Sunday 25 September 2011 : Psalm 103
Praise the LORD, O my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name. 

    2 Praise the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits— 

    3 who forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases, 

    4 who redeems your life from the pit and crowns you with love and compassion, 

    5 who satisfies your desires with good things so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. 

 6The LORD works righteousness and justice for all the oppressed. 

 7He made known his ways to Moses, his deeds to the people of Israel: 

    8 The LORD is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love. 

    9 He will not always accuse, nor will he harbour his anger for ever; 

    10 he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. 

    11 For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; 

    12 as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us. 

    13 As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him; 

    14 for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust. 

    15 As for man, his days are like grass, he flourishes like a flower of the field; 

    16 the wind blows over it and it is gone, and its place remembers it no more. 

    17 But from everlasting to everlasting the LORD's love is with those who fear him, and his righteousness with their children's children— 

    18 with those who keep his covenant and remember to obey his precepts. 

 19The LORD has established his throne in heaven, and his kingdom rules over all. 

 20Praise the LORD, you his angels, you mighty ones who do his bidding, who obey his word. 

    21 Praise the LORD, all his heavenly hosts, you his servants who do his will. 

    22 Praise the LORD, all his works everywhere in his dominion. Praise the LORD, O my soul.

SERMON
And here we are, back again after a few days away in the ancestral clan homeland of Argyll. Though I have to say the invitation to afternoon tea in the Castle must have got lost in the post. The west coast of Scotland in September is not noted for dry weather, and the 200-mile drive up was accompanied by wind and rain of Biblical proportions.
From the A9 westward along the A84 to Crianlarich, not the broadest, straightest or flattest of roads at the best of times, we encountered surface water and speeding lorries which made the journey – er, interesting. By this time we were seeing teabags dancing before our eyes, and the railway station buffet at Crianlarich has a reputation as one of the best rural tearooms in the country, so that was where we headed. And it was shut!

We wondered if this was laying down an unfortunate marker for the days ahead, and as we ploughed on toward Oban with parched mouths – to paraphrase Samuel Coleridge, water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink – our mood became as dark as the sky. It did not, alas, brighten when our arrival in the hub of the Macbrayne empire coincided with the after-school traffic, nor when we had to negotiate the alarming single-track switchback masquerading as the A816 coastal route to our destination at Kilmartin.

Which isn’t exactly the centre of the universe. One hotel, one garage, one shop – and we were based 2 miles beyond it! Surely, we thought, in the words of the D-Ream song – things can only get better. Have you ever had one of those days when it seems that just about anything that could go wrong, does go wrong, spectacularly wrong?

It’s important for us to remember that, however irritating our circumstances, they too will pass. One bad day doesn’t means that God has fallen off His throne. That you and I have times when we seem to make one wrong choice after another, and every desperate attempt to get our life back on track appears just to make things worse, does not mean that Jesus no longer loves us, that His shed blood no longer avails for us.

No, those annoying days when we can sometimes get things a little bit out of proportion are the very times when, far from griping about God’s apparent absence, we ought to give grateful thanks for His promised presence and remind ourselves of just how good and faithful He really is. I wonder what circumstances drove David to write that psalm we read a few moments ago? Had his Euromillions ticket come up? Was everything in the garden of the poet king rosy? Or … were the wheels coming off? Again?
Was this a moment – another of many moments – when David was in real danger, and he had to make a deliberate point of reminding himself that, in spite of everything, God was still on his side? Were these fine-sounding words a real sacrifice of praise, offered not in the afterglow of victory, but in the shadow of potential defeat? Was David giving himself a good talking-to about the true nature of the God, in whom he believed – the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were : as Paul describes this same God in Romans 4.17.

In Psalm 42, we find David down and disheartened, pouring out his troubles to God, but in the midst of that he twice, within the 11 verses of that psalm, gives himself a kick up the rear-end : Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Saviour and my God. 

There is nothing wrong with talking to yourself. Sometimes it’s a good thing to do – as long as you’re talking words of faith, words of scripture, encouraging yourself, giving yourself a reminder of how good and faithful God is. Using Psalm 103 is an excellent way of talking to yourself when you’re feeling a bit frayed at the edges. 

It reminds us of how God has worked in our lives : He has forgiven all our sins and healed all our diseases. He has redeemed our life from the pit and crowned us with love and compassion. He satisfies our desires with good things so that our youth is renewed like the eagle's. His love remains forever and His saving grace extends to our children and our grandchildren. What a wonderful pick-me-up for a rainy day!
As, if I may briefly revert to our travel to Argyll on a rainy day, was a thoughtful gesture from our host, who came out to meet us, held a brolly to shield Alexis from the rain, and helped us in with the luggage. The welcoming committee was completed by a pine marten scuttling along the side of the house – alas, the first and last time this elusive creature surfaced during our visit.

Sometimes it just takes one kind word, one kind gesture, to turn round a day that’s been in danger of going off the rails. And that works both ways. You and I may never know how much good one kind word, one kind gesture, one phone call or e-mail from us may have on someone else’s life, right at the very moment they most needed encouragement and affirmation. Nor indeed may we ever know the snowball effect that our one simple action, that single seed, may have on others through the changed life of that person.

What if that canny Carolina farmer hadn’t had the brainwave to offer a hot-headed local lad the chance to drive his pick-up truck if he would use it to go to a tent meeting with a touring evangelist? But for that seed of generosity, would Billy Graham have given his life to Jesus that night and begun a lifelong quest to take his faith to the nations? 

Next week our harvest offering will go to help the people in the Horn of Africa, whose very existence has been threatened by drought and crop failure. Who knows if one of the children saved through that offering, that seed of faith and love and obedience, will one day grow up to save the lives of others, or indeed be a great leader of their nation? 

Our radio broadcasts at the moment are going out to southern and eastern Europe, the Middle East and North Africa. We may never know the fruit that seed will bear, as in one of these nations that are not easy to reach by conventional means someone hears the Word on-air or on-line, gives their life to Jesus, and helps to transform those lands by the power of the gospel. Simple actions, seed sown, harvest on its way. 

Anyway, back to our guest house in Argyll. We had a very pleasant room, overlooking the famous ancient standing stones, and the breakfasts were wonderful. For the three complete days we were in Argyll, the weather transformed miraculously. Bright after an early shower for our visit to Inveraray and Lochgilphead, and positively brilliant – if not, by any means, warm – sunshine as we took a day trip down the Mull of Kintyre.
Paul McCartney we did not see, nor hear, but we did enjoy magnificent views across to Jura, Islay, Gigha and the Antrim coast of Northern Ireland. The peace and tranquillity as we looked out over the sea from Dunaverty was wonderful. We are not in any sense nature worshippers, but when you see creation in all its beauty, it’s surely impossible not to see the hand of a good Creator behind it. 
In Psalm 8, part of which we sang a few moments ago, David reflects on the majesty of God revealed in His creative works, but also on the tremendous responsibility and the awesome privilege that God gave us to be good stewards of His creation. I don’t think we appreciate sometimes just how much God has entrusted into our hands. Since the beginning of time, as we read in Genesis, it has been God’s plan and purpose that we, His children, should rule over creation, answerable directly to Him.

It is a matter of record that humanity has not been consistently diligent or successful in discharging this task, It is also a matter of record that when things go wrong, the painful bleat goes up : why did God do this? Why did God allow this to happen? When in fact the buck stops here, with us. Everything that’s wrong in the world is a reflection of the failure of man to live up to His calling, either by honest ignorance or plain disobedience

But this too will change. Listen to what Paul writes in Romans 8. All creation is waiting eagerly for that future day when God will reveal who his children really are. Against its will, all creation was subjected to the curse of the Old Testament law, the consequence of human disobedience. But with eager hope, the creation looks forward to the day when it will join God’s children in glorious freedom from death and decay. 

God knew his people in advance, and he chose them to become like his Son, so that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. And having chosen them, he called them to come to him. And having called them, he gave them right standing with himself. And having given them right standing, he gave them his glory.

A new generation is coming, who will turn things round, who will fulfil God’s calling, who will start to put right all that is wrong in this earth. A new generation redeemed from the curse of the Law because Jesus became accursed for us when He went to the cross in our place and released to us the blessing first promised to Abraham – blessing, empowerment to succeed, long life, strong life, health in spirit, soul and body, enjoying true unselfish prosperity which seeks to share God’s best with others.
Could this be the generation Paul looked forward to? Will we put our faith in Jesus and rise to the challenge? The world is waiting. It’s time for the church to deliver.  
