Sunday 5th Sept - Wisdom/learning

Welcome, notices

Ps 119:33-40 Teach me, LORD, the way of your decrees,
    that I may follow it to the end.[b]
34 Give me understanding, so that I may keep your law
    and obey it with all my heart.
35 Direct me in the path of your commands,
    for there I find delight.
36 Turn my heart toward your statutes
    and not toward selfish gain.
37 Turn my eyes away from worthless things;
    preserve my life according to your word.[c]
38 Fulfill your promise to your servant,
    so that you may be feared.
39 Take away the disgrace I dread,
    for your laws are good.
40 How I long for your precepts!
    In your righteousness preserve my life.
The psalm speaks of coming to the Lord and asking him to teach us!  So we start our service today with a song:
1013 Teach me to dance
Today’s service is all about learning.  Learning is something that should go on through our whole lives, so (as I warned you last week) I want to know, what have you learned recently?
How did you learn that?
I’ve learned a lot over the last year, mainly by being thrown in at the deep end and having to do things I’ve never done before.  But the main thing I have learned is that I can actually do things I’ve never done before!  
And one thing I’ve learned about God is that he is always there.  Not just, ‘he is there when I call on him,’ or ‘he listens when I pray’, but ‘he is always there.’  I remember at one point, a couple of months after we lost Tony, someone asked me about my relationship with God.  And I thought about it.  And I could picture God at my side.  I couldn’t even look at him, I was too upset.  I couldn’t lean on him, I just wanted to curl up in a ball and wait for it all to go away.  I couldn’t feel him, he didn’t magically make everything better.  I couldn’t pray, I didn’t have the words.  But he was there.  And it was as though he said to me, ‘When you’re ready, I’m here.  It’s ok, you don’t need to do anything, you don’t need to come to me, I’m just here.’  And that’s just an amazing thing to know.
God is always teaching us, isn’t he?  Jesus’ disciples called him ‘rabbi’ – ‘teacher’.  There is one thing in particular they asked him to teach them – ‘Teach us to pray,’ they said.
As we prepare for our own prayer time, I want us to listen to a song that asks the same thing.  Teach me how to pray, Jesus, it says.  Teach me the wonders of the secret place, teach me how I can seek your face, teach me to stand before the throne of grace.  Teach me how wholeness comes in brokenness, how fullness comes in emptiness; teach me the higher ways of holiness.  Teach me how to pray.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-nCrWggsISc

Jesus answered their request.  He taught them:  Start with God.  Praise him, call him Father, lift up his name.  Can you think of some names of God that you can shout out in praise?
He said, seek God’s kingdom.  His reign on earth – peace, justice, wholeness; no sin, or sickness, or crying, or conflict.  Can you call out any situations in which we might ask for God’s kingdom to come?  They could be amongst nations, or groups, or individuals.  God, we seek your kingdom in this place… we seek your kingdom in the lives of those who are sick… we seek your kingdom in places of conflict… we seek your reign over the effects of covid…
Jesus continued, submit to God’s will.  So in all our prayers, which we pray believing that what we ask for is good, we still accept that God’s plans may be better as say, ‘thy will be done.’
Then he said, ask for what you need.  So we pray for those earthly necessities we need to survive; we accept our dependence on God for food, and water, and shelter.  And we pray too for God’s life in us, for ‘man does not live on bread alone, but by the word of God’.  And perhaps now would be a good time to thank you, Lord, for all that you give us to sustain our physical and spiritual life, and to dedicate to you our offerings, in the box or in the bank, to be used according to your will.  Would you bless the gifts, and the givers, and give wisdom to those who use them.
Jesus continued to teach his disciples to pray for forgiveness, and so we take a moment in the quiet just to ask him to show us and forgive us for the things we have done wrong; and we think of those who have done wrong to us and choose to forgive them too.
…
And finally Jesus taught us to ask for his protection, against the evils of our own hearts and minds; the temptations of the world; and the actions of the devil, against whom we are powerless in ourselves but have every power through Jesus’ death and the life of the Holy Spirit within us.
So let us pray together:  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 today our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever.  Amen.
We continue in prayer in the next song:  
97 Father I place into your hands.

As I said, this morning we are talking about learning.  And we have talked about some things we have learnt, and one thing in particular that Jesus taught his disciples.  But I want to read this morning from a book we don’t read from very often, and that is the book of Proverbs.  
Prov 4:1-13
Listen, my sons, to a father’s instruction;
    pay attention and gain understanding.
2 I give you sound learning,
    so do not forsake my teaching.
3 For I too was a son to my father,
    still tender, and cherished by my mother.
4 Then he taught me, and he said to me,
    “Take hold of my words with all your heart;
    keep my commands, and you will live.
5 Get wisdom, get understanding;
    do not forget my words or turn away from them.
6 Do not forsake wisdom, and she will protect you;
    love her, and she will watch over you.
7 The beginning of wisdom is this: Get[a] wisdom.
    Though it cost all you have,[b] get understanding.
8 Cherish her, and she will exalt you;
    embrace her, and she will honor you.
9 She will give you a garland to grace your head
    and present you with a glorious crown.”
10 Listen, my son, accept what I say,
    and the years of your life will be many.
11 I instruct you in the way of wisdom
    and lead you along straight paths.
12 When you walk, your steps will not be hampered;
    when you run, you will not stumble.
13 Hold on to instruction, do not let it go;
    guard it well, for it is your life.

Proverbs is a book of teaching.  But it’s not a text book, of facts.  It is a book of wisdom. 
I like this meme which I saw on facebook: 
[image: ]

We’ll stick with the top two shall we?
You can know as much as you like, if you don’t know how to use that knowledge it isn’t going to help you!  I read the story a few weeks ago, didn’t I, of the wise and foolish builders – the wise one not only heard the word but also put it into practise.  Proverbs is full of teaching that is practical – work hard, do right, be honest, watch what you say, choose your friends well… 
But more of that later.  Let’s pause for a moment and go back to that first verse of the reading:  Listen… to a father’s instruction; pay attention and gain understanding.  So we sing:

Listen to advice – on computer

Listen – accept instruction.  Learn as much as you can – that’s great.  But don’t just let it stay at the level of head knowledge.  If you know that, for example, ‘When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise’ – what does that mean?  What are you to do with that?  (Prov 10:19)  If you know that ‘Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but he who hates correction is stupid’ how are you meant to act?  (Prov 12:1)
And if you know ‘He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm’, what does that say to you?  What sort of person should you be spending your time with?  
You need to read that verse in the context of Proverbs.  Wisdom isn’t about knowing a lot.  So it isn’t saying you should only be friends with clever people.  It’s saying you should be friends with wise people.  People who know the right thing and do it, people who accept discipline and are loyal and honest.  The most important theme of the book of Proverbs is this:  The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.
That’s not fear as in ‘I’m afraid of God’ but fear as in respect, obedience, doing what he wants you to do.  If you respect and follow God, and hang around with other people who respect and follow God, you are wise and that wisdom leads to life.  This is what God wants us to learn – not algebra, or French, or philosophy, but respect and trust and love for God.  Learning to be like Jesus, and as I said last week, to be the people he made us to be.
And together, to be the church he made us to be.  Over the next couple of months in Bible Studies we are going to be looking at the mission of the church – something I had to do for my college course and I wanted to share with you.  And I would encourage you to come to it!  Because we are not here just to ‘learn stuff’, to acquire knowledge.  God calls his people together in the church for a reason, a mission, and we need to learn what that is and put it into practise in order to live in obedience to him.  So please do join us on zoom on a Wednesday evening as we discuss these things!
One final thing.  I have said that we are always learning.  But I want you to think for a moment, and write down on your paper on the desk something that you would like to learn.  Now you can keep that, and maybe try it!  Build your learning!  But now I want you to write, perhaps on another piece of paper, if there is something you would like me to learn.  And you can leave that on the table, or hand it to me – I’m not promising anything!  But it is certainly useful to have something to work towards.
But now, let us pray.
Lord, we learn new things all the time.  We have learnt things over recent days and weeks, and hopefully we have learnt things today.  Thank you for all you teach us about your world, about ourselves and about each other.  Thank you for minds and hearts and understanding.  Would you help us to put our learning into practise, and live according to your ways and your word.  Help us as we continue to grow, to be more like you, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

261 I want to walk with Jesus Christ

I close with the words of Paul to the church in Ephesus: (Eph 1:17-19a)  “I ask that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better.  I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe.”
As you go, and learn, and grow in God, walking in his ways, may you know his blessing.  Amen.
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