Sunday 2nd January – Fit for what?
Welcome
Family News – no Bible studies until w/c 16th (kids/college – unless anyone else wants to lead?) Church meeting on Sunday will be on zoom.
393 Morning has broken
Opening prayer
13 All people that on earth do dwell
Ps 13:1-6:
How long, LORD? Will you forget me for ever?
    How long will you hide your face from me?
2 How long must I wrestle with my thoughts
    and day after day have sorrow in my heart?
    How long will my enemy triumph over me?
3 Look on me and answer, LORD my God.
    Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death,
4 and my enemy will say, ‘I have overcome him,’
    and my foes will rejoice when I fall.
5 But I trust in your unfailing love;
    my heart rejoices in your salvation.
6 I will sing the LORD’s praise,
    for he has been good to me.

I think at the close of 2021 a lot of us are thinking, “How long, Lord?”  The hope that we may have had for a swift end to all this covid stuff is fading; as we enter 2022 do we still think it might be better?
And you know what? When it comes to covid, I have no idea!  I have no idea how long this might go on for, or what even the next few weeks might hold.  But I can tell you one thing.  Although I can cry out, ‘how long?’, I can also say to God, “I trust in your unfailing love; my heart rejoices in your salvation.  I will sing the Lord’s praise, for he has been good to me.”
Our trust in God doesn’t depend on covid. It doesn’t depend on how quickly he answers our prayers. When we come to our prayer box in a moment, we will find names and situations on there we have been praying for for a long time.  And sometimes we think, “How long, Lord?”  But we continue to lift them, we continue to pray, because we trust in God’s love.  We trust it because of what he has done for us in the past: in sending Jesus, in calling us into his family, in the blessings he has shown us and this place and people he has given to us; and we trust it because of what he has promised us in the future.
So let’s come now to our prayer time.  What people, situations do we need to be praying and lifting to God as we enter this new year?
Prayer box
Lord, we lift to you all these people and situations; some of which are new, some of which we have been asking for for a long time.  And sometimes we cry, “How long, O Lord?”  How long until you grant us relief from the pains and difficulties, before you resolve a particular situation or even before you come to reclaim the earth for yourself?  Lord, help us to hold on to your promises, to hold on to your love, to trust in you.  We do ask for resolution, in your perfect timing and in your perfect way.  And we ask that your kingdom might come here on earth, as we say the Lord’s prayer together:
Lord’s prayer
Let us sing again: 19 Amazing grace – through many dangers, toils and snares I have already come; ‘tis grace has brought me safe thus far and grace will lead me home.

Now, I’ve got a tricky exercise – I’m relying mostly on technology, and hoping it works!
I mentioned that we can trust in the love of God in difficult times because of the promises he has made us for the future.  So my question to you is, do you have any favourite Bible verses that speak of hope, or promise?  
This isn’t a trick question, it isn’t a test of your Bible knowledge.  So if you know chapter and verse, that’s great.  If not, saying, “There’s one about…” might prompt someone else to be able to find it, or some of our tech whizzes to look it up.  We are going to write them down!  What does the Bible say that gives you hope?  (Ps 27:13, Is 40:31)
…
(Hoping to have a selection of Bible verses on ‘hope’ – kids will take and decorate, perhaps we can display over the coming weeks).

135 God is working his purpose out

Reading: Phil 3:7-14
7 But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in[a] Christ – the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith. 10 I want to know Christ – yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead.
12 Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: forgetting what is behind and straining towards what is ahead, 14 I press on towards the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenwards in Christ Jesus.
It’s that time, isn’t it, when we look back over the year that has gone, and forward to the year to come, and we think to ourselves – what do I want to be different?  
Does anyone have any new year’s resolutions?
I have a few.  I’m in a position now in my life, of rebuilding, reorientating myself, creating a ‘new normal’ – what do I want that to look like?  College is getting more settled, hopefully things here are recovering somewhat even in the midst of covid, it’s time to stop feeling sorry for myself and make a life with what I have.  One part of that is to get more organised, especially with church and college stuff, to stop myself getting quite so stressed with everything.  Another part is to get more fit; I have friends who do a 5k park run on a regular basis – I can’t even run up the stairs without getting out of breath!  
So that’s two of mine.  How long they will last, is another matter.  Apparently, 80% of New Year’s resolutions fail by the second week of February.  That’s not a great statistic, is it?  And things like gyms and diet plans make the most of this, don’t they – they come up with all sorts of special offers for people to sign contracts with them in January, knowing full well that in a couple of months they will probably never see those people again.  And those who use the gyms regularly will tell you that January is the worst time to go, because the gyms are so packed with all these people rushing out to get fit, but it soon goes back to being nice and quiet again.
So the question is, why?  Why do we do this, this thing of making resolutions we are not going to keep, or trying to change our lifestyle in some way all of a sudden?
Firstly, we recognise that there is something wrong.  We recognise that life is not all that it could be, and that we have a responsibility to do something about it.  For me, that recognition is that my body does not function as easily as it could do – I can’t run, or climb a couple of sets of stairs easily, and that’s not going to get any better if I don’t do anything about it – even if I pray!  So I make a decision that I have to do something.
Now, I am assured that the best way to keep to a decision like that is to have a goal.  A definite thing to be working towards, that you can tell when you have done it.  Realistically, I’m not going to be doing the park run with my friends any time soon, but to be able to run through my local park with the dog without stopping to catch my breath makes a good start.  So that’s my goal, and to do that there will be lots of little runs, I’ll try to get out on my bike again, maybe revert back to a bit of Joe Wicks that kept us going through the first lockdown!  Feel free to ask me, on the second week of February, if I’m still doing it! 
As I thought about that, I thought to myself, “I used to do that.”  I used to ride my bike – did London to Brighton about 6 years ago now.  We were very good at Joe Wicks last year.  I even, for a while, ran round the block with the dog every day.  But all of that, that I did then, isn’t any good to me now.  How fit I am now depends on what I am doing now, not what I was doing 6 years ago.  What am I doing now to look after my health?
And that brings me to today’s reading.  In the bit before we started our reading, Paul has been arguing against those who want everyone coming to faith to be circumcised – to become Jewish before they can become Christian.  He has told the Philippians that in terms of his past, he is as entitled to have as much confidence as anyone.  Everything he should have done as a good Jew, he did.  But he recognised that his Jewishness wasn’t what enabled him to come to Christ.  His background, his past, his actions back then didn’t entitle him to become a Christian, didn’t make him better than others who hadn’t had that or done that.  
In fact, what had given him so much confidence as a Jew could actually distract him from following Christ.  The knowledge that he was one of God’s people by birth and by circumcision and by past faithfulness could lead him to rely on that for his salvation.  He could be tempted to sit back and relax: “I’ve done that now, I’m sorted.”  If that’s how it works, having done that God owes him salvation.  He deserves it, for fulfilling all the requirements of the law.  And that attitude of entitlement would take him away from the realisation of God’s love and grace in Jesus Christ.
So Paul says, everything that I once did, everything that I once had, is worth nothing to me in this new life.  Everything I put my trust in is worthless.  It is worthless in comparison - Jesus is so much better that it doesn’t matter that Paul has lost his status and privilege as a Pharisee; but it is also worthless in function, as he recognises that it didn’t actually achieve anything.  The goodness, the upbringing, the self-righteousness of the past didn’t earn him the perfect righteousness that only comes through Christ.
All that Paul has been and done in the past has not achieved his salvation.  And his point is, then, that there is no reason to ask anyone else to go through it.  If it achieved nothing for him, it will achieve nothing for them.  But having recognised that there is something wrong; having realised that his past doesn’t qualify him for the kingdom of God, Paul has realised that he had to do something about it.
If Paul’s words were to be written as a new year’s resolution, he might say this:
I used to think I was quite fit for my place in God’s kingdom.  I did all the stuff I needed to do.  But now I’ve met Jesus I realise that that’s not really the case; my fitness back then isn’t going to help me now.  I need to set myself a goal, this year.  The only way I’m going to be fit for God’s kingdom is to know Christ.  To know the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings.  To do that I need to live by faith rather than by rules, accepting salvation as a gift from God, not because I deserve it but because Christ offered it.  
Paul may, in his earlier life, have taken it for granted that his background, and his status as a Pharisee made him fit for God’s kingdom; he does not do the same with his faith in Christ.  He recognises that it involves work!  He talks about ‘pressing on’, about ‘straining towards what is ahead’.  It’s not about doing good works to earn salvation, or serving in the church to earn salvation, but about growing ever closer to Christ.  Trying, persevering in faith; pressing on to that one goal of knowing Christ.  Holding on to those promises we talked about.  Knowing that the more he did that, the fitter he became.
My fitness doesn’t depend on whatever exercise I may have done in the past.  It doesn’t depend on an experience of years ago, however valuable that was at the time.  It depends on what I am doing today. And my fitness for the kingdom of God doesn’t depend on my memories of what he has done in my life, or what I have done for him.  It doesn’t depend on the fact that he has called me as his child or that he has called me to serve him in the church in this particular way.  Paul says, forget all that.  Forget what is behind.  What are you doing now?  What are you doing next?  Where are you going?
If my fitness for the kingdom of God depends on me knowing Christ, then I need to know Christ today.  I need to exercise my relationship with him, trust in him, fix my eyes on the goal and press on towards it.  Ignore the past except as a platform to step off into the future, to take hold of the promises of God in faith and hope and trust.  And I need to not give up, as February comes and goes, as things get difficult or busy or distracting: to not look back but to strain towards what God has for me in the future.
Will I ever know Christ fully?  Will I ever be perfectly fit for the kingdom?  Probably not, in this life.  But I can know him better; I can be fitter.  The Holy Spirit will build me up in that way as I submit to him, and his grace will sustain me and forgive my weaknesses because of his love and his promises.
Paul opened his letter with a prayer that the Philippians’ love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that they may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ – to the glory of God.  He wanted them to have and to work for what he too was working for, that they might be fit for God.
So I challenge you this new year.  Will you resolve to know Christ?  Will you resolve to build your fitness for God’s kingdom?  Will you resolve to forget what is past, and press on to the glory of God?
Let us pray.
Lord, as we look back in our lives we can see so many times when you have been with us, and blessed us, it is easy to feel like we are ‘sorted’ with you.  Help us to continue to press onwards, to know you more and more.  And when we suffer, in various ways in our lives, let us see that as fellowship with the suffering Jesus; and let us know in that the power of his resurrection.  May we fix our eyes on you this year, press onward in faith and in trust, in the power of your Spirit, and know the hope that comes from the promises you give us, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
42 Be Thou my vision
May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  May God bless you and keep you, today and throughout the year.  Amen.

