Sunday 10 August 2008 : Isaiah 53 : 4-6 and Ephesians 5 : 8-14

Don’t you just hate it when you have to get up in the middle of the night and, to avoid waking anyone else up, you decide to make your way to where you have to go without putting the light on? It’s pitch black, you can’t see a thing, so for starters you trip over the book you left lying beside the bed at lights-out time, and so you lose your balance and bump into the chest of drawers – ouch! You finally feel your way to where the bedroom door should be, forget that it’s open and walk straight into it. 

You pad out on to the landing in your bare feet – of course, you couldn’t find your slippers in the dark – and your foot detects a square plastic thingy. Eek – it’s a plug, prongs upward, plunging straight into your instep. By the time your nocturnal mission is complete, you’ve got so many bumps and bruises you feel you’ve spent the last 15 minutes in the ring with Amir Khan. Guddling about in the dark is anything but fun! And yet, spiritually speaking, too many of us still choose to do just that. 
That’s the theme Paul picks up today, the contrast between walking in the light of God’s love, as against stumbling around in the darkness without him. Once upon a time, Paul writes, we were all in darkness, doing our own thing, making dodgy decisions based on our own opinions and our own feelings, pleasing ourselves, to all intents and purposes behaving as if God were dead. When all that time, the reality was that we were the ones who were dead, spiritually. I’m sure I’m not the only one here today who can remember a time when we didn’t allow God to mess with our stuff. 

God was safely shut in a box marked : For Occasional Sunday Use Only. The Bible sat on a shelf and gathered dust. We didn’t give the Lord, or His Word, a thought from one week to the next. But, during those years, were we truly happy? Were we truly content? Did we have real, settled, consistent joy in our hearts? No chance! Our emotions were up and down like that fearsome roller-coaster at Blackpool Pleasure Beach.   

We maybe had some fun, yes. But fun comes and goes, depending on circumstances. True joy lasts and lasts, whatever happens. Many of us, for all the face we put on for everybody else, deep down, we didn’t like ourselves very much. We were insecure, we were desperate to be liked, at all costs – and the costs we paid were far too high. 

We let ourselves get suckered into relationships we knew weren’t right, because any relationship was better than none at all. We drifted along, going places and doing things we knew were wrong, because we didn’t have the guts to stand up and be counted. Some of us drank more than was good for us, because for a while, it made the pain go away. Or maybe it was some other, illegal, substance we used as a spiritual anaesthetic.

And, all the time, we were in denial that all this was a problem. If anyone dared to raise a question about our spiritual life, we went into defensive mode, like kids caught with their hands in the cake tin. Of course I’m a Christian. Of course I believe in God. But the truth was, and maybe for one or two of us still is, that we didn’t know the first thing about this God we said we believed in, because we’d never taken time to find out.

Well, I don’t want to be a religious maniac. Good. Nobody in their right mind wants to be a religious maniac. I’ll let you into a secret, which may shock you. Religion is a total and utter waste of time. Religion does not honour God. None of it, whatever label you stick on it. I can see some puzzled expressions and a few reaching for their angina pills, so let me explain why I have made this seemingly outrageous statement. 

Religion is a cheap man-made replacement for what God desires, personal relationship with him. Religion is bells and smells, ritual and tradition, rules and regulations, turn-or-burn and thou-shalt-not. Religion is trying to haggle with an unknown something-up-there to buy through human effort what is already available to all of us as a free gift. 

So don’t waste your time with cheap imitations. Go straight for the real thing, the real God who jumps out of the pages of this book to overwhelm us with his unconditional love and grace and goodness. Today I want to introduce you, if you haven’t already met him, to your new best friend, Jesus Christ, your Saviour, Healer and Deliverer. How can you tell if you’ve already met him or not? Trust me, if you’ve met Jesus, you’ll know, because your life will have changed dramatically. If it hasn’t, today’s your day!

Today we step out of darkness into the light. A minister was visiting a new couple that had just moved into the parish. The wife was fairly regular at church, but the husband never came. However, it appeared that the husband was a keen football fan. He had just about every imaginable souvenir of his favourite team splattered all over the wall, he went to every game, home and away, he had the home strip, the away strip, the lot.

The minister asked – that’s great, glad you’ve got an interest, but any chance we’ll see you at church? The man put on a stern face and said, no minister, I believe in God, but I’m not a fanatic. Let me tell you something. If you’re not a fanatic about God, the God we see in the pages of the Bible, the God whose immense love we see in the life of his son Jesus, the God who, today just as in Biblical times, forgives the worst of sinners, heals the deadliest of diseases, breaks the nastiest of addictions – if we are not fanatical about this God, then I doubt very much that we believe in him. We are still in darkness.

And that is a real shame, because God’s greatest and most passionate desire is for the whole of humanity to come to know him. God is fanatical about us. There was no price too great for him to pay so that you and I could know him, and, through knowing him, enjoy real life. Nothing is too much bother for God to bless us. In fact, he has already blessed us in so many ways. It’s all bought and paid for. If we’re not enjoying the rich blessing of God, it’s not because he hasn’t given it, but because we haven’t received it.

One of the things that so many of us are still in the dark about is the Biblical truth that God has already made provision for everything you and I could ever need. Forgiveness has already been provided for every wrong thing you and I have ever done, or said, or thought, or indeed ever will do, or say, or think. Healing has already been provided for every disease you and I have ever caught, or ever might catch. 
How could this possibly be? Because what Jesus did by going to a cross in our place, and then rising again from the dead, has settled the whole account for the whole human race for all time. That’s what the Bible teaches. That’s what those words from Isaiah 53 which we heard earlier make very plain. God has already done, in Jesus, 2,000 years ago, all that is required for you to fulfil your God-given destiny to enjoy what the Bible calls eternal life. Does that mean going to heaven when you die? Yes, but much more.
John 17.3 says : This is eternal life, that people may know the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom he has sent. The key to fullness of life is, very simply, knowing God personally. How can we do that? By learning all about Jesus His Son, whose life, death and resurrection from the dead reveals the full wonderful nature and being of God – Colossians 2.9 : in the human body of Jesus Christ is found all the fullness of God.

We’ve already seen in Ephesians 3.19 that by being rooted and established in the love of Christ we may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. We have a choice. Are we going to struggle on in darkness, with nothing more reliable than our own ideas and our own feelings to guide us through life? If so, welcome to the failure, frustration and disappointment that will come your way. That is not God’s plan for you, but if you insist on sticking stubbornly to all that stuff, God will respect your choice, however much it hurts him to see you treat what Jesus did for you with such disrespect.

Or we can choose to walk in the light of Christ. We can choose to give top priority to knowing this Jesus, who suffered and died to offer us true, everlasting, fulfilling life. We can choose a life of joy and peace, of love and generosity, of being a blessing to others just as we ourselves are blessed by him. We can choose to receive the free gifts of forgiveness, reconciliation, healing and deliverance that come to those who know him in a real personal way. We can choose to enjoy his supernatural protection and his supernatural guidance every step of the way through life and all the way to heaven.

We can choose to enjoy what he died for us to have. And, yes, being this new person will make us different. People will notice the difference. Some people won’t be able to cope with it – but hey, do you want losers to set the level of your life for you? You will be a fanatical Christ-follower, you will find the things you used to enjoy so much just don’t do it for you any more, all that’s true – but if you stop and think for a moment you’ll soon realise it’s no bad thing. Most of us have plenty of room for improvement!

Today I want to encourage you to step out and do something daring. Invest time and effort to get to know Jesus as he really is, and watch the fireworks begin in your own life as he breaks every bondage, renews every relationship, brings peace and wholeness to your spirit, soul and body. Step out of the darkness into his glorious light. You have nothing to lose, except the stuff that just makes you miserable, and everything to gain.
