Sunday 3rd May – Doing good
Song: The wise man built his house upon the rock https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eu5bBDRpzPM
Our reading this morning is from Matthew 7:24-27

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.  But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”

Sometimes we have to be careful with our songs, because they don’t exactly tell the same story we would want them to tell.  The song we sang might not be exactly the same as the one we usually sing, which has the second verse as “So build your life on the Lord Jesus Christ” but it has the same message.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that the message is wrong.  I’m not saying we shouldn’t build our lives on Jesus, who is our foundation.  I’m not saying we don’t receive blessings from God in answer to our prayers.  But that’s not the point of this story.

In this story, the wise man builds his house, not on Jesus himself, but by putting into practice Jesus’ teachings.  The apostle James writes: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.  Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.  But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it – he will be blessed in what he does.” (James 1:22-25)

James echoes Jesus’ teaching.  Simply listening to God’s word is nothing.  Anyone can come to church and listen.  But if we want to build our lives on it, we must be following it.  We are taught by the apostle Paul that we are not saved by our good works – but a faith that allows us to listen to Jesus and go away and continue to live however we want, is not something that we can build a life on.  Jesus is not here to entertain us.  Church is not here just to give us something to do on a Sunday morning, or to provide us with a social network, or even to teach us, if we are not going to live by what we have heard.  
We have done a lot of school stuff at home recently (well, Tony and the girls have, anyway.  I tend to come along at the end of the day and ask how it all went!).  The girls are learning fractions.  So when we go to bake a cake and I say, “We are going to make a small cake.  Just use half of everything”, I expect them to be able to use what they have learned at school to work out what that is.  If they are not able to use their fractions to work out the recipe, I would wonder what they had been doing at school!  What would be the point of all the maths lessons?  If they could sit down and answer the questions on paper, but could not put that into practice, should I not be concerned?

The same is true of us.  Jesus expects that when we listen to him, when we hear his word, we will do what he says.  It is only by doing it that it makes any difference in our lives.
So what is it that Jesus wants us to do?  If you want to know a bit more of the ‘dos and don’ts’ I suggest you read the rest of the sermon on the mount for a start!  
One of the things you will find, early on in the sermon, Jesus said this.  Matthew 5:14-16:
“You are the light of the world.  A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your father in heaven.”
There are two focusses to the sermon on the mount.  One is action, the other attitude.  Doing the right thing with the right attitude is the priority for Jesus.  We might wonder, how we can still shine when we are confined to our homes?  But we know God can use situations like this.  He used the persecution of the early Christians to scatter them throughout the land and spread the gospel.  He is sending us out now, even as we are confined to our homes.  This is a time for building our faith, and for sharing it.  How many of us can say we have no family who are not Christian?  No friends who are not Christian?  We come into a deeper sort of contact now than we ever did when our world was fine and people felt they did not need God.  We spend more time with those we love, we speak more on the phone or the internet – sometimes with people who would never dream of coming to church.

I had a phone call on Sunday from a lady who does not go to church.  In all the years I have known her, we have never discussed religion.  She phoned to tell me that her daughter’s father-in-law had died and ask me to pray for the family.  We can shine the light of faith and hope from the end of a phone.  We shine among our families and friends.  This may not be a time for going out into an unknown community and preaching or putting on activities for them; it is a time for building on the relationships that we already have, showing the gospel to those closest to us by our lives and our words that bring light into their darkness.  

Of course, there are ways to serve those we don’t know.  There is a great sense of community and support for one another at the moment, with many people of all faiths and of none getting involved to do things like shopping for those isolating at home, phoning those who are vulnerable, sewing PPE for NHS staff, collecting medication, volunteering in hospitals, providing for food banks, donating money to support those in financial difficulty… countless opportunities to “do good deeds”.  It doesn’t matter whether these are explicitly ‘Christian’ opportunities; what matters is that the hungry are fed, the lonely are comforted, those in despair are given hope.  God’s kingdom is a place where God’s values are valued, and so we share that kingdom by loving others in any way that he leads us.

We recently watched the film Frozen II.  A recurring theme in the film was expressed in a song by Anna, when everything seemed to be going wrong for her and she didn’t know what to do, she would just ‘do the next right thing’.  Not planning for the long term, not worrying about the future or grieving over the past (although both are important at times).  In the moment of crisis, all she focussed on was ‘right now, what is the next right thing to do?’  
What is the next right thing for you?  What could you do today that would make God smile?
For some of us it may be to volunteer time or energy to those in need.  For others, it may be to stay at home, pray and lean harder on God.  If we volunteer, it is not for our glory but for the love of God; if we stay home, it is not in fear but in compassion for others who may be negatively affected by us breaking the social distancing guidelines.  In all things, we have a friend who gives us strength in his care for others, and a God who knows what it is to feel alone and separated from those closest to him.  

Today we are finding out the quality of our foundations.  Will we act on what we have been taught by Jesus?  Will we do the right thing?  Will we try to please God?  Then even though we face the same storm – and make no doubt about it, we do face the same storm as the rest of the world – we can stand strong.  In the safety of our houses built on Jesus’ words, in the sure and certain knowledge that our actions and our attitudes have been right before him, the storm holds no fear.  And if, as we think about these things, we realise that that has not been the case – if we have not been doing good, if we have failed, if we have done what is wrong or we have done things with self-centred attitudes or to please ourselves rather than him – if our house begins to shake in the storm, we can come to him in true and honest repentance and ask for his forgiveness.  We can turn our backs on that house built on the sand and he will help us to build a new one on a solid foundation.
In a few weeks’ time we will begin a sermon series in which we explore how we might be a light in our different contexts.  I have been debating whether to start this as it is based on the idea that we are all out and about in the community – but we need to recognise that we still have a place in the world even in our own homes.  In some ways perhaps more than ever we find ourselves in similar situations.  In other ways we are more different in the challenges we face; for some it is isolation and loneliness, for others furlough and financial hardship; for others children and home schooling; for others separation from families and friends; for others continuing to work in difficult environments.  But each one of us can be a light to another; to family, to friends.  Build on loose relationships, mend broken ones, strengthen close ones.  We have contact among ourselves, if nothing else, and we can use this time to encourage and build one another up.  Act on Jesus’ words.  Do the right thing for the right reason.  Please God.  Let your light shine, in Jesus’ name.

Let us pray together

Lord, we know that our faith is not all about ‘doing’.  But you do call us to do good.  Teach us, at this time, how you would have us shine for you in our homes and in our relationships.  Help us to build our lives on the firm foundation of your word.  Forgive us for those times when we have acted in the wrong way or for the wrong reasons, and renew in us a spirit of love and desire for you.  Strengthen each one of us in the situations in which we find ourselves, and enable us to be a light for you, in the name of Jesus and the power of your Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Song:  This little light of mine https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QCN893hzueQ
We are going to come now to a time of prayer, in which again the children are going to lead us.
1. Let’s start by thanking God for all the good things he does for us.  Thank you Lord.
……..

2. Lord God we pray for our families and friends who need your help today.  Please look after them and give them what they need; comfort, peace, healing, strength.

…….

3. Lord God we pray for everyone around us who is struggling, or afraid, or lonely, or ill.  Send them the help they need.  Please let the corona virus be over soon.

…….

4. Lord God please be with those in leadership and help them to make the right decisions.

…….

Lord, as we lift these things to you and all our other prayers and people that are on our minds, would you act according to your mercy, your compassion and your perfect will.  

Let us close as the children lead us in the Lord’s Prayer:

Sing together, Shine Jesus Shine, remembering that although we are called to shine, it is his light that we are showing; the Light of the World. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J3iB30gCqAc    

