Goals and Desires

On reading Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount recently, I was reminded of the way we so often confuse goals and desires.  Jesus says, ‘happy are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.’  If we seek the goal of righteousness we will also receive the desire of happiness as a by-product.  If we strive for the desire of happiness we will only become frustrated and achieve neither happiness nor righteousness.  We must constantly ask the Spirit’s help in distinguishing legitimate goals that He will help us achieve and desires that will only ever come to us as gifts from God as a result of getting our priorities right.  How are we going?  Are we seeking goals or desires?  Are we finding satisfaction or frustration in our life choices?  Perhaps it is time to evaluate our aims in life in the light of God’s word to clarify our goals and put our desires where they belong.  

The Acid Test

How do we measure our spiritual growth and maturity.  Is it how much we know, how hard we work, how often we attend or perhaps how sincerely we pray, praise and proclaim?  It is none of these.  These are the possible results of spiritual growth not its measure.  After Peter had betrayed Jesus he met the risen Lord by the lake.  Jesus only asked one simple question but it was so important he asked it three times.  ‘Do you love me?’ he asked Peter and he asks us the same question.  Only when we can honestly answer ‘yes’, with all our heart are we fit for service because all Christian service must be an outflow of love.  ‘Feed my sheep’ is his command to Peter and to us.  Only those who love the sheep can give them the food they need and only those who love the chief shepherd have food to share.  Love for Jesus always means living for others.  For whom are you living?  Who are you feeding?

Why?

If you are like me then you will have often been asked the question, ‘Why are you a Christian?’  There are many answers we can give, ‘Because it is true’, ‘because it is a better way to live’, ‘because I love Jesus’, ‘because I want to live forever’ and so on.  There may be some truth in all of these but they are all lacking in that they all put us at the centre and assume it is our decision.  I believe there is really only one answer to this question, ‘why am I a Christian?’  It is because the loving God hunted me down and the Holy Spirit grabbed me and won’t let go.  I am a captive to eternal, personal and consuming love and I don’t ever want to escape.  If you are Christian then this is true for you also.  Don’t try to analyse it or even explain it.  You can’t.  Simply lose yourself in the experience of this love.  It is so real, it will share itself with others.  It can’t not do so.

Read with the light on.

Sometimes when I am reading the Bible my brain seems fogged up and the meaning of the words elusive.  At such times I am reassured by the words of Paul to Timothy, ‘Reflect on what I am saying, for the Lord will give you insight into all this.’ (2 Tim. 2:7)  The beauty of the Bible is that we can talk to the author.  In fact it is rather silly to ever read the scriptures without first asking the author to help us understand what He has written.   We think and reflect on the Word but rely on the Spirit to enlighten our meditations.   Without His light we read in the dark.  He brings to life that which otherwise is a dead letter.  As one author put it, ‘The Word and the Spirit belong to each other.  Let’s not separate what God has joined.’  When we read with the light on, the wonder of God’s love and power pour out of His words and envelope us with wonder that forces us to our knees in grateful prayer.  Are you in the dark?  Turn on the light.

Bad Language

As we read God’s word and listen to the Spirit it becomes clear that there are certain words that have no place in a Christian’s vocabulary.  They are what I call spiritual bad language and are much worse and more dangerous than what is normally called swearing.  These terrible expressions are words such as ‘satisfied’, ‘arrived’, ‘good enough’, ‘done enough’ and the worst of all, ‘mature’.  The indwelling Spirit of God will always produce within us a feeling of unsatisfied hunger and expectancy for more of God.  We constantly seek fresh resources and opportunities to know Him, to serve Him and to bring Him joy.  This is not a matter of duty but of responsive love always seeking new ways to express itself.  In the words of two saints of old, ‘When we begin not to want to become better, we cease to be good.’ (Bernard of Clairvaux) and ‘He who does not go forward in God’s way goes backward.’ (Luther).  Avoid bad language.  Grow!

Where?

Have you ever wondered if you are serving God in the best way or place?  I am sure you have.  When we feel like this there are a few points we need to consider.  Firstly, any service, of any kind, in any place, is gladly accepted by God as a precious gift.  God loves and values everything we do in His name.  There is no great gift we can give Him than our heart moved to practical service through our responsive love for Him and our neighbour.  Having said this I must add that sometimes God will call us to a special opportunity to serve that is specially designed for us.   One writer described this well, ’The place God calls you is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.’  Such a place exists for all of us.  When God shows it to you it will fill your life.  You will find great fulfillment mixed at times with great frustration at your own weakness and failure but you know that this is where you are meant to be and you wouldn’t change for anything.  Have you found your special place?  If not ask God.  He will show you.

Eating Tears

I recently read of someone who when children cried would dab their tears with popcorn and then they would sit together and eat the tears as they comforted each other.  It struck me as a beautiful image of our care and love for others both inside and outside the Church.  We can only provide effective care and support when we open ourselves to feel and share another’s pain.  Jesus did this at the ultimate level when he became human to walk, work and suffer beside us and for us.  He ate our tears and they became part of Him and He continues to do so whenever we bring our hurt and pain to Him.  As Christians, eating tears becomes a normal part of our life in community with Jesus and each other.   Is your popcorn ready?  Whose cheeks will be dry this week because you have shared and eaten their tears?

Getting Along

Henri Nouwen described a community as ‘where the person you least want to live with always lives.’  Its like the old poem says;

To dwell in love with saints above, 

Why that will be glory.

To dwell below with saints I know – 

Why, that’s a different story.

The beauty of the Church is that it is a Spirit filled community where people who normally would have little in common are drawn together in relationships of mutual love and support that only God makes possible.  Those outside the Church will rightly judge our faith and the gospel on the evidence of our ability to live as such a community.   Our words are worse than useless unless they are spoken from the environment of a community of failing, but transformed lives and relationships.   We can only share the reality of our own experience.  The judgement of society is simple.  If it doesn’t work then it ain’t true.  It is true.  Let them see that it works.

Faith

Christians are sometimes criticised for believing with what is called blind faith.  Such criticism shows a complete misunderstanding of the meaning of faith and its place in the Christian’s life.  As someone wrote, ‘faith is not believing in spite of evidence – that’s superstition – but obeying in spite of consequences.’   It is not lack of evidence that prevents faith in God’s message because there is abundant evidence in His word as well as the lives of His people.  It is a refusal to surrender life completely to God and obey no matter what the consequences.  As long as what we want, takes priority over what God wants, we will find excuses to avoid commitment to Him.  Only when we realise that what He wants is what we need will we joyously surrender to His love.  Faith is for living.  Let’s live!

The Total Picture

The Church is a bit like a newspaper picture or a mosaic floor or a stained glass window.  If we zoom in on just one part of it we see a collection of dots, pieces of glass or fragments of tile.  Only as we draw back and look at the thing as a whole does the beauty and meaning of the picture or pattern emerge.  As Christians we must never lose sight of the fact that each individual Christian is part of an incredibly beautiful painting stretching across time and distance.  God has been working on this painting since before creation and it is not finished yet, but when it is it will be the most magnificent work of art in the universe.  We are a valuable dot or piece because without us the picture is not complete but we must also remember that we only attain our full beauty and purpose as part of the greater picture.  Christianity is like marriage.  You can’t do it on your own.  We avoid mistaken ideas of our own importance or unimportance if we concentrate on the total picture and be the dot or piece that the cosmic painter designed us to be.

Spirit

As a Christian and a minister I often have to ask myself the question, ‘How real is the Spirit in my life?  How conscious am I of His constant presence?  In what ways am I allowing and encouraging him to work through me?’  It is so easy to get on with life and the daily tasks and challenges it brings as if I am on my own and so no different to my neighbours rather than someone indwelt by God’s Spirit.  I am endeavouring to become more Spirit-conscious.  As I review each week I want to evaluate my life and my openness to the Spirit, according to a spiritual standard.  The best one I can come up with is, ‘What am I doing this week that I know I could not do without the Spirit’s help?’  I find this both challenging and encouraging.  Why don’t we all try something similar.  Who knows what God might do.  I would love to find out.  Let’s do it!

The 

One of Jesus’ most quoted and loved sayings is, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life.’ (John 14:6)   As we read and meditate on these words we are led to many rich thoughts about the teaching contained in the concepts of ‘way’, ‘truth’ and ‘life’.  Because of this we may miss the important implications also contained in the threefold use of ‘the’.   By using ‘the’ rather than ‘a’ Jesus insists that he is the only way, truth and life.  Many years ago Thomas a Kempis expressed this beautifully in his often-quoted words, ‘Without the way, there is no going; without the truth there is no knowing; without the life there is no living.’  We are reminded that Jesus is not just the icing on the cake of life but that he is all there is to life.  There is to be no part of our life that he doesn’t control and fill.  He is everything and in everything.  

Religion or Relationship?

People sometimes ask me what religion I am.  There is only one answer.  I have no religion but I am in a relationship.  We must never allow people to see Christianity as just one of the many World Religions.  Jesus did not come to found a religion.  He established a relationship for us with the eternal God.  In the words of a popular song, ‘I’m not religious, I just love the Lord’.  This is not a matter of words but a vital truth without which we can never be truly Christian.  To view our relationship with Jesus as a religion is to load it with rules, rituals and forms that conceal and eventually deaden its warm and beating heart.  Religious people go to church but Christians are the church always and everywhere although they do gather together regularly to strengthen, share and celebrate the wonder of the relationship that is the essence of their very being.  How about we all pray regularly that God will help us to become less religious and more Christian.  Be free. 

Community

Francis Schaeffer wrote, ‘Our relationship with each other is the criterion the world use to judge whether our message is truthful – Christian community is the final apologetic.’  Since he said this it has become even truer.  Jesus said, ‘Your love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples.’ (John 13:35)  Our witness to the gospel is grounded in a church that displays real community.   Programs don’t build community.  It is a natural result of Spirit filled lives putting the welfare of the group ahead of individual needs.  We imitate the perfect community that exists between Father, Son and Spirit within the unity of God.  Our church must never become 200 individuals who gather weekly to worship.  We are one unified community living out our oneness with God and each other at all times and places whether physically together or not.  This is what people need and only the church can offer.

Mission

I do a lot of reading and recently, while I was thinking about our mission as a church I came across a quote from C.S. Lewis that set me thinking.  I tend to agree with his conclusions, as long as we see the concept of worship included in his description, and would like to share it with the congregation. I believe they mirror our mission to Know, Grow and Go. Please think about what he says, chat about it together and please share your thoughts with me. ‘The Church exists for no other purpose but to draw men into Christ, to make them little Christ’s.  If they are not doing that, all the cathedrals, clergy, missions, sermons, even the Bible itself, are simply a waste of time.  God became man for no other purpose.  It is even doubtful, you know, whether the whole universe was created for ant other purpose.’

Pain

We all experience pain at some time in our lives.  Physical pain can often be helped by medication but emotional pain is much more difficult to deal with.  There are times we wish we could completely escape from such grief and hurt.  We may even read books, take course or set boundaries in an attempt to find ways to reduce or eliminate this dreadful pain.  This is good and may be helpful but there are a few points we need to bear in mind.  The opposite to pain is not joy but emotional deadness.  If we never experience pain and grief it will be because we are also unable to experience love and joy.  As a wise person said, ‘Pain is the price we pay for caring.’   God does not promise to take away our pain.  He promises to be with us, comfort us and give us peace in the midst of our pain (Phil. 4:6,7).  He shares and feels our pain and who better to do so.  He experienced unbelievable pain on our behalf as the price of His caring.

We or You?

Father Damien was a missionary who worked for many years with those suffering from leprosy.  He began each sermon with the words, ‘You who are lepers’ and the people listened politely.  Then one day he began his sermon, ‘We who are lepers’ and they looked at the white patches on his skin, and they knew that he understood, and they listened with all their heart.  Jesus similarly became one of us and so we know that he fully understands and cares.  If we wish to help others then it is not enough to reach down a helping hand from a position of safety.  We must stand alongside them, sharing their pain and need.  Only then can we understand.  Only then will they trust and listen.  Only then can we be Jesus to them.  Each of us needs to ask the question, ‘To whom can I say ‘we who are …’ with a caring heart?’

Saints?

It is often said that the term ‘saint’ applies to all Christians, and this is true, yet many of us feel a little uncomfortable with the term.  We don’t feel like ‘saints’.  Images of people who have suffered great pain or accomplished tremendous deeds for God come to mind and that is not how we live.  We believe and doubt, we hope and get discouraged, we are both trusting and suspicious and then we feel guilty about not feeling guilty or bad about feeling good.  Despite this we are saints.  A saint is not someone who is good but someone who has experienced the goodness of God and been profoundly affected by it.  It is not what we do but who we know that makes us saints.  So let us relax and join our fellow fallible and somewhat battered saints in enjoying the intimate friendship of the Saint Maker.  Who knows, someone else may see enough reality in us to want to meet Him. 

The Church

If the church is to be the body of Christ as he intended, then in the words of J H Yoder, we will be ‘a community of those who serve instead of ruling; who suffer instead of inflicting suffering; whose fellowship crosses social lines instead of reinforcing them.  This new community is not only a vehicle of the gospel or fruit of the gospel; it is the good news.’  This is our mission and our responsibility as the church.  We are not just to preach or offer the good news; we are to be the good news.   This is the criteria by which society will judge us and they are right to do so.   The obvious questions we ask ourselves are, ‘To whom are we good news?’ and ‘What is the good news people discover in us?’   How is the surrounding community enriched because our Christian community is in their midst?   

Heroes  

Who are your greatest heroes?  Mine are people like Abraham, David, Peter and Mary Magdalene.  This is not because they had great faith or spiritual strength.  It is because they occasionally messed up and failed their Lord and themselves but always accepted God’s forgiving grace and continued on.  They show me a number of life giving truths about my Christian faith.  It is not basically a moral code but a grace saturated mystery.  It is not a philosophy or belief about love but a love affair with God.  It is not about dutifully keeping rules through gritted teeth effort but receiving a gift with open hands.  Whenever I lie in a heap after failing again it is grace not effort that puts me back on my feet and supports me as I stumble on.  My heroes help me.  Do yours?
Partnership

I love the way one modern translation words Col. 1:29, ‘I work so hard with all His energy, which so powerfully works in me.’    I am reminded that there is a balance and partnership in my Christian life.  I am responsible for putting in the effort in response to the loving grace with which God continually showers me.  God uses, develops and magnifies my efforts and takes full responsibility for the results.   Rather than bemoan my lack of ability I do what I can, knowing that He will accept it as a gift and accomplish His awesome ends through my meagre means.   I discover both joy and freedom in this partnership.  Joy that through Him I do make a difference even though I may never know what it is, freedom from the concern that my shortcomings may be hampering God’s work.  He has the ability.  He simply requests my availability as a means of allowing His ability to operate. 

Accepted   Much of our Christian life can be impoverished if we don’t believe with all our hearts that God fully accepts us.  We too often live with lingering doubts that we don’t measure up and so in some way God is displeased with us.  It is only when we finally understand that God isn’t mad at us that we become free to concentrate on love and growth instead of trying to appease Him.  If we can only learn to see God as the Father of the prodigal with His arms open wide ready to give us the best cloak and invite us to the feast.  Nothing can separate us from His love.  Make it a practise to start every day by entering His arms and accepting His hug.  Live life from the security of His hug.

Spare Tyre?

Corrie Ten Boom once asked the question, ’Is prayer your steering wheel or your spare tyre?’  It is a very relevant question for all of us.  To be effective in our Christian lives prayer needs to be the locomotive providing power and direction to every thought, attitude and action.  Unfortunately, it is too often more like the guard’s van, bringing up the rear.  It is almost like an after-thought to be brought out only in occasions of great need and, if we are feeling particularly spiritual, times of great joy.  Now it is easy to feel guilty and make resolutions to pray more often but if you are like me, this seldom works and only increases my sense of failure and frustration.  It is better to change our attitude to prayer altogether.  Stop regarding it as something we do occasionally and see it as the very atmosphere of our Christian life that we continually breathe.  Sometimes it is like shallow almost automatic breaths and at other times deep, sustained gulps of life-giving air.  This is to constantly ‘practise the presence’ of God.  Try it.  It will become as natural as breathing but a lot more exciting.

More Faith?

If you’re anything like me there are times when you feel quite despondent at the apparent weakness of your faith.  Perhaps you have read books on how to increase your faith or simply tried every way possible to grow a stronger faith. It doesn’t help much does it? Perhaps you simply pretend that your faith is stronger than it is.  If so, you are one of many.  The problem is we have set ourselves the wrong goal.  It is not the strength of our faith that matters but the object of our faith.  Jesus said that we only needed faith as small as a mustard seed.  We don’t so much need a big faith as we do faith in a big God.   Our faith is simply our trust in God.  If we will take the time to get to know our loving Father better, we will realise we can trust Him with everything, perhaps even with our faith.  If we will only stop trying to grow our faith and grow our relationship with God instead we may be surprised at how our faith strengthens.  

Which Death?

On the cross Jesus defeated death.  This is an often quoted truth that every Christian knows and believes.  Sadly we often limit our Lord’s victory to the defeat of the physical death of the body meaning that we can live eternally with Him.  This is an awesome truth in which we rightly rejoice but, in the words of the salesman, there is more.  He also defeated many forms of death that impoverish our daily lives if we allow them.  He defeated the ‘death of hope’ that we experience as despair and freed us to live in true, living, glorious and indestructible hope.  He defeated the ’death of love’ that produces hate, envy and strife and freed us to live in His eternal love.  He defeated the ‘death of understanding’ that results in bigotry and legalism and so freed us to see every person and truth through the eyes of God.  What other deaths has He defeated in your life.  He has defeated death in every form.  Let us thank Him and live this truth.

Whose Boundaries?

A quote from Jack Hayford sticks in my mind.  ‘Nothing is more limiting than the self-imposed boundaries we clamp around our own lives when we require God to fit into our expectations.’  How often have I limited God by attitudes such as, ‘I could never do that’, ‘God doesn’t work that way’ or ‘it is not practical’?  I grant that God has given us common sense and judgement and He expects us to use them but they can also hide what is really a refusal to allow God to work.  I may restrict God’s work by putting boundaries on my availability to be used by Him.  I may also put boundaries on His work through others through my unbelief or narrow legalism.  This is a serious matter that requires us to spend time with God in prayer and the Word and also in discussion together.  It is good to examine our boundaries regularly to make sure they are set by God, not us.

Serving

God has identified Himself with the hungry, the sick, the naked, the homeless; hunger, not only for bread, but for love, for care, to be somebody to someone; nakedness, not of clothing only, but nakedness of that compassion that very few people give to an unknown; homelessness, not only just for a shelter made of stone, but that homelessness that comes from having no one to call your own.  Without our suffering, our work would just be social work, very good and helpful, but not the work of Jesus Christ, not part of the Redemption.  Jesus wanted to help by sharing our life, our loneliness, our agony, and our death.  Only by being one of us has he redeemed us.  We are asked to do the same; for only by being one with the people around us can we help them find redemption by bringing God into their lives and bringing them to God.                    Mother Teresa

Never Alone

As Christians we are never alone.  God is always there and he always understands.  When speaking of God the Psalms remind us, ‘You keep track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears and preserved them in your bottle!  You have recorded every one in your book.’ (Psalm 56:8).  In the battle of life God is on our side.  He is always for us not against us.  He wants to express His love and care in every aspect of our lives if only we will allow Him.  He says ‘Let me share your heart and hold your hand as we walk through life together’.  We don’t need Him to come closer to us.  We simply need to be more sensitive to His indwelling presence, to be more aware of the eternal lover and supporter who will never leave us.  We know this is true but to be of help this knowledge must move from our head to our heart where He is waiting.

Persevering

As Jesus hung on the cross the crowds spat on him and insulted him.  In their mocking and unbelief they called out to him, ’If you are God’s Son, save yourself and come down from the cross!’  The awesome thought of the Son of God voluntarily submitting to such degradation and death for us is more than our minds and emotions can cope with.  John (John 19:16,17) tells us that initially Jesus carried His own cross but weakness following his torture and beating necessitated the soldiers forcing Simon from Cyrene to take over.  Jesus refuses the drugs that would have dulled His pain.  He will pay the price and experience the pain to the full.  They taunt Him to come down not realizing that He could have done so at any time.  He stayed suffering on the cross for six hours (9am till 3pm) because this was His purpose in coming to earth.  He wished to finish His work on earth.   Had He saved Himself then he would not have saved us.  The contrast between the composure of Jesus during incredible suffering and the shallowness and vindictiveness of His tormentors stands out clearly.  How do we respond to this incredible love?

Death 

A number of supernatural signs show the importance of Jesus death.  These include the darkness at a time when an eclipse was impossible (This may have reminded the Jews of the darkness at the time of the original Passover), an earthquake, resurrections and the tearing of the temple curtain from top to bottom signifying that God had removed all barriers between Himself and man.  The way is now open to everyone through Jesus.  Jesus quotes the first verse of Psalm 22 as the sin of all mankind descends upon Him and He is separated from His Father by our sin.  God’s love and holy justice meet on the cross.  It is interesting that when the men had fled, the women, and John, were there till the end.  Jesus still thinks of His mother in the midst of His own suffering.  Jesus final words, ‘It is finished’, are a cry of victory following the earlier cry of despair.   He did not die; He voluntarily gave up His Spirit.  It was His decision and He did it for us.

Resurrection (16:1-8)

A dead saviour cannot save anyone so the truth of the resurrection is central to the Christian faith.  The women had previously remained and kept watch to see where Jesus was buried.  They did not expect Jesus to be alive and so are surprised, joyful and terrified.  They had come with spices to anoint His body.  (Interestingly people brought spices at the beginning of Jesus life and His rising to new life.) As is always the case with angelic appearances, understandably, the angel’s first words are calming and reassuring. He then instructs the women to tell the disciples with a special mention of Peter that must have been very precious to him.  In Jewish culture the witness of women was regarded as worthless, but God reverses this by allowing them the honour of being the first witnesses of the greatest event in human history.  We know this event to be true.  What are we doing with this knowledge?  Who have we told?  How has it changed our lives? 

Promises

Above all else the Church today needs people who will constantly claim and prove God’s promises in prayer.  These are the people who will determine the health and future of the modern church.  It is not educated people we need today.  It is not more money that the church requires.   (The church is never short of money but of God centred prayer warriors who live their prayers.)  It is not better structures, more programs, improved facilities or effective publicity helpful though these are.  It is people of all ages and backgrounds who know how to pray, who will in prayer move God to take hold of our affairs in a mighty way and put life and power into the church and all its structures.   Such prayer is dangerous.   When it is active radical things happen and we must be prepared for our lives to be shaken to their foundations.  Are we people who are available to God to be used when the Holy Spirit moves in response to prayer?  If so then let us pray and risk everything to God.  We will never be the same again.  Are we game?

Loving Jesus

‘The third time he said to him, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, "Do you love me?" He said, "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Feed my sheep.’ (John 21:17)  The question Jesus asked Peter is one that is always before each of us.  We may well answer that Jesus rightly known is Jesus most surely loved.  This raises two questions.  How well do I know Him and what am I doing to know Him better?  How am I helping our loving relationship to grow and strengthen day by day?  Secondly, how do we show the reality of our love?  The answer is the same one Jesus gave to Peter, ‘Feed my sheep.’  We love Jesus by loving others.   To know Him is to love Him.  To love Him is to serve Him.  To serve Him is to obey Him.  To obey Him is to love and serve His sheep.  ‘Whenever you did it for any of my people, no matter how unimportant they seemed, you did it for me.’

Ends and Means

Sometimes in our Christian life we can confuse ends and means.  We may become so concerned about keeping a regular prayer and quiet time that we forget why we are doing it.  Praying and reading our Bible on a regular basis is critically important to every Christian but it is only a means to a much more important end.  This is to grow and strengthen our lived relationship with God.  We open our Bible to meet God not just read words.  Similarly we need to remember that regular church attendance, vital though it is, is only a means to enrich and empower our Christian growth and service.  It is essential to our spiritual health that we take time to examine our Christian lifestyle every so often to be sure that our means don’t become ends in themselves but remain effective in bringing us to an encounter with God that continually changes and grows us.  

Faith is a verb

Faith can be described in many ways but it can never be described as passive.  Where there is faith there is always action.  This is never clearer than in the well-known list of great people of faith in Hebrews 11.  As we read of the faith of Abel, Noah, Abraham, Moses and the others  we see that their faith is always described by a verb.  (If we remember our primary school English we will know that verbs are ‘doing’ words.)  Abel ‘offered’, Noah ‘built’’, Abraham both ‘ left’ and ‘offered’, Isaac and Jacob ‘blessed’, Moses ‘refused’, ‘chose’ and left’, Rahab ‘welcomed’ and so it goes on.  They are praised and remembered because they acted on their belief and trust in God.  What verbs can be used to describe our faith?  If faith is a ‘doing’ word then I must ask myself the question, ‘What is it doing’?  Perhaps it is time to untie our faith and let it loose.  Who knows what verbs it will unleash in our life and the lives of others. 

A Saviour

What people need to day is a saviour.   They look for hope and meaning in ideas, in science, in governments, in education and anywhere else except the only one who can meet their need.  There is no hope, meaning or salvation except in Jesus.  Christ offers order to a world where our sin and wilful disobedience has only brought chaos.  He died on the cross as an amazing act of love and obedience.  As a result of this the living waters of God’s grace are available to refresh and revive the parched souls of all who will accept it.  Because he was humble and lowered Himself to take our place on the cross we can be raised to the dignity of children of God.  Because He loved both God and man, it is possible for us to know the love of God and return this love to Him and our neighbours.  What people need today is a Saviour.  We have one.  Let us share Him.

Constant Love 

God’s love for us is incredible in many ways but one that continually amazes me is its constancy.  I need to be reminded over and over again that God loves me because of who He is, not because of who I am or what I do.  There is nothing I can say or do that will make Him love me either more or less.  His love is constant in both strength and endurance.  But what happens if we deliberately turn our back on God’s love?  In that case God’s love continues to shine undiminished, on our back.  His love does not change; it never weakens or ends.  Our reception of His love may falter but His love does not fail.  If we are constant in our rejection then reluctantly, and with a breaking heart, He will accept our decision and grant us the destruction we demand; but it is never His desire for any of His beloved children.  Is your back partly turned?  If so, why not turn again and enjoy the glorious warmth of His love full on your face.

Repentance or Remorse  

All too often we confuse repentance and remorse.  Remorse is a feeling of regret for the wrong we have done and the pain we have caused but unfortunately it often never progresses beyond an emotional response.  Repentance includes a real and strong remorse but always goes further to also include a change of heart, mind and life.  If we are repentant, then we surrender to the Holy Spirit, who helps us change the whole direction and goal of our words, attitudes and actions.  Our life turns around.  Remorse is the first step but it is not enough.  Only Spirit powered repentance assures us of God’s forgiveness and salvation.  In the words of C. S. Lewis, ‘A sin once repented is forgiven, is gone, annihilated, burnt up in the white hot fire of Divine love’.   Never settle for second best.  Ask the Spirit to keep your repentance real as evidenced by a radically changed life, lived in His strength and for His glory.  

Faith  

There is often confusion about the role of faith in a Christian’s life.  At times there seems to be a mistaken idea that we can rate ourselves, and others, as Christians according to the strength of our, or their, faith.  Such ideas are harmful and opposed to the biblical view of faith.  Firstly we must remember that faith is a gift of God not an ability for which we deserve praise (1 Cor. 12:9; Eph 2:8).  Secondly it is the object, not the strength, of our faith that matters.  Jesus said that all we need is faith as small as a mustard seed to be used greatly by God (Matt. 17:20,21).  It is not a matter of how strong our faith is but how strong our Lord is.  We are not saved by how strongly we believe but by the One in whom we believe and on whom we stake everything.   Don’t ever be concerned about the size of your faith.  Just be sure it is a real, Jesus centred faith and then be available for Him to work through you.  Who knows; He may move a mountain.

Truth

Many people speak of the search for truth but so few really seem serious about finding it.  They look, perhaps partly by design, in all the wrong places.  Truth is not difficult to find, in fact it has come looking for us in the person of Jesus who said, ‘I am the truth’ and again, ‘I come to look for and to save people who are lost’ (Luke 19:10).  The problem with truth is that if we find it then we must do something with it.  It is not the difficulty of discovering truth, but the unwillingness to obey it when found, that makes it so rare among people today.  It is much easier to stay ignorant and lost than face the challenge of changing our attitudes and lives to bring them into line with what is true.   Truth makes demands and these demands have eternal consequences.  Better to plead ignorance and pretend we don’t know.   But we do know.  We have been given truth, ultimate, life-changing truth.  What are we doing with it?  More importantly, what are we allowing it to do to and with us?

Team or Crowd

Is our church a team or a crowd?   If we are to function as a team then a number of things need to be in place.   We need to have a common mission that is understood and owned by the members of the congregation.   There need to be clear communication channels so we all know what is happening and why.  We must develop a strong sense of co-operation and care as we build a working, sharing and worshipping community together.  Finally it is vital that we share a real commitment to the Lord, the mission and each other.   How do we rate?  Our mission as a church is to ‘Know God personally as Father and Lord, Grow as Christians in relationship with God and each other and Go together in love to share this relationship with others’.  Is this a real, living and central goal in your life or just words on paper?  Are you part of a growing sense of community and shared commitment to one another?   In God’s strength I pray we will become part of His team, not just a crowd of spectators attending our weekly Christian special event.

Not Fair

Sometimes people complain that life’s not fair.  I totally agree, but then God never promised it would be, at least not this life.  Before we complain about this there are a few points we need to consider.  We must examine life in the context of eternity, not just the years we spend on earth.  Considering eternity makes me thankful that life isn’t fair.  I certainly don’t want God to treat me fairly.  In His mercy and grace He has promised us much better than that; the free gift of eternal life.  We must also remember that no matter what our present situation it’s not what happens to us; it’s what happens in us that makes the difference. It is not how we react, that determines whether life is miserable or fulfilling.  We don’t have to live ‘under the circumstances’.  If we trust God’s loving involvement in our life we live above the circumstances.  Life’s not fair, but thankfully, God is way beyond fair (Eph. 3:20). Don’t focus on problems but on God and His power.  Look beyond what is to what can be.

Servant Leaders

Jesus’ model for leadership in the Church has always been servant leadership (John 13:12-17).  The human obsession for control and the sincere desire of a Christian leader to serve are mutually exclusive.  Servant leaders are people who are servants before they are leaders and will be servants when the tenure of leadership is concluded.  We need to remember that Jesus introduced into the world a new style of leadership, namely leadership by service and example, not by force.  It is always upon human weakness and humiliation, not human strength and confidence, that God chooses to build his kingdom; and that he can use us not merely in spite of our ordinariness and helplessness and disqualifying infirmities, but precisely because of them.  Servant leadership will always be characterised by the indispensable attributes of acceptance, involvement and compassion. Servant leaders draw those they lead on to new levels of spiritual growth and maturity.  We lead by serving.  Lead on!

God

How well do we want to know God?  I suspect that at times we may be a little like this, ‘I would like to buy $3.00 worth of God, please, not enough to explode my soul or disturb my sleep, but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk or a snooze in the sunshine.  I don’t want enough of him to make me love an aids victim or work with the poor.  I want ecstasy, not transformation; I want the warmth of the womb, not a new birth.  I want a kilo of the Eternal in a paper bag.  I would like to buy $3.00 worth of God, please.’  God is uncomfortable.  He is Father, Creator and Lord all at once.  He is pure, holy, powerful and loving.  He is invisible and greater than the universe yet He lives in our hearts in a close and caring relationship.  God is too big for us.   We can’t get a grip on Him.  Thankfully He knows this and came as a man and showed us how much He loves us.  As we look at Jesus we know we want all of him and we will pay any price.  But we don’t have to.  He paid it for us!

Resurrection Life  Those indwelt by resurrection life are characterized by an irresistible, burning desire to be God’s Person (As the deer pants for streams of water so my soul pants for you, O God; Psalm 42:1).  This is clearly expressed in both the Old and New Testaments (Deut. 6:5; Matt. 22:37,38).  ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  Love your neighbour as yourself.  What does this mean in practice?  This resurrection life that Jesus gives is empowered by the Spirit through gifts for serving and produces fruit for sharing (Gal. 5:22,23).  Both the gifts and the fruit are means by which God, through us, benefits others.  Resurrection life can never be hoarded and kept to ourselves.  Unless it enriches the lives of others then it withers and dies.  May Jesus be the resurrection and the life to others through us.

Robbing Others.   Our lack of witness to the wonders of God’s practical love in our lives prevents our friends and neighbours from encountering its reality in their lives.  A God-centred, God-dependent, spiritually rich lifestyle is a powerful yet, tragically, rarely seen witness.   The only gospel we can share is the gospel we live.  We march to the beat of a different and greater drummer and unless people hear the music through us they will never learn the tune and meet the drummer and so be part of His eternal, joyous dance.  Is it possible that we could be so harsh and uncaring to deliberately deprive them of this blessing through a me-centred lifestyle?  This is true for our families as well as friends and neighbours.

Robbing God.  Material giving is a thermometer of our giving over all and a measure of our heart towards God.  Our treasure goes where our heart is (Matt. 6:21).  We measure our giving to God, not by the amount, but by the cost to us.  No statements of love and service to God mean anything unless accompanied by sacrificial living.  God measures a person by the size of their heart, not their intellect or their mouth.  Giving to God, no matter how great or small, is never an act of generosity.   It is always an inadequate expression of thankful gratitude for costly, undeserved love.  Our unloving reaction, both to God and others, is a barrier to our enjoyment of God’s love.  He wants to bless us if only we will give Him the opportunity.  The blessing is eternal and will often be spiritual and emotional rather than material.  Will we accept it?

Whingers   Spiritual whingers are those who, in their self-centred approach to life, believe that God has let them down in some way.  They value the immediate above the eternal.  The visible ‘now’ matters more than the invisible ‘forever’.  We must remember that we don’t serve for reward.  We serve thankfully in response to incredible love.  We serve sacrificially so that others may know, experience and share in this awesome love.  We already have and enjoy the reward; an eternal relationship with our eternal lover.  What more can we ask?  If we feel there is something missing then we need to look inwards not upwards for the fault.  Don’t whinge

Believers   Believers are those who, in trusting, responsive love,  view life through the windows of God’s true reality.  They know that God never forgets those who respond.   His promises are many and precious.  His presence is real.  His love is constant and infinite. Our role is to think deeply on these things and live out His promises in the warmth of His constant love.  If we are to impact society we must hear and act on what God says.  Are we listening?   Will we pay the price?  Do God and our neighbour matter enough (Luke 10:27,28)?   Live the love so that others may live!

God’s Love  We are loved with a love that is beyond our comprehension.  To think we understand is to show that we don’t.  We have been pursued and captured by the relentless tenderness of Jesus.   He asks us to share an eternal loving relationship with Him and we gratefully accept.  He has promised that nothing can take us from Him.  He knows us and we are safe with Him, always.  We continue to live each day in the wonder and security of totally undeserved love.  He seals His love by the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit, who is the pledge of His love and our eternal future with Him.  We know that our future is sure and so can relax and enjoy His love.  The Spirit guides, protects and cares for us.   He never leaves us.  Even when we ignore or neglect Him, He is there waiting for us to come to our senses.  

Suffering  Humanity is responsible for sin and therefore all suffering, not God.  God created all things perfect.  When people, using the free will that God had given them, rebelled and fell, all creation was included in that fall.  (This is not to argue against the fact that God would prevent each individual example of suffering if He so chose).  God could stamp out all evil if He chose and He will.  His deferment of punishment is so that more people may be saved (2 Pet.3:9).  If He acted to remove all evil who would be left?  God has done something about suffering and evil at enormous cost in Jesus Christ.  This is the ultimate solution to all evil and suffering. God provides a solution, not an explanation.

Jesus  If he had only claimed to be a man, however great, the Jews would not have had him crucified.  They demanded his death because he claimed to be God and to them that was the ultimate blasphemy. God is just too big and too different for us to clearly grasp.  In Jesus God comes into clearer focus (John 1:18; 14:8,9).  The Almighty enters history and time, and we are able to see what He is like.  Jesus makes a personal, loving relationship with God possible. As God in human form Jesus is the centre of all history and the reason for the New Testament.  Jesus claimed to Be God, he accepted worship as God (John 20:28).  He claimed the powers of God (forgiveness, Mark 2:5-11; judgement, John 5:27) and took to himself the titles of God (I Am).  He demonstrated power that only God could have over natural forces, calmed storm, fed 5000, over sickness and disease, over demons and in raising the dead.  This is who loves us and died for us.  How do we react?

The Right Focus  The gospel is the only path to meaning, but, as Paul warned, it is not popular.  Only as people discover that they are lovingly created in the image of God and so precious to him that Jesus died in their place to rescue them and spend eternity with them will their life have ultimate, unshakeable and joyous meaning.  This truth is not welcomed because it means admitting our own helpless inadequacy and complete dependence on God.  We cannot solve the problem or cure the pain.  We can only gratefully accept His solution.  If we care at all we will continue to offer the gift of meaning over and over despite rejection knowing that it will take more than our words and our love to encourage people to accept.  It will take the evidence of our own fallible, and often painful lives, transformed by a hope and meaning that both saturates and transcends.  We can only share what is true for us.  Only our own experience carries weight.

The source of life  There is only one source of life and that is God through Jesus.  God created humans and gave them life but they rebelled and so forfeited life.  All people since have continued in rebellion, conscious or unconscious, because they do not base their life on the great commandment.  God in his love has provided a way back to life through the death of Jesus in our place to take the penalty for our rebellion.  People need life and there is no other way.  We must guide them to the source.  There is a question we should all ask on a regular basis.  Who am I helping to rise from the dead?  This is the core of our mission.  People matter and people are dead.  They may exist for the moment but they do not live.  It is our awesome privilege and responsibility to help them reconnect with the one and only source of life.

Atmosphere

An atmosphere of affirmation establishes the learning, worshipping and serving environment of the church.  It sets the basis and climate for all activities.  The atmosphere of a persons church experience needs to be, as it always was with Jesus, one of welcome, warmth, trust, security and love.  The participants need to feel at ease and believe that they and their contributions will be valued and taken seriously.  There must be genuine acceptance of people for who and what they are and real interest in them as individuals loved by God and made in His image.  Thus with their human dignity and self esteem secure they will be prepared to reach out and grow.

Expectations

If you are like me there have been times in your life when you have been frustrated by your apparent inability to discern God's expectations of your life.  I have asked the question  "What do You want from me Lord?".  As I am a slow learner it has taken a long time for God's answer to sink in.  "I want nothing from you. I just want you".  What freedom it is to realise that our Father loves us, not our accomplishments.  In the shallowness of our Christianity we have too often used a smokescreen of constant activity for God to hide the emptiness of our inner being where He longs to dwell.

Accepted Tenderness
We need to rediscover and open ourselves to 'the relentless tenderness of God'.  God's promise to His people through Isaiah is equally true today. ' Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne?  Though she may forget, I will not forget you!' (Is. 49:15).  Only as we understand and accept the unconditional and indiscriminate compassion of God to us and allow it to penetrate and transform our very being can we hope to love others unconditionally and indiscriminately.  We can only share what has become fully ours.  To grasp this is to live in the wisdom of accepted tenderness.

Unconditional Love

As the truth of God’s unconditional love for me slowly, very slowly, spread through all aspects of my life I see more clearly that my doing will always be an expression of my being. The two are inseparable.  When being is divorced from doing, pious thoughts become an adequate substitute for washing dirty feet.  Like the vine I realise that to the extent I invite the living, loving God to penetrate and flow through me I will both grow, sometimes a painful process, and produce fruit. The growth and fruit are an outcome of accepted tenderness rather than frantic effort.  This understanding makes complacency impossible.  We cannot open ourselves to the 'relentless tenderness' of the one who suffered and died for our transgressions and then hope to contain within a self-centred life.  If it is there it will burst forth as branches grow, blossom and bear fruit.

Prayer

Prayer involves more than simply getting the right answers.  It is not necessarily about receiving answers at all.  In essence it is simply becoming more conscious of our Lord's presence and entering into loving dialogue.  It is His love that moves us to pray, and then eagerly welcomes us when we do. We are freed to experience God at the deepest level of our being.  This experience gives depth to our prayers of intercession for others.  Real intercession involves a giving of ourselves in prayer.  It originates from our deep compassion for others and reflects Christ's relationship with us. Costly prayer takes us beyond words as we personally share in the needs and hurts of those for whom we pray.

Spirituality?

Within Christianity spirituality is becoming an increasingly popular topic.  This is something to celebrate but with some caution.  My hesitation comes from the often confusing manner in which spirituality is described.   There is a major confusion between spirituality and spiritual experience.  We long to be involved in some great spiritual and mystical experience.  The truth, however, remains that the most effective path to spiritual maturity is to walk and talk with God in the normal activities of our lives.  Spiritual experiences are wonderful but usually short-lived and often with little long-term growth in spirituality.  They are an occasional by product of spiritual growth not the goal.  To quote Gordon MacDonald,  "In a world where the intensity of an experience is of great value, we are easily duped into thinking that a personal, momentary religious incident that leaves us ecstatic is far more  satisfying than the hard work of developing spirituality."

Spiritual Growth

What then is spirituality?  I see it as the practical outworking in our daily life of the reality of our relationship with the indwelling Christ.  It is essentially practical rather than mystical.  It is to allow our relationship with Jesus as both Lord and Saviour to flow through all aspects of our life.  The evidence of spirituality is obedience not ecstasy.  It is a journey of companionship with Christ that takes time, a lot of time, and discipline.  Rather than a selfish demand for experience there is a growing desire to give of ourselves in service to God and others.  With Him we cry out in pain whenever we see others hurt or degraded whether by themselves or others.  We invest our life in people because in every one we see the image of God.  Our relationship with God deepens as we share time together and we find our growing dependence on Him means growing independence of all else.  We learn to live our lives for an audience of one.  We are becoming the empty handed victors who have found reality and are therefore able to offer hope.

Judgement

The principle of judgement is ‘how have we treated Jesus in the person of the least of his friends’?  We will be judged according to how we live not what we say or know.   The family relationship with Jesus must show in our life.  Those judged righteous have displayed the reality of their faith, not with words (‘Lord, Lord’), but with their life.  They have valued all people as made in the image of God and treated them as if they were Jesus himself.  Jesus is here everyday in the person of all who need help.  This is the only way we can give something to Jesus.  Judgement is ultimately based on our internal relationship with Jesus that determines our attitude to others and is revealed in our external actions.  We are not presented with a list of good deeds to do but with the need for a Jesus saturated life.  The simple loving actions are a natural outcome, not a duty to be performed.

Spiritual Inventory

What and how much am I doing in order to develop spiritual maturity and open myself to a deeper relationship with God?

Are there evidences of the fruit of the Spirit in my life?

Is my behaviour reflecting more and more of the holiness I am called to?

Am I coming to know God more and more as Father and Lord?

Am I more and more able to surrender my will to God?

Am I more and more able to discern God’s will for my life?

Am I overcoming more of my fears and weaknesses?

Am I more able to worship meaningfully, alone and corporately?

Am I more and more able to serve effectively?

Do I have a growing hunger and thirst for righteousness and a willingness 
to deal with my sin?

Resurrection

Christianity stands or falls on the historical truth of Jesus’ bodily resurrection.  We can live because he died and lived again.  The triumph of Jesus over death and sin means that he is alive today and the benefits of his resurrection life are available to all who want them.  Without his resurrection we are like cut flowers, seemingly alive and healthy but inevitably doomed.  Only the living Jesus can once again reconnect us to God so that his Spirit can flow through us and we can live and bloom forever.  He is our resurrection and life if only we will believe.  If truly believed it will show in our attitudes, our way of thinking, our words and our actions. Real belief is visible to others.  How does it change us?
Faith and Action

Faith is a lived relationship with God, other people and the world in Christ.  It results from the transformation of our attitudes, ideals, responses and priorities by the Spirit of God and produces the fruit of the Spirit in our lives.  As belief becomes more and more a reality throughout the very essence of our living, so trust grows and we give our lives over more and more completely to our Lord and our Christian family.

Action is the practical outworking of faith in life that Jesus (Mat. 28:20 where he tells his disciples to teach people to do everything he had commanded.) saw to be so essential.  Both internally as our character is transformed and we grow closer to the model given by our Lord, and externally in interaction with our fellow man, our faith will be shown as we take our stand on the great issues of peace, truth, justice and morality in God’s name.

Commitment

Material giving is a thermometer of our giving over all and a measure of our heart towards God.  Our treasure goes where our heart is (Matt. 6:21).  We measure our giving to God, not by the amount, but by the cost to us.  No statements of love and service to God mean anything unless accompanied by sacrificial living.  God measures a person by the size of their heart, not their intellect or their mouth.  Giving to God, no matter how great or small, is never an act of generosity.  It is always an inadequate expression of thankful gratitude for costly, undeserved love.

Worship

Worship is living every aspect of our life for God.  It is a response to His incredible love for us that permeates every moment and activity.  It is a continual offering of our total life, involving our intellect, attitudes, emotions and actions.  It can and should be offered to God in any place, at any time and in many ways.  Worship is our living, speaking, singing, listening and sharing response to incredible love.  It is our first and greatest expression of life and the only activity in our life that will continue for all eternity.  It is not so much something we do as it is an out-flowing of all we are. May our worship swell God’s eternal song of glory.  

God never changes. 

We must be continually thankful for this truth.  His grace is always available and His arms are always open.  If it were not so, no person would survive.   We ignore, reject and disobey Him, and still He waits in loving expectation of our return with arms and heart wide open. There is a place in His heart for all who truly want to be there.  We often rob ourselves of the rewards of His grace.  Our unloving reaction, both to God and others, is a barrier to our enjoyment of God’s love.  He wants to bless us if only we will give Him the opportunity.  The blessing is eternal and will often be spiritual and emotional rather than material.  Will we accept it?

Justice

All people are made in the image of God.  He loves and values them greatly.  He is insulted and angered when through either action or inaction we knowingly harm or demean them in any way.  

It is not enough that we refrain from actively and intentionally harming or oppressing others. We cannot be neutral.  God expects us to be actively involved in fighting injustice wherever we encounter it.  We fight with words, actions and our sacrificial Christian lifestyle.  It is a costly fight as was God’s fight for us.  It involves all that we have and all that we are, but it is worth it because we, with God, care for all who are unfortunate, oppressed, hurt or misled.

The Day of the Lord

The ‘Day of the Lord’ is a fundamental concept of the Old Testament stressing that God will one day intervene in history to redress wrong and establish his sovereignty perfectly and forever on the earth. It highlights the basic themes found throughout Scripture.

This is God’s world and He is sovereign over every aspect of it in creation, judgment and restoration.

God is compassionate in forgiveness.  His desire is reformation and restoration not rejection. Repentance will lead to an outpouring of His Spirit (Joel 2:12,13).

God will intervene and everyone will have to give an accounting to Him.

Goodness

Goodness, as with all aspects of the Spirit’s fruit, is a positive quality.  It is one thing to not do evil and quite another to do good.  It is vital that we abstain from sin but it is not enough.  Goodness goes way beyond avoiding wrong to exhibiting the beautiful grace of active decency, honesty and integrity.  It is love in action.  It is Jesus living now, through us.   Goodness is a fruit not a work.  It is not something we add to our life through a constant struggle and effort.  It must flow from the indwelling Spirit living within us.  We cannot manufacture it.  It is living fruit that contains the seed of yet more fruit (Matt. 12:33-35; 15:18-20).  It reproduces.  

Life 

Life is what God continues to do in and through us as we grow in relationship with Him through the Spirit. It is who we become as we increasingly open ourselves to His wisdom and influence in loving submission. We discover a new depth, purpose and quality of Spirit saturated life that is not possible any other way.  Serving God and others becomes our greatest source of joy and fulfillment.  We serve eagerly in thanks for the love he has shown us.  In serving we experience life in all its fullness as Jesus promised (John 10:10).

Fruit

We are designed to produce fruit.  This is our why He brought us into being.  This is our gift to God and the world.  This fruit is both internal and external and the growth of the internal increases the yield of the external.  Internally there is the fruit of the Spirit in our lives.  Where the Spirit flows this fruit always grows.  We must ensure that there are no blockages or restrictions to His flow.  Externally new branches sprout and in turn produce their own fruit as the Spirit flows from Jesus through us to bring more new life.  This is often a painful process as the Gardener prunes misdirected, unfruitful or diseased branches but it is positive pain that produces an increased yield for the benefit of all.

Why God wants us to give.
Giving is a response to, and recognition of, God’s ongoing grace in giving to us (John 3:16; 2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:6,7; James 1:17).  It is an expression of our love for God and others (1 Cor. 13:3).  In giving we imitate God and grow in His image. God does not need our gifts but graciously allows us to give as a measure of our Christian maturity.  It is for our benefit not His.  Giving reveals the extent of our trust and faith in God and His love for us.  We realize where our heart is and what really matters (Matt. 6:21).  It ranks with prayer and Bible reading as a vital component in our Christian growth.

Accepting Love

We doubt the reality, genuineness and effectiveness of His love. The basic source of most of the pain humans face is that we lack a sense of being adequately loved.  Only God through Jesus can supply this and yet we, Christians included, refuse to fully accept His love and demand something different or extra.  What extras do you demand before you will believe in God’s love?  Is it a happy  marriage, a job, good health or perhaps the salvation of a relative?  Will we trust His love for us and enjoy His presence?  Don’t put limits on the extent of His love. We decide who is and is not included.  We invent conditions and performance criteria that must be met if people are to enjoy His love. Who have we decided is outside His love?  Is it ourselves?

Blessed are the poor in Spirit (Matt.5:3)

Who are the poor in spirit?  ‘Poor’ is stronger of 2 Greek words meaning destitute, a beggar. dependent  on others (Luke 16:20,22).  It describes the heart on its knees (Psalm 34:18; 51:17) that gives sovereignty of life to God.  It is a cry for help, a cry of dependence and a confession of helplessness from those who have come to the end of themselves.  They are the spiritually bankrupt who now know there is only God & His grace & mercy.  Realising their own inadequacy & destitution they put complete trust in God.  We must be ruthlessly honest with ourselves.  Only then are we teachable and only then can we grow.

This is the emptying that allows us to be filled.  Only then can God work to accomplish the other beatitudes.  eg - 'Rock of Ages' - 'nothing in my hand I bring, simply to the cross I cling.': - Peter sinking - 'Lord help me'

Blessed are those who mourn (Matt. 5:4)

To never mourn is to be an emotional leper.  It is to be shallow and empty of feeling.  The absence of mourning is not joy, but emptiness.  Great mourning is part of great love, joy, hope and commitment.    It is the other side of the coin.  Only those who mourn can be comforted. In mourning we discover the true depths of the comfort of our heavenly Father.  We are comforted in our sorrow by the reality of His loving presence.  He doesn't remove our grief but comes alongside to share and comfort.  Only He can truly say 'I know how you feel'.  We are comforted through our sorrow as we offer it to God as worship.  So we grow as He uses it for reconciliation or compassion to others whom we now can comfort.  We are comforted beyond our sorrow given ongoing comfort for ongoing life.   This is only possible after we have worked through our grief.  We don't deny feelings.  We let Him share and bring healing & growth. 

Blessed are the meek (Matt. 5:5)

  The meek are aware of faults and the need to learn.  They are prepared to learn from all.  They admit their mistakes and are honest about their failings.  They act with gentleness and put others first, being approachable, caring and giving.  They have a true view of self expressed in attitude and conduct with respect to others.  This is a matter of inward spirit visible in outward manner that puts personal satisfaction last and has no need for, or interest in, power, fame or resentment.  Meekness requires great emotional and spiritual strength and is only possible in fullness through God.  The meek are the God moulded, not self controlled but God controlled.  They live out a conscious trust in and submission to God.

Blessed are those who hunger (Matt. 5:6)
Hunger for what?  For righteousness, the very life and presence of Jesus.  Our eyes and heart are filled with God not self as we say ‘not my way but His way’.  There is no room for self righteousness.  It all fades away in the light of His righteousness.
A hunger to be free from sin and the desire to sin.  It is not those who believe they are righteous but those who hunger and thirst after righteousness who will be filled. There are many hungers, but this is the one that matters.  It gives the ultimate answer to all problems.  It provides a promise of uplifting hope.  There is no need to feel empty or lost.  We can be filled.  Here is the path to all the heart’s legitimate desires.  The only food and drink that permanently fills.  What a world this would be if we took this hunger seriously.  The filling is ours if we want it, yet so few seek it.  

Blessed are the merciful (Matt. 5:7)

Mercy is not a natural characteristic but comes from God who is merciful.  We are more aware of wrongs done to us than wrongs we do to others.  We have a fallen and selective memory. Only as our horror at our own sin grows will our resentment at the sin of others die.  Mercy only becomes possible when love of self is replaced by love of God and of others.  Jesus’ coming to earth is the greatest example of mercy.  Grace and justice meet in mercy.  As we see our sin awash in the light of God’s grace how can we respond differently.  Mercy flows from God through us to those we know or meet.   To react otherwise is to throw God’s love to us back in His face.  His strength through His Spirit makes the change possible.  It is a sign of the new nature we have in relationship with Jesus.

Blessed are the pure in heart (Matt. 5:8)
Jesus showed that the external must flow from internal.  To hate is to murder, to lust is to commit adultery.   Such purity is not a human achievement but a divine accomplishment.   We need to be purified through rebirth, a drastic cleansing of the will.  Not emotions but of will.  Not a warm feeling but obedient commitment.  A single minded determination to serve God.  Sincerity is not enough.  We can be sincerely wrong.  It must be in spirit and truth.  This is a matter of a person’s ‘heart’, not their environment, for it was in paradise (the perfect environment) that man fell.  It means our emotions, will, imagination and actions are placed under His control and fully surrendered to Him.  It is only possible with His help.  As we give Him our all He gives us His all.  It is open to all and possible for all.  It doesn’t take ability it takes us.  

Blessed are the peacemakers (Matt. 5:9)
To be peacemakers we must know peace and the source of peace.  We need to be God breathed, God dependent and God useable.  Peacemakers imitate God, who is the ultimate peacemaker.  Peacemaking means sacrifice, which is a reflection of the price Jesus paid.  It requires putting the welfare of others first, as Jesus did and does.  Peacemakers are not peace lovers.  They are active at facing issues rather than evading them.  It is not ‘peace at any price’ but peace built on a foundation of God’s love and holiness.  The way to peace may be to confront evil.  Peacemakers risk rejection.  Evil always rejects peace and fights its source.  The peacemaker’s message to everyone is reconciliation with God, self and others.  This is offered in love, but without compromise of truth or God’s standards.  

Blessed are the persecuted (Matt. 5:10-12)
Vital goodness always provokes opposition.  To be Christlike is to be persecuted.  It is a normal and expected part of the Christian life.  ‘Witness’ and ‘martyr’ are the same Greek word.  It started with Abel and has continued ever since.  However there is a vital caution.  Blessing is only promised for persecution for righteousness and His name’s sake.  Not when it is a result of offensive, superior, foolish or intolerant attitudes including dogmatic, legalistic self-righteousness or moral smugness.  We are no better than non-Christians.  We simply know we are incredibly loved by God.  In all things we reflect this love.  We share in Jesus’ suffering as part of our special relationship with Him.  It forces us to rely on God, which purifies and grows the Church, making it more effective.  It clarifies our perspective as we see true reality and realise that the Kingdom of Heaven is our true home.  

