31 January 2016 : Psalm 23  
I’d like to tell you how delighted and thrilled we are to be back, to have escaped from nasty blue skies, horrid sunshine, and temperatures in the 20’s, but I’d be lying through my Presbyterian teeth. Of course we’re glad to see you good folks again, and very grateful to the members of the Kirk Session who led worship so ably these past 4 Sundays.

I’d also like to say we had a relaxing holiday in Fuerteventura, but that would be telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing like the truth! We saw rather a lot of the nearby trading estate, and discovered that setting up house and buying furniture with the aid of public transport was an interesting logistical challenge. 

In particular, if you’re buying 2 sunbeds, with cushions, plus a shower curtain and curtain rail, and you’re doing so in a shop where their English is as good as my Spanish, think carefully how you’ll get the stuff home. I just about managed to communicate a request that they phone a taxi, and after about 30 minutes a taxi arrived. The driver took one look at the sunbeds, shook his head, muttered “BIG taxi” and roared off into the distance.

A further 20 minutes, and a big taxi arrived. Not big enough. He beetled off too. At this point I considered my options. About 400 yards away, on the other side of the main road from the airport to the south of the island, was a bus stop. The local buses are like the old-fashioned coaches we used to have, with big luggage holds underneath. I reckoned there was at least a 50% chance of getting the stuff into the hold, but that was a markedly more favourable set of odds than manhandling all this stuff safely across the main road.

As I contemplated the tantalising prospect of playing Russian roulette with the hair-raising Canarian driving techniques, I had a tap on the shoulder, Let me explain that the shop was called the China Shop, in recognition of the ethnic origins of the owners rather than the bull-fearing daintiness of the merchandise, and it was a fellow countryman of the owner, a rather scary and battle-scarred character you wouldn’t normally want to deal with, who approached me with the offer, more like command : I take you home for 20 euros.
In normal circumstances, I’m not in the habit of fraternising with suspected triad members, but I wasn’t in a position to argue. I was ushered toward this elderly, tiny, vehicle that looked about as roadworthy as a burst bin-bag. Parcel shelves, seats, and all manner of items were shuffled about and dumped on the pavement, but still the mathematics would not work. Finally, the shop owner took pity on me, threw the stuff into his equally decrepit but bigger car, and I travelled home with 2 sunbeds digging into the back of my neck, my nose pressed to the windscreen, and my pocket 30 euros lighter for the privilege.

I could also tell the tale of the television. We bought a nice shiny new TV, bells, whistles etc, plugged it into the cable point, and sat back to tune it in. Nothing. Zero. Zilch. Nada. Neither digital nor analogue. So we acquired a TV antenna from the China Shop, 7 euros. This time, we got one Moroccan programme, and believe me, you’ve never lived till you’ve watched a Moroccan soap opera, in Arabic. We then acquired an expensive aerial, 30 euros, and discovered only that the Moroccan pop music show was even … better. 

Nightmare. But, a word with the camp commandant – er, sorry, community president – brought forth a maintenance engineer who twiddled a few wires and, lo and behold, problem solved. Spanish football with Spanish commentators. GOOOOOOOOOAALL. The three and a bit weeks were full of funny stories like that, and we’ve now left my mum and dad in charge for the next couple of weeks. They’d better behave!!
With one thing and another, it’s been an eventful year or so for our family, and one of the things we’ve had to get to grips with is that I’m almost certainly into the last quarter of this ministry here in the Borders and when that comes to an end – and it’s the bus pass for us next year – the house goes with it. Future planning is the name of the game as far as the whole Fuerteventura thing is concerned, and that planning has well and truly begun.
Future planning is something we’re always told to do. Daytime television is full of all sorts of adverts for life insurance, funeral plans and so on, and that’s fine as far as it goes, but true future planning is essentially a spiritual matter. Whatever age we are, it’s good to invest in peace and security, and there is only one franchise on that. And it’s not a bank or an insurance company or a property. It’s Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the world.

200 years from now, the most vital and valuable investment decision each and every one of us will prove to be saying YES to Jesus, YES to His free and full forgiveness, YES to His precious gift of everlasting life. But in fact 2 minutes from now, the benefits of that decision to become a follower of Jesus will become evident. Today we’ve read and sung Psalm 23. We’ve all sung it before, though usually to Crimond, and usually at funerals.
But if we really look at the words, we see it’s first and foremost a celebration of God’s grace toward us in this life, on earth, right here, right now. The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. As I’m sure many of you here today know from personal experience much deeper than mine, the task of the shepherd is to protect and feed the flock, to keep those sheep safe from harm, secure, well fed, well looked after. That’s the shepherd’s job.

God has covenanted to take on that shepherd role in each of our lives, and when Jesus was on this earth He described Himself as the Good Shepherd who laid down His life for the sheep. That’s going way above and beyond the human job description, but that’s the measure of the love our God has for you, right now. In the same chapter, John 10, Jesus commits Himself to protect us from the thief, who comes only to steal, kill and destroy, so that we might enjoy life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. Here. Now.

One of the great truths of the gospel is that God is infinitely more interested in your present and your future than in your past. Jesus has already made full payment for your past failures and mine, 2,000 years ago, at the cross. When you follow Jesus, there is no place in your life for feeling guilty, condemned, inadequate. Jesus has already, historically, taken those things on His own shoulders and given you His righteousness.

Those of you who are football fans will know that we are approaching the end of the January transfer window. Today and tomorrow, footballers will change clubs for vast sums of money, but those transfer deals are as nothing compared with the transfer of your guilt and shame to Jesus, and the transfer from Jesus to you of right standing with God forever.
And it won’t cost you a penny. It’s the ultimate free transfer. Of which the benefits are immense. But if you don’t know about them, or don’t choose to receive them, that would be a problem. God won’t force-feed His flock with His blessing any more than a shepherd would prise open the mouth of a lamb with a tyre-jack and shove food down its throat.

I don’t think we as a church have been all that effective in sharing with the people of this nation just how good and loving and generous our God is. Hellfire, damnation, po-faced respectability and thou-shalt-nots won’t cut it. The truth is that God has promised to meet all our needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus. Jesus said that if we make our first priority enjoying His company, He will add every other good thing as well. 
While we were away, a couple from Hawick won half of a £66m lottery prize, but what’s happened to the other half? Hundreds of people, apparently, have been turning up at a corner shop in Worcester claiming they bought the winning ticket, but the dog ate it, or one of the children ate it, or it went through the washing machine and turned into a soggy pulp. But without some solid evidence, not a penny will be paid out, and people can shout and bawl and cry and whine as much as they like. No ticket, no prize money.

The ticket is the title deed to the cash, and nothing else will do. For us, a personal faith in and commitment to Jesus is the title deed to life in all its rich fullness, to supernatural blessing in areas of health and wholeness, material prosperity, good relationships, joy, peace and fulfilment in every area of life on this earth and the guarantee of heavenly glory in the life to come. Personal faith in and commitment to Jesus, and nothing else will do, not because Jesus is mean and jealous, but because no-one else but Jesus has paid the price for it to happen, to become available to us. His pain is our gain.
The psalm goes on [v.4] : Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

I will fear no evil, for you are with me ; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. We live in a time when the world is on edge because of the threat of terrorist attack, but we who belong to Jesus have a personal promise of protection, a host of angels encamped around us, the voice of God whispering gentle guidance and direction into our heart to make sure we stay out of harm’s way, and most of the time we never know it.

I wonder if we’ve ever had a sudden urge to leave a bit earlier to go somewhere, or hang on for an extra cup of tea before we leave ; or take a different route, or maybe change our plan for no apparent reason ; and in so doing avoid a road accident, or miss sitting beside someone on the bus who’s carrying some flu bug. Sometimes the biggest miracles aren’t the most spectacular, but happen when we listen to the still small voice and stay out of harm’s way, safe and secure, fearing no evil.   

And v.5 : You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil ; my cup overflows. God has real pride and joy in us. He is the proud dad who enjoys showing off just how well His kids – that’s us – are doing. In the face of all the people who don’t like us, don’t like what we stand for, are jealous of us, God loves to rub it right in how much His children prosper and succeed through His blessing.
Yet I wonder how often you and I stand and look out the window and worry about what’s going on outside, and what people are thinking about us, and how we can possibly cope with all our problems, when if we turned round we would see that we are already inside the place of blessing, dwelling in Father’s house, the table of His goodness spread out before us to reach out and enjoy as freely as He provides it.

Most of us, even if we’ve been Christians for years, worry too much. We think far too much about our problems, when all the time God’s provision is more than enough, and it’s already there. We worry because we believe the lie of the secular world that we have to fight our own battles, when God has already prepared that table, when our cup already overflows, and it was God’s doing from start to finish, His Fatherly will, bought and paid for by the sacrifice of Jesus. It’s time we learned to live by God’s grace, not our own effort
Surely His goodness and His love will follow us all the days of our lives, and we will dwell in the house of the LORD forever. Starting now. Today, I urge you, if you haven’t already done so, to receive Jesus as your Saviour, to receive His forgiveness, His freedom, His gift of life without limit and without end, and to trust Him to be true to every promise of His Word to be your Good Shepherd, to protect you, to feed you, to meet your every need from the riches of His grace. No matter what your age, your background, or anything else, it’s never too late and never too early to start afresh, to be born again, 
