human plight, if we are to make any progress toward improving the human plight, if we are to sow seeds of genuine hope that future generations will enjoy shalom, we cannot do so without remembering the sacrifice of Jesus, the Son of God.

Here’s a strange thing. For so many long and painful years man was at war with God. Worse than that, man declared war against God. You may think that’s a strange thing to say, and a hard concept to grasp. How could man declare war on God? Quite simply, through disobedience. In Deuteronomy 28, as Moses prepared to hand over the baton of leadership to Joshua, God spoke through Moses to set out to His people the options they faced – trust Him, obey Him, and enjoy blessing without measure, without limit.

Or – dump Him for a “god” of their own invention, their own imagination ; disregard His Word and do their own thing ; and face a life without God’s blessing, without His protection in the face of enemy attack, without His prosperity, without manifestation of His love in their loves. The Bible calls that a curse. It certainly is.

Now, you would have thought a people who had experienced the love and power of God to deliver them from oppression and persecution in Egypt, who had seen their God work miracles to get them out of trouble, who had seen what happened to Pharaoh and his army when they dared come against God’s people – you would have thought the choice between blessing and curse, life and death, was not a difficult one.
History shows, however, that they chose wrongly. Spectacularly wrongly. They went their own way, worshipping the pathetic little stone and wooden idols of other nations, setting aside God’s Word in favour of their own opinions. Political correctness – sorry, I believe we’re now supposed to call it celebrating equality and diversity!! – is not a new phenomenon! God’s people have doing it since ever they came out of Egypt!
It’s the breathtaking dishonesty of it that is so remarkable. Forget about God, do your own thing, be as immoral, greedy and selfish as you like, but when – surprise, surprise – it all goes horribly wrong, throw a foot-stamping hissy fit and cry foul because the God you wanted nothing to do with didn’t appear at the snap of a finger to dig you out of the pit you dug for yourself! When we talk about man having “fallen”, that’s it!

I may be wrong, but I suspect if you or I had been God, we would have pressed the delete button on the human race long, long ago. But, in spite of it all, God still loved His disobedient, rebellious, self-seeking children with a love that would not let us go. 
We see in the Old Testament that bad things happened to God’s people, but that wasn’t God’s doing. The calamities that befell them were the direct, and totally predictable, consequence of their own stupidity, just as Moses had warned them back in Deuteronomy 28. If you shut God out of your life, or just pay Him lip-service while you continue to plough an utterly selfish path without a thought for His plan or purpose, you’re not allowing Him to intervene on your side, though He longs to.

But God wasn’t about to give up on His people, no matter how much contempt they had for Him. The good news is that God was about to choose His moment to save His people, to regain the title deeds to creation from the devil who had been handed them by the folly of humanity, to destroy the destroyer and set the people free. But there was a cost to this. By God’s own Word, disobedience was linked to a curse, and to death.

To break the curse, to put death to death, someone had to pay the price. This was why God sent Jesus, His own flesh and blood, with a massive mission. First, to deal with disobedience. No human being in history had ever been totally obedient to God’s will and plan for their lives. Some had made a better stab at it than others, but – as Paul put it – all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.

Jesus, Son of God but also son of Mary, became the first human being to be tempted in all points as we are – and then some – but without sin. He was the first human being not to merit the death penalty prescribed for sin. And that was exactly why it had to be that Jesus faced that death penalty, as represented by the agony of the cross. 
He took the rap for us all to disarm sin and death and the devil forever. We read that Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree." He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. [Gal 3.13f]
In effect, the state of war which had existed between God and man, which was 100% the fault of man through our disobedience, is now over because God in Christ declared an armistice and paid the price of peace Himself even though He did not start the war, and was totally blameless in it. That is the true extent of the love of God.

Romans 5.1f : Since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. 
But his work of salvation is not complete until two things happen on our part. One, we need to receive by faith what Jesus has done by grace. And only Jesus. Forget what you have heard anywhere else. Buddha can’t save you. Mohammed can’t save you. Hindu gods can’t save you. The bells and smells of so-called “spirituality” can’t save you. Your own worthy deeds can’t save you. They didn’t pay the price. Jesus did, and there is no way across the chasm from curse to blessing and death to life except Jesus. 
There is no way to experience peace with God, with others, with yourself, except through Jesus, who paid the price to make peace. And when you are brave enough to make that call to follow Jesus, and it does take courage, that’s when you find out you have a part to play in creating sustainable peace for your children and grandchildren.  

In 2 Corinthians 5 we see that anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun! And all of this is a gift from God, who brought us back to himself through Christ. And God has given us this task of reconciling people to him. For God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, no longer counting people’s sins against them. 
And he gave us this wonderful message of reconciliation. So we are Christ’s ambassadors; God is making his appeal through us. We speak for Christ when we plead, “Come back to God!” For God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be made right with God through Christ.

Make no mistake. We won’t get peace out of a lucky bag or a Christmas cracker. We won’t get peace from politics or diplomacy. Peace will come only through the church of Jesus Christ, people truly and expensively committed to faith in Jesus, to following Jesus, to obeying Jesus – and that means paying the price to make peace, the price of crucifying our own selfishness for the sake of others in honour of Jesus.

In Ephesians 2, Paul writes : Now you have been united with Christ Jesus. Once you were far away from God, but now you have been brought near to him through the blood of Christ. For Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one people when, In his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us. He did this by ending the system of law with its commandments and regulations. He made peace between Jews and Gentiles by creating in himself one new people from the two groups.
Together as one body, Christ reconciled both groups to God by means of his death on the cross, and our hostility toward each other was put to death. He brought this Good News of peace to you Gentiles who were far away from him, and peace to the Jews who were near. Now all of us can come to the Father through the same Holy Spirit because of what Christ has done for us.

Our job is to spread peace by spreading the gospel – the gospel which brings good news to the poor, food to the hungry, sight to the blind, healing to the sick, freedom to the downtrodden, hope to the despairing. We are Christ’s ambassadors in this world, with a divine calling to spread the gospel either by going out into the midst of human need directly, or by partnering with ministries who have that call on their lives.

Not all of us have a call from God to go out as missionaries, but we can all provide financially for those who have. And as, with our active participation, the good news of Jesus brings newness of life around the world, the seeds of shalom are sown for future generations to harvest. It’s easy to say we want peace – but are we ready and willing to do what it takes to make it happen, through Jesus Christ who is our peace, and was willing to pay the price to make that peace happen? I pray that today you will say YES!
