Sermon for Sunday 10 January 2021

Living 2021 in Faith & Hope – not Worry & Anxiety!
Psalm 121  Philippians 4: 4-9  and Mark 1: 4-11

Happy New Year!

It’s something we wish people over the phone, by email, in person, via cards even over zoom, Skype – or whatever you use these days as we are all getting just a little more tech savvy - thanks to Covid-19.

We want to wish each other a happy New Year with a deep desire that that is true for them.  But this year, I don’t know about you, the start of the year feels as though you’re pushing a large ball up a very steep hill, and with each move upwards, the ball gets heavier and heavier – and we are only 10 days into January!
By this time of year, I’ve usually got the Sasco Year Planner for the year all set up on my vicarage study wall.  It will usually be all filled in with events, various focusses we will be doing as a church, holidays and special events booked. But you know what, it was only Thursday this week that I even ordered my 2021 panner – I usually get one at least by the end of October the previous year!

So, if this morning you are finding the start of the year hard – join the club – you are in good company!  After 9 months of pretty hard going, where our lives have been so restricted, its very easy to feel low, frustrated, unhappy and yes, even a bit depressed – even with the news that the Vaccine is starting to roll out and soon, we will get invited to be injected, twice in our arms!
After a very hard 2020, most of us feel exhausted and we feel like a vessel with nothing much to give out from – we are empty and dried out. 

We feel empty and barren and dry and here we are, entering a new year – and hen, on top of all, what does the government do?  It puts us in another  lockdown!  So less contact with people.  And so wishes of a ‘Happy New Year’ are already feeling like a vague wish - something which we’d like, and yet, in reality, at the moment, seems we are not going to get.

But wait a minute.  Is that total attitude for us as Christians?

I say ‘tota’l because yes, we should be real and acknowledge how we feel and not put on a superficial mask.

But is that the ‘total’ attitude for us as Christians as we start 2021?

In this brief message this morning, I’d like to share some thoughts which I hope will be helpful. 
Firstly we must always remember that we love and serve a great God.

I was reading this week from Psalm 108.  It’s a wonderful Psalm and if you get chance to read it in full, it is full of assurance of Gods victory over the enemy, and gives such encouragement in general.  Let me read out some verses:

“O God, my heart is steadfast. I will sing and give praise. I will praise you Lord among the peoples, and I will sing your praises to you among the nations.  For  your mercy is great above the heavens and your truth reaches to the clouds.  Be exulted oh God above the heavens, and your glory above all the Earth that your beloved may be delivered, saved with your right hand and hear me.”
I don’t know if you, like me, dread putting on the 6 o’clock news these days, wondering what else is going to come out of us?

I think we’ve reached saturation point of bad news and whilst it is good to keep in touch with what is happening in the world, a constant diet of bad news is not good for us in body mind and spirit.  However, it is good that we know the latest so that we can pray affectively for those in authority above us, as taught by scripture, and also that we can lay them before God because, after all, only God can guide us clearly through this pandemic.

So, the first thing I like to share this morning is the importance of reading the Psalms.  
Why?  Well,  because God has given us 150 of them, which means that you could read five a day and get through the whole book of Psalms in a month. The Psalms, Billy Graham once said, tell us all we need to know about how to relate to God.  They are full of praise.  Of prayers of adoration and majesty and glory and thanksgiving.  But there are also prayers where the Psalmist rages at God in pain and frustration and grief, and yet God takes it - because He understands what we go through because He came on Earth in full in Jesus to live a life fully human, just like us
And just as the book of Psalms helps us to relate to God, the book of Proverbs teach us how to relate to one another.  There are 31 Proverbs chapters and so,  Billy Graham used to say he would read five Psalms a day and one chapter of prophets so he knew how to relate to God, and also how to relate to others.  Its worth thinking about as a discipline.

It’s a practice worth thinking about although, you may well find as a start, joining our Morning Prayer every day - which at least has one Psalm, a great start.

I never cease to be amazed at how, each morning, as I open up my Bible, there is something in the set Psalm for the day that relates to how I’m feeling, or those around me, or the church or parish, and often from that Psalm,  I can send a message of a word of encouragement to them.  And the two other readings, set for the day, will often give us perspectives on life.  And so, a regular commitment to reading the Psalms and the Bible, daily, is one of the key things I’d like to encourage us to do in 2021.
By reading the psalms, and reading scripture as a whole, we recognise the greatness of God.  That He is bigger than the virus we are facing right now, and we  can put ALL of our needs within the perspective of God’s majesty and glory.

Without putting our day to day issues within the context of God’s majesty and sovereignty, all we can do is sit and be anxious and worried – which is what, traditionally in Britain, we are very good at doing!

But, did you know, the original Greek word for WORRY stems from the verb DIVIDE and MIND?
In other words, worry SPLITS the mind, splitting thoughts between today and tomorrow.

Today stands no chance against it, fretting over tomorrow’s problems.  Today becomes siphoned of the strength you need for now, leaving you anaemic and weak.

Worry gives small problems large shadows.  Worry paralyses our lives, hurts us, and most sadly, dishonours God.

Worry also wages war on your faith. You know that.  You hate to worry, but what can we do to stop it?

Well, in addition to my first point, to READ TRHE BIBLE DAILY, there are three more ‘worry stoppers’ I’d like to share.

Secondly, PRAY MORE!

No one can pray and worry at the same time.

When we worry, we aren’t praying.  When we pray, we aren’t worrying.  “You will keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on you, because he trust new.“ Isaiah 26.3.

When you pray you stay in “your mind on Christ”, resulting in peace, and banish anxiety.

Number three - want less.

Most anxiety stems not from what we need, but from what we want.

But the apostle Paul reminds us in Philippians 4 to : “rejoice in the Lord always. And again I say rejoice.” 

You see, if God is enough for you, then you’ll always have enough.

Number four - live for today. 
God has promised to provide for our daily needs – and has encouraged us in the Lord’s prayer to ask for our daily – not weekly, monthly or yearly needs.

Right now, neither you, nor I can plan anything.  We can’t anticipate what next week looks like these days, but we do know that God will supply what we need today – so lets just walk slower, more faithfully, more deliberately one day at a time.

As Christians, we are told to live lives of faith, one day at a time.

“Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need“ Hebrews 4:16
Just think through this past week.   When did you worry last?  What was it about? Did you turn to scripture for guidance that day?  Did you pray about it or ask friends to pray with you about it? 

And when you receive relief from a need, do you praise God ? Next time God gives you a victory, give him praise!

As I conclude this short reflection, Id really like to encourage every church member this winter to seriously consider joining with a few others into a Prayer Triplet or a Quad – o whatever number works for you.  In the past month or so Verity and I have done this with some others and I have to say, the daily encouragement, knowing you are being upheld in 0rayer by others has made a huge difference.
And if you live on your own, especially, may I encourage you to join in our weekly Tuesday morning coffee mornings via Zoom.  Just 40 minutes but an opportunity t see and catch up with other church members, and something positive to look forward to.  And soon, we are hoping to start an Afternoon Tea via zoom for those for whom afternoon might work better than mornings.

One final practical thing: if you feel lonely and isolated in this lockdown, don’t wait for others to call you but reach out yourself. Phone ne or someone else in the church and perhaps have a list of church members you will call once a week.  
Over time you’ll get to know them better and our fellowship as a church will deepen.  And by doing what I’ve suggested this morning, we will all go Deeper into God, Deeper into Fellowship and by reaching please out to others, we will go Deeper into our Villages in service and evangelism.
This week in our Morning Prayer, we were reminded of the story of the wedding in Cana of galilee.  It was Jesus first miracle where he fills up and transforms those empty, dry pots to vessels full of the best wine.  Maybe this morning you feel like an empty, dry pot vessel, out of which there’s nothing much to pour out – perhaps just a dribble.  Well, ok, take your earthen vessel to Jesus through prayer and bible reading and ask him to fill you up, day by day, with what you need to live through this challenging season and to serve others.
As I concluded this reflection on Friday morning, Id just read the Psalm for the day, Psalm 46.

Let me close by reading just a few verses -yet another reminder why reading the psalms each day is so important and uplifting:

“God is our refuge and strength always ready to help in times of trouble, so we will not fear when earthquakes come, or the  mountains crumble into the sea.  Be still and know that I am God.”

Only Jesus can transform lives and our nation in 2021 and to Him only should we look and put our trust.

This year I didn’t make my usual list of New Year’s resolutions. I made only one: To Know Christ and to Make Him Known.
May that be something we can all say Amen to?
Let’s pray …

O Lord of Grace, a new year is before me and in my weakness I look to You for strength. If I venture forth alone I will stumble and fall, but on my Beloved's arms I am as firm as the eternal hills. If left to the treachery of my own heart I will shame your name, but if enlightened, guided, upheld by your Spirit I will bring You glory.

Be my arm to support, my strength to stand, my light to see, my feet to run, my shield to protect, my sword to repel, my sun to warm.
I accept your faithfulness for my unworthiness, your purity for my uncleanness, your meekness for my pride, your constancy for my backslidings, your fullness for my emptiness, your obedience for my lawlessness, your glory for my shame, your righteousness for my dead works, and your death for my life.

AMEN

Questions for Personal/Group Reflection this week:
(why not just pick three of the following to reflect on?)

● Did you make any New Year’s Resolutions this year? If so, what were they, and how might you turn these wishes into regular prayer items?

● How are you feeling at the start of 2021? Have you shared this honestly with a Christian friend so that you can be supported in prayer? 
● Have you ever read all 150 Psalms, and 31 chapters of Proverbs? Might this be a project, broken down, over 2021? Perhaps you can highlight in your bible the key promises or verses that come to you and maybe, transfer them onto Index Cards to help you to meditate and memorise them for future record and use?
● The start of a new year is often a good time to develop a new habit. Could 2021 be the year you start to spend just 10 or 15 minutes each day reading a Psalm and an Old Testament and New Testament passage, then turning them into a short time of prayer? 
● Could you make a list of the things that you are anxious about: then, ask yourself if you honestly turn to God in prayer about each one, and have asked others to pray with you about them and then, let them go and leave them with God? If not, could you start today, or tomorrow, and then look to see how God and meet your daily needs?
● It’s so easy in this pandemic to focus on what we cannot do, or cannot have, or cannot go to.  But instead, we can develop an attitude of gratitude. Why not make a list of all the things you want to say thank you to God for: and keep adding to them over the week?
● Some Christians find it helpful to list three things every night before going to bed that they are grateful to God for that day.  Why  not try and turn it into praise? At present, government rules restrict us to live life day to day  – after all, we cannot plan on much, or go very far.  So, how might we use the days  positively and in God’s service? 
Is there a friend who you know who lives alone and could do with a weekly phone call? Perhaps someone you can write a letter to of encouragement? Maybe start a WhatsApp group of Christian friends and amongst yourselves, share prayer needs regularly? Maybe you can start a prayer triplet and meet over zoom one day a week, and join in the coffee morning and afternoon tea on to other days of the week? 
● Is there a book of the Bible you’d always thought you like to read and think about more? I’ll be very happy to lend you a Bible commentary and/or recommend websites which can give you excellent resources to help you understand the content more, and to apply it to your daily life.  Just let me know.

● Each day, why not try to text or send at least one message of  encouragement to a Christian friend.  If  you cannot remember the full verse of the text, simply go to www.biblegateway.net and, in the search bar, just type in watch you can remember the verse and it will give you all the options. www.biblegateway.net is an excellent free resource, and your will find huge resources to help you with your Bible study and daily devotions.

● After six years, our three church  ‘Deeper Values’ are still highly relevant and take on a new meaning.  Why not use each one this week to reflect on how in 2021, you might go:

Deeper into God (in worship and prayer)

Deeper into Fellowship

Deeper into our 3 Villages (in service and evangelism)

● My 2021 New Year resolution was simply ‘To Know Christ and To Make Him Known’.  Is that something you might like to adopt?
Revd Paul A. Eddy, Vicar
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