Sunday 19 June 2011 : 1 Corinthians 12 : 1-11  
We are now in the season of Pentecost, celebrating the transition from Jesus doing His Father’s will through His physical body, His own flesh and blood, to Jesus doing the Father’s will through His new body, the church, the people called out of the brainless folly of the world’s way of thinking and doing, the people who are born again, filled by the Holy Spirit, and commissioned to go into the world and make disciples.

Pentecost promises new life and power to the church, and that’s a message we in the Church of Scotland, always worried about an aging, declining situation, need to hear, to remind us it doesn’t have to be that way. Look at the younger churches in much of Africa, Latin America and South-east Asia, where there is spectacular growth. Reinhard Bonnke regularly preaches to congregations numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Joyce Meyer experienced similar crowds when she went to India.

So how do we, in Scotland, get from where we are now to where God wants us to be? First and foremost, we need to have much more confidence in what we believe, and stop tying ourselves in knots to avoid offending people. In case anyone hasn’t noticed, it’s a free-for-all out there. From the bedroom to the boardroom, selfishness is the new religion, and when nations worship at that particular shrine, people will get hurt. 

That is not God’s best for us! The attitude that my needs and my desires are always more important than yours, therefore it’s OK for me to do whatever it takes to get my own way, and to hang with you – that is a motorway to misery, and it is the inevitable consequence of pushing God to one side, ignoring what the Bible teaches, forgetting what Jesus went through for us, and making a “god” of what we see in the mirror.

In the face of that, we must present a better way, which the Word of God offers us, and not be afraid to put it out there. I’ve said that selfishness is the new religion, but that’s a symptom rather than the root cause. The real problem is fear and insecurity. Show me a selfish person, caught up in a craving to have more and more, whether it’s money or cars or things or partners or popularity, and I’ll show you a person who, deep down, does not like himself, a person whose self-esteem has hit the floor.

That’s the heart of the matter. When people don’t know the love of God that we find only in Jesus, when people don’t know that Jesus has died in their place to forgive all they’ve done wrong and offer them a fresh start, when people don’t know that the maker of the whole universe is interested in them and is on their side, of course they’re going to be insecure, afraid, stressed out ; of course they’re going to look for comfort in all the wrong places. First and foremost, people need to know God loves them. 

People need to know they don’t have to carry around guilt from the past or fear for the future ; they don’t need to feel helpless and insignificant, all alone in a big bad world. 
People need to know that those addictions, those obsessions, those wrong desires don’t mean God writes them off as hopeless cases. Listen. If there is anyone here today who feels that I’m reading your e-mails at the moment with what I’m saying, if you came here today feeling like you were carrying a bag of cement round your neck with all the worries and sadness inside you, we have good news for you. Jesus can set you free.

There is no problem so intractable, no dark secret so horrible, that the blood of Jesus cannot wash it away if only you invite Him to be your Lord and Saviour. Here’s the amazing thing about Jesus. He doesn’t come after you to condemn or judge you or cast you into the pit of hell. John 3.17 : God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. That’s a promise, unconditional and universal, and it comes to you.

Now, if there is something way out of whack in your life, it needs to be addressed, make no mistake about that, but the first and most important thing you need to do is to invite Jesus into your life and be born again. That means a whole fresh new start, whatever age you might be, a clean slate … and the power from God to make it work, called the Holy Spirit – who is in fact the personality of Jesus living in you.

Once you’re born again, the next step is to start the process of renewing your way of thinking. With the mind of Jesus inside you by the Holy Spirit, you can start thinking differently. You don’t need to buy into the lies and spin of the world. You will know that you are a child of God, precious and much-loved by your Heavenly Father, bought and paid for by the sacrifice of Jesus. You will know that if you had been the only basket case in the world, Jesus would still have gone to the cross for you. That’s how valuable, how precious you are – and suddenly you have a whole new perspective.

You’ll know that you are not left to face your problems on your own. There’s a lovely story in John 8 of a woman caught in a compromising position by people who didn’t like Jesus. They hauled this wretched woman in front of him – interestingly, without the other party to the offence – and demanded that Jesus condemn the woman to death as the Jewish law demanded. Jesus floored them with his reply – OK, boys, whichever of you is whiter-than-white, throw the first stone. Not one of them dared.

When they’d all slunk off, Jesus said to the woman : I don’t condemn you, but don’t go back to that way of life. Jesus accepted her, just as she was, without cleaning up her act, and she was saved, just like that. But his acceptance, his mercy, his grace were the things that empowered her to turn her life around. See the beautiful balance and order of the gospel here? Love the sinner, hate the sin – and then bin the sin.

I’m not going to go into THAT debate at the recent General Assembly, if you’re interested you can read our views on the church website, but the point that seemed to be missed was what Joyce Meyer calls the difference between your who and your do. Yes, Jesus loves us all, freely and unconditionally, but precisely because he loves us, he empowers us to change, and His broken body and shed blood have enough power to overcome anything the devil tries to deceive us into thinking cannot be overcome.  
The reason we must face up to the fact that some choices, some lifestyles, are not good and not God isn’t to beat people up with criticism and condemnation. It is to highlight the truth that, if obeyed, will set them free, that the broken body and shed blood of Christ have power to redeem them from struggling on in despair and defeat because we’ve been told this is as good as it gets and you’re stuck with it, and help them live as victors and overcomers because Jesus is Lord, and His is the name above all names – including the name of the problem that has tormented and tortured them way too long.
The gospel truth is that you definitely CAN change, but only when you are born again into a personal relationship with Father God through Jesus, on a journey to renew your thinking in line with what the word of God says, not what the world says. Today you need to know God loves you so much that He sent His Son for you, dying so that you might live in complete freedom from all bondage, all damaging lifestyles and habits. 
Finally, remember that the church has a mission to share with the world what Jesus has done in us. That’s why God put us here, and why God poured out the Holy Spirit at Pentecost : tools for the job. We’re not here just to take up space twiddling our thumbs until Jesus comes back for us. Freely we have received the love of God through Jesus, freely we are to give. If you and I don’t share the good news, who will?
The growing churches relish the prospect of being used by Jesus to bring salvation in every sense of that word – complete wholeness in the spiritual, physical, emotional, financial and relational aspects of life, nothing missing, nothing broken – and are eager to do the things Jesus did, in the power Jesus makes freely available through the gifts of the Holy Spirit, in an attitude of unconditional love, the fruit of the Holy Spirit. 

That’s not what we’re used to, in fact the very thought makes us uncomfortable, yet it’s what normal Christian life should be. Jesus said a strange thing in John 14.12, that believers will do greater things than He ever did. The disciples probably thought – aye RIGHT! But in fact it happened. On the day of Pentecost, after Peter’s sermon, 3.000 people gave their lives to Jesus – Jesus himself never saw that many on a single day.

But it was the Holy Spirit working through the disciples, with miraculous signs and wonders alongside the preaching of the word by these ordinary-looking guys, that convinced the people that this gospel was the real deal. The supernatural love, joy and peace that shone through them, alongside the healings, the deliverance from demonic oppression, and other miracles that flowed from their hands, were the evidence that the words they spoke were true. Without the fruit of the Spirit in their hearts, without the gifts of the Spirit in their ministry, there would have been no church.

The gospel would have fizzled out and Christ would have died in vain. That was true then – and, like it or not, it’s true now. To be effective in the mission God gave us we need to make full use of the tools God gave us. Just as you can’t cut the grass without a lawnmower, paint the bedroom without a brush, or make a Sunday roast without a cooker, there is no way the church can get the gospel message out to the nations without living in supernatural love and operating in the realm of the miraculous.   
