Sunday 10 November 2013 : Romans 8 : 12-22 
Year by year, we gather in church and at war memorials to commemorate those who gave their lives, not only in two world wars but also in more recent conflicts, whether in Northern Ireland, the Falkland Islands, Iraq or Afghanistan, lives laid down in the quest to restrain the forces of dictatorship and terror and to establish justice and peace.

Year by year, sadly, the roll-call of the fallen lengthens, as the human race proves itself singularly slow to learn from the mistakes of the past and to embrace a better future, free from strife and bitterness, greed and hatred. One would have thought that, by now, the penny would have dropped that war and conflict represent a very poor investment. 

Even if the waste of human lives doesn’t impress, or more properly depress, the movers and shakers of government, the waste of money represented by war, preparing for war, and cleaning up the mess after war, tells an eloquent story. The real cost of conflict, massive as it is ; of weapons of mass destruction and other noxious hardware stored up to prepare for conflict ; of rebuilding communities and families shattered by conflict ; ought not to be measured in barren balance sheets, pounds, euros or dollars.

The true cost is in opportunities wasted, those scarce resources diverted from installing clean water supplies to those countless millions who, scandalously, still lack that basic building-block of life, even in countries which possess horrific high-tech arsenals ; or treating malaria and other killer diseases that often wreak havoc in those parts of the world most prone to conflict ; or providing at least basic education to all children, girls as well as boys, to equip them to climb out of poverty and pull others along with them.
Let’s be honest. It’s not that there are insufficient resources in this world to ensure that no child goes hungry, or dies of a preventable disease, or wastes away in the squalor of a refugee camp, today. It’s just that the resources are in the wrong hands, being used for the wrong purposes. What sort of lunacy is that resources are always available for armaments, even if not to build schools, or health centres, or water treatment plants?

A lunacy that breaks God’s heart, may I add. A couple of weeks ago, from this pulpit, I quoted from the first page of the Bible the why of creation, the reason we are here : 

Genesis 1.26-28, The Message translation : God spoke: “Let us make human beings in our image, make them reflecting our nature, so they can be responsible for the fish in the sea, the birds in the air, the cattle, and, yes, Earth itself, and every animal that moves on the face of Earth.” God created human beings ; he created them godlike, reflecting God’s nature. He created them male and female. 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”.
Don’t you think it’s just about time we woke up, smelled the proverbial coffee, and got on with what God put us here to do, and equipped us to do? 
We read this morning in Romans 8 that God has reminded us of the high calling on our lives, as children of God and joint-heirs with the Risen Jesus of all the riches of God, to take control of the things of this world, both its resources and its power structures, out of the hands of the God-haters, the cynical and the self-seeking, and to set in train the process that will ensure our weekly prayer : Your Kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven : is more than just a pious pipe-dream. 
The world is waiting, Paul writes, for God’s children to be revealed, to emerge from the shadows of doubt and fear, to step up to the plate, to pick up the gauntlet, whatever figure of speech you like. But the essence of it is this. The refugees cowering in fear in insanitary warrens on the Syrian border need God’s people to be what God has made us to be, and do what God has called us to do : take charge and be responsible
And you can replicate that every place on the planet where poverty and exploitation, fear and persecution are to be found. It won’t do. It needs to go. And you and I are the ones whom God has authorized and empowered to give the devil his marching orders. It’s time for the church to declare war – not on people, for our battle essentially is not against flesh and blood but upon the dark forces pulling the strings behind the scenes.

And how we wage war is very different from what’s going on in the world. Paul wrote to the church at Corinth : For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ. 

The Message translation of that passage is worth hearing :  The world is unprincipled. It’s dog-eat-dog out there! The world doesn’t fight fair. But we don’t live or fight our battles that way—never have and never will. The tools of our trade aren’t for marketing or manipulation, but they are for demolishing that entire massively corrupt culture. We use our powerful God-tools for smashing warped philosophies, tearing down barriers erected against the truth of God, fitting every loose thought and emotion and impulse into the structure of life shaped by Christ.
The key to changing the world is changing the thinking of the world. If you trace back war, poverty, hunger, oppression and all those nasties to their root, you will find that it is selfishness – the concept that I am entitled to get my own way, and that I am entitled to do whatever it takes to get my own way, because what I want is the most important thing in the whole world, and anyone who gets in the way will get run over.

I don’t often quote secular comedians from the pulpit, but Jasper Carrot put his finger on it once, in a conversation between a driving instructor and a bumptious new driver. The instructor asks : who has right of way at a roundabout? The pupil answered : me! That’s exactly the sort of attitude toward which, in our own lives as individuals and as a church, we need a consistent zero-tolerance approach.
As Paul urged the church at Philippi : Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others. In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus.

Please do not be deluded into thinking that there is a short-cut to peace in the world, a quick fix involving no change of heart. If ever there was a case of no pain, no gain, this is it. You and I have the opportunity, from this day forward, to invest in peace for the generations to come as we sow seeds of unselfishness, of consideration, of generosity – not just in things, though that’s important, but in our judgement of others.

The cancer of selfishness leading to conflict and suffering won’t be excised overnight. You and I will need to exercise faith and patience, perseverance, courage and humility. And until the day comes that the gospel of Jesus spoken and practised and lived and breathed by His body, His church, uproots the false gospel of self, we will still need the armed forces out in the front-line to keep the wilfully selfish and evil under control.

I don’t need to tell you that there are still far too many sick characters out there who put their toxic political or religious prejudices, or just their own plain lust for money and power, above the very lives of other people. Sadly, some of them are in places of government, and as long as they remain there, vomiting out their poisonous ungodly nonsense, they are a danger to us all, and they must be strictly contained.

For us, there is a need for a two-pronged attack on the devil and all his works. First, as we’ve said, to get our own minds renewed by the Word of God so that our lives can reflect His glory. Second, to keep praying that those who lead and govern will be born again and spirit filled, by a Damascus Road experience if that’s what it takes, that those who will not acknowledge Christ as Lord will be removed, and that our armed forces,  keeping the peace on our behalf, will enjoy supernatural divine protection.

To paraphrase Edward Burke : In order for evil to flourish, all that is required is for God’s people to do nothing. Let that accusation never be levelled against us.  
