24 January 2010 : Romans 8 : 18-21  &John 1 : 26-34
It’s a long time since last we met, largely thanks to the unutterably foul weather, and if I hear anyone, be they prime minister or moderator of the General Assembly, snivelling on about the perils of global warming, I may not be responsible for my actions.

Joking aside, there is no doubt that 2010 has got off to a dreadful start. We have seen bizarre weather patterns across much of the world, with heavy snowfall blanketing much of Spain, Italy and even India. Worst of all, the earthquake in Haiti which has claimed the lives of countless thousands of people, and put a massive question-mark against the ability of that nation to recover any sense of normality any time soon.

As I told the folks at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf a few weeks ago, these things should just not be happening. They are not “Acts of God”, to use that asinine term coined by insurance companies. In Genesis 1, “The Message” translation, we read : God created human beings ;  he created them godlike, reflecting God's nature. God blessed them : "Prosper! Reproduce! Fill Earth! Take charge! Be responsible for fish in the sea and birds in the air, for every living thing that moves on the face of Earth."
Did you notice the language :  Take charge! Be responsible. According to scripture, God has put us in charge. We have been given authority to manage this earth. The New Testament backs this up : 1 John 3.8 : For this purpose Christ was revealed, to destroy all the work of the devil. What is the work of the devil? John 10.10 says that the devil is a thief who comes only to steal, kill and destroy. Blizzards and earthquakes steal, kill and destroy – correct? Therefore, whose filthy sticky mitt is behind them? 

And, if these things are the work of the devil, what does 1 John 3.8 tell us about them? It tells us Jesus came to put a stop to them. There is one historical event that we need to keep in focus at all times, Christ’s finished work of salvation. Jesus coming into the world, the Word made flesh, was the decisive moment of all time. As John the Baptist declared in John 1.29 : Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!

What a testimony that was! A one-liner that sums up what Jesus was all about – taking away the sin of the world. Jesus came to destroy completely the kingdoms of darkness. We’ve seen how, in acts of forgiveness and healing, Jesus fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah 53 : He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows. He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities ; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 
But perhaps we haven’t noticed how Jesus blasts infirmities and sorrows in other ways. In Mark 4, we find Jesus stilling a storm with a word of authority. You know the story, the disciples and the Master out in a boat on the Sea of Galilee at night, when suddenly a storm hits – torrential rain, gales, and the boat tossed around crazily. The disciples are going berserk in panic, whilst Jesus is fast asleep without a care in the world.

When they wake him up, he commands the elements : Quiet! Be still! : gives the 12 a row for their lack of faith, implying that they should have been able to do the same, and then promptly goes back to sleep! Jesus took authority over the weather! The disciples scratch their heads in amazement : who is this guy that even the wind and the waves must obey? That’s a very different take on climate change, isn’t it?

Fast forward to John 14.12f : the final message Jesus shared with the disciples before his arrest and crucifixion : I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. So – if we see Jesus do it, and we believe in Him …???

In his miracles, in his teaching, in everything Jesus did and said, he took forward this heaven-sent agenda of taking away the sin of the world and its destructive effects upon the human race. From the start, Jesus set about dismantling the devil’s scaffold of guilt, fear, condemnation, disease, disaster and death. And if that’s what Jesus did, the church as the body of Christ and the temple of the Holy Spirit, should be doing the very same.

I believe the Bible points us in a direction very different from what we’ve been told by the so-called experts. God is looking for men and women of faith to practise climate change, and take control over the elements, including seismic activity like earthquakes, as an act of discipleship. Like Jesus, we should be intervening. We should be stilling storms, and I’m not going to blunt the cutting edge of this by spiritualising it. 
Part of that is down to the power of prayer. In John 14.13, Jesus promises that anything we ask for in His name, following His example, according to His Word, in the power of His Holy Spirit, He is delighted to do for us, so that the father may be glorified. But I believe there’s more to it, as indicated by all that enigmatic stuff in Romans 8 about creation groaning in bondage awaiting a revelation of the children and heirs of God.
Meaning that physically, as well as spiritually, the world God made and declared to be good, is waiting to be set free. The knowledge required to stop hurricanes and tsunamis and earthquakes and all that in their tracks is in God’s possession, but He is looking for people He can trust to use that knowledge properly, in love, and not abuse it for narrow selfish or national interests. Who can God look to for this, if not to His church?
Now I think we’d all acknowledge that we’ve a way to go in terms of spiritual maturity before we reach that point, but we’ve got to start somewhere – if, that is, we believe the scriptural witness that we can and should be world-changers, pro-active, and not just coming in after each successive disaster to clear up a mess that should never have been.
What better time to start than the first Sunday service of a New Year? Maybe 2010 is the time to look beyond a New Year resolution to a New Year revolution, to dare to believe that God’s Word can work, to dare to start small but to dream big. Whatever age we may be, I am convinced that God still wants to do great things in us, for us, with us, and through us. 
God is looking for believers willing to trust Him, to obey Him, to glorify Him, to do His will, not to water down the Word or compromise it to fit in with the cultural norms of the day. God is looking for people ready to lay aside all national, political or other carnal things and act out of love for the whole human race.

So let’s dare to dream in 2010 of a confident church, secure in the knowledge that Jesus HAS forgiven us and set us free and sent us out to do His will, to be noticed in the community we serve for all the right reasons, a church that people will look to and turn to when they run into problems because they can see we have the answers.

Let’s dare to dream of a church reaching out, so all our family, all our friends, all our work colleagues, all our neighbours, may receive in 2010 the joy and the peace that comes from the revelation that, through Jesus, they too are God’s children, ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven, with a mission to live out that gospel of reconciliation in a spirit of unshakeable love and joy and peace in the midst of a hurting world.

Let’s dare to dream of a church that succeeds in that notoriously difficult balancing act between loving the sinner and hating the sin, that stands up without compromise for what the New Testament teaches, yet is gracious and patient with those both inside and outside our walls who find it very hard to come to terms with the challenge the Word of God brings to their lifestyle.  

Let’s dare to dream of a church that exercises a real influence for good upon the way this country of ours is run, a church that politicians – even unbelieving ones – sit up and pay attention to when we speak, because what we say bears the imprint of the Word of God and so has credibility and integrity and commands respect.

Let’s dare to dream of a church prepared to get its hands dirty, to reclaim control of this world from the hands of atheists and fellow-travellers who have imposed a tyranny of unbelief, doubt and despair, where Christians lose their jobs for mentioning God’s Name or God’s Word at work, and instead to work for a nation ruled by born-again Spirit-filled believers, who put the Word of God above the manifestos of men.

Let’s dare to dream of a church true to its calling, standing firm on the Word instead of tying itself in knots looking for loopholes in it, bowing pathetically at the godless altar of inclusion and pluralism, traditions of men that make the Word of God of no effect – Mark 7.13 – ready and willing for God to entrust us with the mighty revelation of supernatural knowledge required to consign natural disaster to the dustbin of history.

Let’s dare to dream of all these things happening in 2010, because Jesus came to take away the sin of the world, to remove the burden of guilt and pain and fear, to set every person free from all the works of the evil one. His plan and purpose has not changed, and he offers to us all the immense privilege of being part of it as we put our faith and hope and trust in him, and walk according to His Word in the power of His Spirit.  
