Annual Meeting : Sunday 14 April 2013 : Romans 5 : 12-21  
First of all, may I congratulate and thank those of you who have made the effort to come along today? Although this is, in one sense, a formal meeting, it is primarily an act of worship, and like all acts of true Christian worship the main focus ought not to be on us and what we do, but on Jesus and what He has already done. And if you take nothing else away from today, let the truth of the all-sufficiency of the once-for-all-people, once-for-all-time sacrifice of Jesus go with you and stay with you forever.
We live in challenging times for the church, that much we know, and Harold’s report to us this morning is a sobering one. There is no getting away from the gap between income and expenditure. Deficit financing won’t work for Greece, Spain, Cyprus, the Royal Bank or HBOS, and it certainly won’t work for the church of Jesus Christ, but let me tell you one thing – there’s nothing wrong with Heaven’s economy. 

The Kingdom of God isn’t in double- or triple-dip recession. No chance. Our God is a God of more than enough, and nothing but the best. In Romans 8.32, Paul speaks of God’s grace : He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? 

The apostle also writes in 2 Corinthians 9.8-11 : God will generously provide all you need. Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others. As the Scriptures say, “They share freely and give generously to the poor. Their good deeds will be remembered forever.” For God is the one who provides seed for the farmer and then bread to eat. In the same way, he will provide and increase your resources and then produce a great harvest of generosity in you. Yes, you will be enriched in every way so that you can always be generous. And when we take your gifts to those who need them, they will thank God.
There’s a song Alexis and I enjoy : God will make a way where there seems to be no way. And that is true. In fact, if anything, it understates the truth. In Jesus, God has already made a way for us to be forgiven, reconciled to Him, and set free from every nasty thing the devil and his miserable minions would try to stick on us. It is the way of the cross, the way of the empty tomb, the way of amazing grace. 
And it’s also the way to overcome financial pressures. Yes, of course, we do need to practise responsible stewardship. Of course we need to run a tight ship and ensure that money isn’t being wasted. But watching the pennies must never be an excuse for cutting back in our basic purpose, sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ and His gospel of grace. When we are faithful to proclaim God’s grace, God is faithful to ensure that we have the resources to do it. That is what 2 Corinthians 9 promises.
Our first priority, as a church, a word which means God’s set-apart sanctified people, has got to be making Jesus known throughout the communities we serve. That is the call God has put on our lives, it is a high honour, it is the primary reason we are here. How do we do it? Paul and the other apostles wrote letters to the various churches. 
But we have the immense privilege of being living letters. What Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 3.3 should be true of us : You show that you are a letter from Christ …  written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts. Every part of our life should be in line with the new life of Christ that is God’s greatest and most precious gift to us.
The excellence we bring into everything we do. The integrity we bring into every relationship we have. The warmth and kindness we bring to everyone we meet. The grace and generosity we show in every word we say to and about other people, even the ones that, in the natural, we don’t find it easy to get on with. The readiness to encourage and build up, the reluctance to criticise and complain.

The enthusiasm we have for the Word of God and for the church of Jesus Christ. The faithfulness we demonstrate in attending worship, every bit as much when the service is in one of the other church buildings as when it’s in our own. The commitment to faithful and proportionate giving to the work of the gospel. And all of these things in a consistent manner, whether we feel like it or not.

These are the things that show that we are different, that bear witness to the reality of the faith we say we hold. Now, if you’re like me, you’ll say : that’s way too hard for me, I simply can’t measure up to that standard. And you’d be absolutely right. None of us can do it under our own steam. But the good news of the Christian message is that we don’t have to do anything under our own steam. That’s the whole point!
That’s grace – God’s free gift of Christ in us, the hope of glory, empowering us to do with effortless ease what, in the natural, is impossible. Even the disciples of Jesus struggled to get their heads round this. In Luke 17, Jesus teaches that if anyone gets up your nose seven times in the one day, it’s our job as His followers to forgive them. Whereupon the disciples said : Lord, increase our faith! Anyone else would say that? 
I’ve said before, and I’ll say it again, there is no college course, no DVD series, on “7 steps to a more Christ-like life”. Yes, if we have any degree of honesty or integrity, we know there’s still a gap between where we are now in our walk with the Lord and where we want to be, never mind where the Lord ultimately wants us to be, but let’s not get discouraged, beat ourselves up, or try to do the self-improvement thing just by willpower – or even won’t-power! Down that road lies certain disillusionment.

Whether we are part of the world’s problem, or part of God’s answer to that problem, is entirely our own choice, whether we let the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, drive the whole of our lives. There are 2 verses in Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi that sum it up : Philippians 2.13 : It is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfil his good purpose ; and Philippians 4.13 : I can do everything through Christ, who gives me strength. 
His grace will make a way where there seems to be no way, and that is a message of encouragement to us as, day by day, week by week, nourished by weekly worship and regular private study of the Word, we become more and more effective in our witness, living letters to those around us.
Can I just say, in closing, that I believe our congregation, in spite of everything, has turned a corner? There are green shoots of new life and new hope, new faces in all age ranges, at all 3 places, which is always good to see, and especially at Ancrum, a whole new youth outreach on a Friday which is touching base with several families who previously had no active involvement with the church but who now feel they are part of the Ale & Teviot family, more importantly the family of the Lord Jesus.

Fimally, a warm word of thanks to all of you for your support and for your prayers. Be assured that your contribution is appreciated and that it makes a difference.  

