28 December 2014 : Genesis 3 : 1-7 & Romans 3 : 21-28  
Round about now, most of us take a solemn and heartfelt vow not even to look in the direction of a turkey or a mince pie for at least another 11 months. I don’t know what it is about washing machines and washing powder in the month of December, but they always combine to make our clothes shrink around this time of year, don’t they?
2014 has been quite a year. It began with widespread flooding in many parts of the UK, but overall the weather has been gratifyingly benign around this area. In Scotland, the news was dominated by The Referendum, which saw a mind-boggling 84.6% of the electorate vote, and we wait to see how the fallout from that affects us in times to come. 
On a less controversial note, Glasgow staged a highly successful Commonwealth Games, with Crailinghall’s Lucy Hope among those taking part with distinction. This great event for the city was, alas, counter-balanced by the horror of a runaway bin lorry three days before Christmas, just after the anniversary of the Clutha Bar tragedy.
Further afield, Brazil played host to football’s World Cup, but the international headlines were largely gloomy affairs, with the tensions in the Middle East bubbling over as Islamic State rampaged through Syria and Iraq, and a peaceful co-existence between Israeli and Arab in the Bible lands seems as remote a prospect as ever. 
The bizarre behavior of Russian President Putin and his followers in Ukraine was a reminder that the downfall of communism, however welcome, has not solved all the bad attitudes in Eastern Europe. Add to the mix the harrowing pictures of Ebola-hit West Africa and the sickening atrocity by the Taliban at a Pakistani school earlier this month, and it makes unedifying reading.100 years on from the start of World War 1, the human race shows itself painfully unwilling to learn from its own mistakes.
I couldn’t help reflecting on our visit to Israel in 1999, all the time a little on edge as we awaited the birth of our first grandchild due just a couple of week later. Happily we were back in time for Connor’s arrival! One of the visits we made was to Tabeetha School, an international school of some considerable renown with a very strong link to the Church of Scotland. There, children of Christian, Jewish and Muslim backgrounds, from various points around the globe, were educated together.
I can remember out in the playground the youngsters weren’t asking questions about each other’s ethnic or religious origins. That didn’t interest them, but a game of tig did, and it will surprise no-one to learn that there was a rather older bearded participant. Perhaps the key to breakthrough in some of these seemingly intractable disputes is to create space for the children to play together and shame their parents and the supposed adult leaders of their communities into growing up and getting their act together.

That’s just a passing thought. We’ve had a glance at the big picture of 2014, but what has it meant, on a personal level, for each one of us? We will all have a view on what our own 2014 has been like, the high and low points, the milestones and the millstones. 
For us, the opening of Lexy’s shop in Selkirk has been quite an adventure, is that the word for it? Next year, in July, another adventure with a wedding to look forward to. Whatever 2014 has brought your way, of this I’m sure. Your relationship with Jesus will have been an immense help, especially when the going got tough, and each time there seemed to be a light at the end of the tunnel, it was just another onrushing train.
As we hear the Christmas story each year, we’re reminded that there was no room at the inn for the infant King, and still less room in the stony heart of King Herod.  It can’t be much fun for people who have no room in their lives for Jesus, whether it’s the total Herod-like rejection of everything He is and every gift He offers or, I suspect more commonly, pushing him out from the inn to the manger, from the centre of our lives to the hut at the bottom of the garden, settling for religion without relationship.
What sets our faith apart from just about every other belief system or philosophy on the face of the planet is that we, as Christ-followers, do not place our reliance, our hope, on our own performance, our own achievements, but on the pure unconditional unmerited love of God that would send His own flesh and blood to share the often brutal reality of this world, to pay off a debt that God did not owe and that man could not pay.

The contrast between eternity in the city that needs no created light, whose streets are paved with gold, where Father sits on His throne, and a byre behind a crowded pub in a land suppressed by a pagan empire is startling. Take the story forward 33 years from the manger to the cross, via the conspiracy, the betrayal, the desertion, the beating, the scourging, the mocking by those for whom He came, and the picture is still more stark.

Yet this picture is the measure of God’s love for you, for me, for each and every one of us who walks this earth. In Genesis 3, we see the root cause of every problem that’s ever beset the human race, the pride that led Adam and Eve to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the pride that was not content to trust that Father God knows best and to follow His wisdom, the pride that yearned to work things out for ourselves instead of relying on His love and grace, the sin of self-righteousness.
That same sin of self-righteousness was what led God’s people, in due course, to place themselves under the curse of the law instead of the blessing of grace, to desire a king to be just like all the heathen nations round about instead of their true calling to be a holy nation, a kingdom of priests, a living witness to the nations of God’s goodness.
And it’s self-righteousness now that leads so many people to shy away from the embrace of Jesus. Especially, I think, we gentlemen find it hard to accept unconditional grace from God. It’s engrained in us that we have to earn and deserve favour, at work, at home, or anywhere else, and it sticks in our masculine throats that God doesn’t work that way, that God doesn’t look at what we do, but at what Jesus has already done.
It’s this same ghastly pride and self-righteousness that spoiled the party in Eden that spoils so many lives now. We simply can’t handle the fact that God loves us just as we are, that while we were still sinners Christ died for us.
So we have this urge to make ourselves a link in the chain of our own salvation, to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil all over again, to wrest ourselves out of the loving arms of the Father and try to stand on our own two feet, spiritually. And so we get all these self-help philosophies and new age trash. Even many people who claim to be Christians have actually debased the gospel to a series of thou shalt not’s – grace airbrushed out and law brought back in its place. The curse of the law, the Bible calls it. 

That’s as daft a thing to do now as it was back in Genesis 3. God never intended us to be independent of Him, to earn our ticket to Heaven. God always intended to provide richly, super-abundantly, for His children. That’s still God’s best. 
Let 2015 be the year when we get our silly self-righteousness and pompous pride out of the way and let God be God. Let 2015 be the year when we choose to live by the promises of God that are all made Yes and Amen by Jesus, and leave the stress and anxiety of self-righteousness firmly behind us. Let 2015 be the year when we choose to make the defining factor in our lives just this : Jesus loves me, this I know
