Sunday 7 September 2008 : Ephesians 5 : 15-20  
You can make it. You can spend it. You can save it. You can waste it. No, this isn’t about money, but another very precious commodity, time. Those Bible verses we heard earlier address what we do with our time. Written just short of 2,000 years ago, Paul’s fatherly advice to the Christians in Ephesus still hits the target today. This is good guidance to anyone who is smart enough to want to make their life count for something.
It’s interesting that the verbs we use in relation to time are the same ones we use in relation to money. Both are scarce resources, both need to be looked after carefully. It’s no bad thing to ask – what do we SPEND our time on? If you go to Asda or Tesco for your weekly shopping, you will want to make sure you get value for money, that you’re not putting out more than you should, to get less than you want.

The same should be true of our time, How often have we got to bedtime and wondered what we’d actually achieved that day? Perhaps the problem is that we didn’t make good use of God’s gift of time. We had big ideas. Maybe I’d planned to write a sermon, visit the BGH, and mow the lawn. But by 5.pm I’d achieved none of the above, and I have to ask myself – why not? Did I take too long over morning coffee watching highlights of last night’s game? Did I hit writer’s block, turn to my model railway and play trains for 2 hours? Did I miss the bus to the hospital and decide to put it off till tomorrow? Did I see a few grey clouds and decide it might rain, so the knee-high grass could wait again?

Each of us has exactly the same 24 hours in each day, and each of us is responsible for how we use it. Are we going to spend our time doing something useful, or waste it on silly things? Some of us may be wondering why our dreams and ambitions just haven’t happened for us, why we seem stuck in a rut. Maybe we should have a good look at our selves to answer that question. How well are we using our time? Are we spending it wisely, or wasting it? Are we giving our present boss a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay, or do we spend half the day chatting and the other half playing on the computer?

In Luke 19, Jesus tells us that it’s those who prove themselves faithful with what they already have, however small and humble, that God trusts with something bigger and better. Is the stewardship of our time sending the right signal to God that he can trust us with more responsibility, greater opportunity : as the Prayer of Jabez puts it, expand our territory? And workaholics need to hear this too, because there’s a balance to this. It’s not clever to become so obsessed with what you do that it takes over from who you are. 
You have often heard me say that it is the declared purpose of the Lord Jesus Christ that each of us should enjoy life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. That means we need to recognise that we are not just our professional job description. We have the blessings of family and friends, of interests and hobbies, of our relationship with the Lord, and if any aspect of our life is neglected, our quality of life suffers. We need to make a point of investing time, on a regular basis, in each of these areas – time for our wife or husband, our children, ourselves, and not forgetting our spiritual health.

That last component of a healthy, fulfilled, balanced, enjoyable, abundant, overflowing life is actually the key to it happening at all. We neglect it at our peril – and yet it’s the first thing that, for most of us, falls by the wayside, especially if we’re under pressure, and that’s the very time when we most need the affirmation of God’s love and God’s good purpose for our lives. Paul tells us – don’t be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is. In other words, if you don’t make a regular practice of spending enough time with God, you’re a fool! OK, why not just say what you think, Paul?!
And I’m afraid that means that a lot of us, for a lot of the time, are fools. I’m prepared to put my hand up and say that for too many years of my life, and too many years of this ministry God has graciously given me, I really didn’t pay attention to this advice – and it showed. Believe me, I know, and all the people around me knew too! You and I need to know what the Lord’s will is for us, because otherwise the devil will run rings round us, and the way to find out God’s will is in God’s Word.
It’s important that we get our information about God’s will from the right source, the Word, because there’s some nonsense talked out there. The insurance companies that, in their infamous small print, describe earthquakes and hurricanes and other horrors as Acts of God. What idiot thought that up? Or the person who’s been through some real tragedy putting on the stiff upper lip with the statement : I don’t know why God did this to me, but there must be a reason. No. You’re blaming the wrong person.

That famous verse we quoted earlier, John 10.10, begins with these words : the thief comes only to steal, kill and destroy, but I have come, said Jesus, so that you might enjoy  abundant overflowing life. Jesus, who said that He and His Father are one, and that He only ever did what He saw His Father doing, is the giver of all that is good, the healer, the deliverer, the prosperer, the liberator, the Saviour in every imaginable way.

It is the devil who is the engineer of disaster, war, famine, murder, car crashes, cancer, diabetes, and all that garbage. If people are so badly informed that they blame God for the devil’s work, how can they possibly find an answer to their situation? That’s what happens when people don’t MAKE time to find out, not from the Jeremiahs at the bus stop or in the tabloid press, but from the Word of God, what the Will of God truly is. 
In Romans 12.2 Paul urges us no longer to be conformed to the crazy, destructive godless, hopeless mindset of this world, but to be transformed by the renewing of our mind. How do we renew our mind? Feed it with wholesome food, instead of junk food. Someone said the other day, if you take the word out of the world, all you’re left with is L – think about it!! Every one of us needs to know the facts of life.
It is God’s declared will for everyone to be saved [2 Peter 3.9]. It is God’s will for everyone to be healed [1 Peter 2.24]. It is God’s will for everyone to be free from the bondage of the devil [1 John 3.8]. God wills that we prosper in every area of our lives [3 John 2]. That’s what God’s Word teaches God’s will to be, but we need to get into the Word and get his truth imprinted on our hearts, otherwise we will be sitting ducks for the lies and deception the devil will try to shove down your throat every day.

But Frank, I’m so busy I don’t have time to get into the Word. 5 minutes later I ask : Hey, did you see the football yesterday? Oh yes, of course, I watched the whole game. What we MAKE time for proves what’s genuinely important in our lives. And, for me, it’s much more important to make time to let the Word of God feed, inform, inspire and encourage me than anything else. And this was written BEFORE yesterday’s game!

If we want to live in our victory, fulfil our destiny, and enjoy life of the quality God has planned for us – if we want to be lights shining through the darkness of a self-centred and unforgiving society without Jesus – we need to MAKE time to get to know Him, and to grow spiritually. Paul tells us not to get drunk on alcoholic spirit, but to be filled with the Holy Spirit. It’s a shame that when things get tough, so many of us hide behind a glass instead of trusting in the protection of a Saviour who promised : Don’t worry what the world tries to do to you. Cheer up, I have overcome the world. 

I’m not saying that a glass of wine, or a pint of real ale, is a sin, It isn’t. If I’m off-duty, I can enjoy one the same as anyone else. The Bible does not teach total abstinence as a duty, but it does teach that drinking too much is stupid. From painful experience I can tell you it’s stupid. Too much booze changes people’s personality and not for the better. Under the influence, people can do silly things they regret for a long time afterwards, and the next morning, gut churning like a washing machine and head like a spin-drier! Radically not recommended! And I have to say this. The person who presents with a drink problem, 99 times out of 100, it’s really a God-problem – not knowing God.

Moving swiftly on, Paul’s advice is to be filled with the Holy Spirit – that is, the living presence of Jesus Christ within us. We are told that our bodies are meant to be temples of the Holy Spirit, that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead lives within us. If you are born again and spirit filled, you have what it takes to overcome all the trash the devil will throw at you, because you have the whole power and authority of heaven inside you. But if you’re struggling, you need Jesus and you need him now. Don’t wait till a more opportune time presents itself. This is your day to step into real life.  

Finally, Paul tells us to be thankful, to sing and make music in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs – no matter what circumstances we’re in, no matter how we’re feeling. Music has the power to stir the soul, but in what direction? I’m maybe just getting old and ill-natured, but I can’t be doing with 50-cent and all that rap and hip-hop stuff. And country-and-western – aargh! The tragic tale in 27 verses of how your life disappears down the drain and even your dog leaves you. But my real pet aversions are party songs like the Birdie Dance, Macarena, Agadoo, Mambo No.5 – noises from the pits of hell!!

By contrast, praise is a powerful weapon – be it Charles Wesley or Darlene Zschech, be it Aled Jones or Delirious – you just let it rip, especially if you’re having one of those days when the only light at the end of the tunnel is the next train hurtling toward you. Lift up the name of Jesus in good Bible-based praise, old or new, as works for you, and the whole spiritual temperature will lift. I promise you, praise changes things. Even if, like me, you’re all volume and no tone, don’t worry – God’s enjoying it – at least it’ll give the angels a laugh as they get to work on your behalf, responding to your praises.
