Sunday 25th April 2021
Good morning and a very warm welcome to our service from Laindon Baptist Online Church.
Let us start with prayer.

Dear Lord and Father thank you for this day, for us being to meet together through this pandemic by technology.  We pray that you will bring us together through the power of your Holy Spirit, that we may learn and grow, and to praise Your Holy Name, through singing and praying together.  Please help us to concentrate on Your Word, and to learn and grow through it.  In Jesus name we pray.  Amen.

I would like to share with you a Bible reading from 1 John 3 vs 16-24.

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters.  If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person?  Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth.  This is how we know that we belong to the truth and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence:  If our hearts condemn us, we know that God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.  Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God  and receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands and do what pleases him.  And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.  The one who keeps God’s commands lives in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us.  
Christian life is not always easy, but through faith in Jesus' love we should be serving each other to the best of our ability,
And as Jesus said have confidence in God's power within us.

God has given us all work to do, in sharing His love.  I shall be speaking further on this on Pentecost Sunday,  but in the meantime I urge you to read and study Matthew 28 vs 16-20.

Our Opening Hymn a great hymn of praise : is To Be God be the glory
Our main bible reading this morning is taken from the Philip’s bible : John 21 vs 15-19 read by Margaret.

15 When they had finished breakfast Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these others?” “Yes, Lord,” he replied, “you know that I am your friend.”16 “Then feed my lambs,” returned Jesus. Then he said for the second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” “Yes, Lord,” returned Peter. “You know that I am your friend.”17 “Then care for my sheep,” replied Jesus. Then for the third time, Jesus spoke to him and said, “Simon, son of John, are you my friend?” 

Peter was deeply hurt because Jesus’ third question to him was “Are you my friend?”, and he said, “Lord, you know everything. You know that I am your friend!”18 “Then feed my sheep,” Jesus said to him. “I tell you truly, Peter, that when you were younger, you used to dress yourself and go where you liked, but when you are an old man, you are going to stretch out your hands and someone else will dress you and take you where you do not want to go.”19 (He said this to show the kind of death—by crucifixion—by which Peter was going to honour God.) Then Jesus said to him, “You must follow me.”
Thank you Margaret

We are now going to sing two hymns, following on from one another.

Alleluia, Alleluia give thanks to the Risen Lord and I want to walk with Jesus Christ.  Let’s praise Him for what He has done, and request that we allow Jesus to control us, to speak with us, grow in His word, for the Holy Spirit to change us.  We can only do all these by following Him.
Rene will now bring us God’s word.

Fisherman Friend and Jerusalem Man             

John 21 v 15-19   Phillips paraphrase

Over the last few weeks I have been thinking about John chapter 21 in connection with this week’s sermon.  Imagine my feelings then, when I learnt what passage Helen was preaching on last week.  Yes, John 21.  However, we have agreed that there must be some good reason for us both choosing the same story. What we have to say will be different but not conflicting rather we will reinforce each other and there are one or two common themes.

Today we start with Peter and six other disciples by the Sea of Galilee.  Why were they there?   They had gone back to Galilee as the resurrected Jesus had told them to do (Mark 16 v 7) and were waiting to see what was going to happen next.  Finally Peter could stand the inaction no longer.  A boat was available, night was falling (the right time for fishing on Galilee) and he needed to do something.  “I’m going fishing” he said and, even though they were not all fishermen by trade, six of his companions decided to go with him.

At first it must have seemed just like old times.  The familiar movement and sounds of the boat and the sea; the occasional comments between the men and their instructions to the novices among them.  Otherwise, just the night, the lapping of the water and the slow passage of time.  Just how it had been for most of his life before Jesus had come on the scene.

Both Helen and I have heard this story presented as an example of backsliding: of Peter wanting to return to his pre-Jesus days: a warning of the temptations and dangers of turning back from following Jesus when things get difficult.

But neither of us felt that this is how we were being led to think of it now.  The message is not one of God’s condemnation but of His love and understanding.  Let’s consider what Peter had been through in the previous month or two;  first the excitement and building tension at Jerusalem and the awful climax on Good Friday.  For Peter there was the ever-present guilt of his denial. Then there had been the surprise and joy of the resurrection – he had seen the empty tomb and the risen Christ – but he and the rest of the disciples  were still afraid and bewildered.   Yes, they knew Jesus was alive but things hadn’t returned to the way they had been before.  Jesus was not constantly, physically with them as He had been for the previous three years and so they were, in a sense, grieving for that loss.

Uncertainty, guilt and grief make a potent mixture and it’s not surprising that Peter went fishing again.

In our various ways we’ve all experienced difficult times in the last year and many times we’ve said to each other “I can’t wait to meet together again, to hug friends and relatives again, to take up this or that activity again, to sing in church again or just have a cup of tea together again.  But let’s be wary of that word “again”.   But I think we are all aware that we shall not be able to just pick things up where we left them more than a year ago.  Our world has changed, the church has changed, we have changed; and the future will not be just a resumption of the past.

So it was for Peter.  Last week Helen told what happened when the fishing boat approached the shore so now let’s fast forward an hour or so to when Peter was sprawled by the fire with Jesus and his friends again, tired after a night’s work but happy, well-fed and relaxed.  It was almost like things used to be -  but not quite - and they were about to get worse.  Jesus started to talk to him and every word was heavy with significance.

“Simon, son of Jonas” He said.  What had happened to the new name of Peter?  Had he, in Jesus’ mind, gone back from being “a rock” to just “one who hears”?  Had he forfeited the right to become the person Jesus had earlier indicated he planned him to be?  It’s a natural reaction of anyone who feels they have somehow let the Lord down and I doubt if any of us have not, at some time, felt ourselves to be in that category.  

“Simon, son of Jonas” said Jesus “do you love me more than these?”  The word he used for “love” is, in the original Greek, the same word “agape” that is used for the highest form of love; for God’s love towards us, for the love that we should be showing towards Him and to our fellow believers (see John 15 v 9-13), the kind of love that is chiefly concerned with others’ good and is even prepared to love the unlovable.  Poor Peter!  How could he respond to that question, knowing how he had so recently denied even knowing Jesus?

What did Jesus even mean by that phrase “more than these”?  Was He referring to the boat and the fish and all the other paraphernalia of Peter’s old life, which he had already left once and which he was now being asked to give up again?  

Or did Jesus mean “Simon, do you love me more than your companions do?”  There was a time, not so long before, when Peter was sure of the answer to that question – of course, he did.  He was the one who would follow Jesus to the death, regardless of who deserted Him   (Matthew 26 v 33-35).  Within 24 hours he found that he could not live up to his own expectations.

The reason that we used an unfamiliar version of the Bible in our earlier reading is because it shows how Peter answered by using a different word which he felt summed up his position much more accurately.  It is perhaps one that, to be truthful, many Christians would feel to most aptly apply to them too.  “Lord” said Peter “You know that I am Your friend.”  There’s a lot to be said for that ideal of friendship and Jesus appreciated it too – just look again at John 15 where He goes on to say “You are My friends – not servants”.  It seemed that He had accepted it from Peter as He went on to say “Feed My lambs”.

But then, and who knows after how long a pause, He asked the same question again. “Simon, do you really love me?”  Peter replied as before and was told “Shepherd My sheep”.

The third question was different.  This time Jesus used the same word that Peter had used and said “Simon, are you My friend?”  It must have been an unbearable reminder for Peter of the three questions that he had been asked in the High Priest’s courtyard and of how he had utterly failed Jesus then.  What could he say now?  Could he really claim to be Jesus’ friend?  Who could believe him?  Could Jesus believe him?  

And then at his most painful moment, when he doubted everything about himself, he remembered something vital about Jesus.  “Lord,” he said “You know everything.  You know that I am Your friend”.  He turned from his own hurtful memory of what he had done to the fact that Jesus fully understood him, knew the depths of his heart, knew the love that was in him in spite of his failings and knew the way that he genuinely wanted to believe and follow his Lord.

“Feed My sheep” said Jesus and he knew that he had been forgiven and re-instated.  

But have you noticed that Peter’s job description has been changed.  Originally he had been called to be a fisher of men (Matthew 4 v 19) and now Jesus is saying that he is to be a shepherd to His flock.  I don’t want to get into a discussion about which is more difficult  – fishing or shepherding,  but there are clearly differences.   You could think of the fishing as being the work of an evangelist and shepherding that of a pastor.  Looking after sheep is hard work – the feeding or leading to pasture, the shearing, the lambing, the care of the sick – dealing with such unpleasant tasks as trimming diseased feet.  Peter’s new job was not going to be easy – his flock would cause him endless problems.

Helen spoke of the cost of following Jesus and how for Peter that involved his eventual death.  But it began with his return to Jerusalem – which was not his natural home.  He was a Galilean fisherman, used to an independent, outdoor life on the Sea of Galilee and he was being asked to become a Jerusalem man, serving, caring for and building up Jesus’ church.  

He began at Pentecost and his preaching resulted in the conversion of some 3,000 people on one day. From then on he largely remained in Jerusalem (and, together with Jesus, brother James, became the recognised leader of that church).  Sometimes he travelled around the country visiting fellow Christians (see Acts 9 and 10) but Jerusalem became his new base and it seems from a comment in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians 9 v5 that his wife was able to join him.

He had to deal with persecution, the deaths of his friends, arguments and instances of deceit within the church.  He even had to cope with Paul’s visit to Jerusalem (Acts 10) and he never found Paul easy to deal with.  Yet he was enough in tune with God and gracious towards Paul to back him up in his radical ideas for dealing with Gentile converts to Christianity.  Later, his letters to the growing international church, while not as well  known as those that Paul wrote, were full of teaching for his fellow believers and, indeed, for us. The impetuous, speaking before he thought, old Peter had changed from the Galilean fisherman to the new more Christ-like Jerusalem man. 
For Peter, and also for ourselves, we can see the Galilean period as one of being the friends of Jesus; of relying on His constant support and presence; of being regularly encouraged and uplifted by the way He went about healing people and teaching in a way that positively invited them to listen.  He was popular, sought after and it was good to be called His friends.

“Nothing wrong with that” you may say and you would be right.  It is a privilege to be called His friends and to have all the benefits of that friendship.  It is so good that we might wish to remain in that state, where we feel we belong and where we are constantly assured of His love and care.  Maybe, for Peter those Galilean years remained some of the best of his life; maybe at times he missed them.

But they were really preparation for a greater task that the Lord had for him.  The Galilean fisherman friend was always intended to become the Jerusalem man and to take on fresh and daunting responsibilities which he could never have managed before.

The encounter with Jesus by the Sea of Galilee marked the transition between his two worlds.  He became fully aware of Jesus as Lord as well as friend and his old relationship with Him was no longer enough.  Jesus had fulfilled His task of salvation and risen again and Peter was being asked to adapt to that new reality and all that it demanded of him.

We too live in two Christian realities – the Galilean world of friendship and the Jerusalem one of service.  Sometimes the latter seems too hard for us, too demanding and we slip from one to the other.  Sometimes we are not sure where we really belong; sometimes we need the comfort of the old supportive friendship  (which is never withdrawn); sometimes we know ourselves to be challenged by the demands of the new God-inspired kind of love asked of Jerusalem people where, like Peter, we are called to live in both the forgiveness of Easter and the empowering of Pentecost.

Thank you Rene  We will now sing our next hymn :

Breathe on me breath of God.

Now comes the most important time of our service this morning, the joining in prayer. A conversation between us and God  We are going to start with thanking and praising God for all that He has done.
Then making our requests.

Let’s Pray.  I shall leave times of quiet for us to lift our personal prayers to our Father in heaven.
Dear Father in Heaven we praise and thank you for all you have done for us, sending your dear Son Jesus to sacrifice Himself for us, to rise from the dead given us hope a new life with you when our time on this earth is done.  We thank you for answered prayers, for your healing power upon those we know have been made better.  Whose circumstances have been changed completely by your love.  We ask you Lord to forgive us for all the wrongs we have committed in our words, actions and thoughts.  We are truly sorry, and leave these misdoings at the foot of the cross, that we might be wiped clean.   Quiet.
We lift to you all those who are suffering through the loss of loved ones, please dear Lord fill the gaps in their lives with your love, let them know your presence in their lives, and comfort them.     Quiet.

We pray for those who are alone and lonely at this time, please fill the void in their hearts, with your spirit of love, and bless them, please let them know that they are not alone.    Quiet
Dear Lord there is so much sickness in this world,  the terrible pandemic that is sweeping the whole of this earth taking the lives of over 3 million people, and causing so much distress, and terrible sickness.  Please Lord stretch your hands out, and cleanse the world of this horrible virus, and heal your people.
We lift to you all those we know who are suffering in body, mind and spirit.  As we think of these we know and love, please touch and heal them, and bless and change their lives by your wonderful healing power.

Quiet

Lord please reach into the hearts and minds of those who govern and lead us, that their decisions will be just and fair to all, you will speak into their hearts through the power of your Holy Spirit.  As we approach a time of elections please guide our thoughts and minds to vote the correct people into power, those chosen by You.   Quiet

We pray for those countries in the world where injustice, corruption and war are rife, especially places like the Yemen where there is starvation among the children 12 million in number.  Please Lord change the hearts of these people who rule so unjustly,  bring succour to the needy, food to the hungry, peace where there is war, and justice to the nations.
Quiet

We thank you Lord for this wonderful world you have given us to live on,  please help us to look after our environment, and to use all the things we have wisely, and to enjoy without being greedy.  Help us Lord not to destroy what you have given us.

We lift all these prayers to you dear Father in the name of our Saviour Jesus Christ, knowing you have heard us.  Thank you Lord.

Our final hymn is : O Jesus I Have Promised.  As we sing this hymn please take the words to heart, and remember we are making a promise to God, not just singing a song.
As we finalise our service please join in final prayers with the Lord’s prayer, followed by the words of the grace.

Our Father, who art in heaven,
 hallowed be thy Name,
 thy kingdom come,
 thy will be done,
 on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,
 as we forgive those
 who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation,
 but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom,
 and the power, and the glory,
 or ever and ever. Amen.
May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,  the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us now and for evermore.  Amen
Thank you for joining with us this morning, and hope that you have been blest, and will join us again next week same time.
We look forward to seeing you all on zoom at approx. 11.15 this morning

