27 December 2015 : Isaiah 60 : 1-3, 18-22 and John 1 : 1-5, 14  

As of tomorrow, we vanish off the scene for the best part of a month, although I have to say the first few days at least won’t be entirely restful as we work on our new home in Fuerteventura – well, new home as from retirement, which isn’t quite in view yet, at least not unless the Church of Scotland knows something I don’t!! 

We will, however, be aiming to see in the New Year perched sublimely in a beachside bar in Caleta de Fuste, a marked contrast to how we hanselled in 2015, on a windswept Calton Hill enjoying the fireworks in Princes Street far below us. For us, as – I imagine – for everyone here, 2015 has been rather like the infamous Bean-Boozled sweeties that our grand-daughter egged me on to buy for our, for want of a better word, amusement.

If you’re unaware of this particular item of confectionery, be warned. It’s a pack of jelly beans of various colours, but whereas with most sweeties the colour outside is a reliable indicator of the flavor inside, not so with these babies. A white Bean-Boozle may signify one of two flavours – coconut or baby wipe ; brown may indicate either chocolate pudding or dog food ; and there’s no way of knowing which till you eat them.

I’m sure we can relate. When we woke up some mornings in 2015, we had no inkling of what was about to come our way, coconut or baby wipe, chocolate pudding or dog food, pleasant surprise or nasty shock. This unpredictability is a symptom of living in a world that’s not yet fully subjected to the sovereign grace of God and today, around the table of the Lord, I want to encourage and equip us to triumph over adversity into 2016, because this bouncing along from trick to treat and back again isn’t God’s best for His people

A couple of weeks ago I was privileged to address the annual memorial service at the Oliver’s Funeral Parlour in Jedburgh, and I think it might help if I shared with you some of what I shared on that occasion about the tensions of living in that now-but-not-yet period, 
that interval of time between Jesus coming the first time at Christmas, to bring forgiveness and reconciliation by God’s grace to all who will receive it in faith, and Jesus coming a second time, as He will, to take all His people home and wind up this world’s affairs.

We live in the age of the church, a time for taking out to every corner of the earth the good news that God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son so that whoever believes in him may not be lost, but have eternal life. God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world guilty, but to save the world through him. This present age will last only until every human being has heard the gospel, and with the Word being preached on worldwide TV to audiences of millions, that might not be too long.

Understandably, the devil is pulling every trick in the book to delay the inevitable, and that’s why we’re seeing all the problems in the world right now. Jesus says that the devil, who is a thief, comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy. I came, said Jesus, that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance [to the full, till it overflows]. 
Right now, the devil is throwing his final desperate tantrum, before he gets despatched to the eternal sin-bin. Everything we see out of order in this world is a symptom of that, be it the evil machinations of Islamic State, through the floods in Hawick and Carlisle, to our own private and personal pain that will never make it on to the news. 

Two enduring images of 2015 – the wee boy washed up on a Turkish beach, the human face of the refugee crisis, and the carnage of a Friday night in Paris. To which you and I no doubt heard the question : what sort of God would allow this? The same God that allowed His own Son to leave the glory of Heaven and come to earth in the squalor of a borrowed stable, and face in due course the agony of a cross, precisely to offer humanity the hope of avoiding such horrors. But not everyone is minded to accept God’s freely offered grace. 

At least, not yet. Not until the penny drops that both God and the devil act consistently in line with their character. Not until people realise that anything good comes ultimately from God, anything evil comes ultimately from the devil. Not until people get the message – that the one and only sustainable solution to the world’s problems is the world turning in faith to the One whose life, death and rising again answered every one of those problems.
The devil will try his miserable worst to get people to believe that he doesn’t exist and that God is the one to blame for everything from wars to warts! That’s all part of his smoke and mirrors routine – a tissue of lies designed to steal, kill and destroy ill-informed people’s life and hope. But you know better. You know God loved you so much that He sent His only Son into the world so that you, by believing in Him, might have and enjoy eternal life in the blessing of love, joy, peace, health and prosperity in every respect.

And even when things seem all topsy-turvy, even when the sunshine of God’s love seems hidden for a while behind the storms of life, you know you are still the righteousness in God, you are still more than a conqueror, it may be Friday, but Sunday’s a-coming! Some of you here have encountered bereavement this past year, and there are very few events in life that shake you to the core the way the passing of a loved one does.

In the midst of all that, Jesus declares : I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life. How vital is that promise at time like this. In the face of loss and bereavement, Jesus declares : I am, right now, Resurrection and Life. The one who believes in me, even though he dies, will live. And everyone who lives believing in me does not ultimately die at all. 

When we speak on days like this about our ongoing communion with those who have gone on before us into the presence of the Father in Heaven, it’s not just whistling in the dark, it’s a declaration of defiant hope in the teeth of death, a proclamation of the truth that death and disease have taken their best shot, and lost. When we say that we shall meet our loved ones again in Heaven, it’s not a pious pipe-dream, it’s an affirmation of the promises of Jesus Himself, who took death out and beat it to a pulp. The baby of Bethlehem is the same Jesus who went to the cross, taking on His own perfect shoulders all the garbage of this world to set us free from our bondage to it, and who on the third day rose again from the dead and was seem alive by something over 500 people over a period of a few weeks.

Risen from the dead, the Lord Jesus spoke these words : Don’t be afraid! I am the First and the Last. I am the living one. I died, but look – I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and the grave. That is a promise signed and sealed in the blood of the Lamb, slain from the foundation of the world. It cannot be broken. 

What the devil cannot do, no matter what garbage he tries to pull on you, is steal from you God’s Christmas gift of eternal life. Let me try to explain what I mean. Santa may very well have dropped down your chimney some nice new clothes, elegant, expensive, with designer labels. I always wear designer clothes – with the exclusive label “George”!
But, alas, one of these days, these wonderful new outfits will wear out and get thrown out – or they will be too big for your slim selves! But do you go in the bin with them? Likewise, this body, this earth-suit we live, in doesn’t last forever, but the real you, the real me, our born-again spirit inside, does, and in heaven we get a new resurrection body.

That resurrection body will be perfect. No dodgy knees, no creaking hips, no hearing aids, no glasses, no pacemakers, no pills. Perfect. That’s when we get to Heaven. We read in Revelation that God Himself will wipe every tear from every eye. There will be no more mourning, no more crying, no more pain. The work Jesus began at Christmas, the victory He won at Easter, then perfected as we meet Him face-to-face and, on the company of loved ones who have gone on before us, enjoy unbroken fellowship with God forever.

Now I know that’s in the future, and if we’re still hurting from the pain of bereavement, or indeed from any other problem that’s weighing heavily on your shoulders right now, the victory may seem a long, long way in the future, but I want to encourage you tonight to let the light of the promise of everlasting life with Jesus shine a ray of hope through your present darkness and point a way ahead into the New Year.

Do not lose heart. God has not forgotten you, nor turned His back on you. Indeed, He is closer to you right now than the very air you breathe. He is your ever-present help in trouble, who has promised He will never leave you nor forsake you. One day, you will see Him face-to-face. Until then, walk with Him by faith. Keep reading His Word, keep talking to Him, listening to Him, receive His help every step of the way. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not, and cannot, overcome it.

