A fresh start
I love New Year.  I love the promise of New Year.  I love the potential of a New Year.  I love the idea of a year being like a blank page.  New calendars, new diaries, new stories, new possibilities. 
However I find more and more that I am on my own with these feelings.  Yet I don’t want to lose these feelings because I worry that when I do I will stop living and start dying.  I hear people say I hate New Year and I think I will just go to bed.  My policeman friend in West Lothian tells me that the midnight hour on Hogmanany is like lighting a touch paper and the whole world goes bonkers.  Some of my facebook friends are looking forward to 2011 in the hope it will be better than 2010. 

Anticipation, excitement, potential – the wonder of a New Year.  Some lucky people feel like this every day when they wake up – I will stick to New Year.  Every day is pushing it just a little.   

And of course fresh starts – eat healthier, exercise more, lose weight, drink less alcohol or coffee, spend more time on the golf course, read more, relax more, go to more football games, take a decent holiday, give up the cigarettes, volunteer at community or church groups, learn new skills, cook more real dinners, live for the moment, save more for a rainy day, spend less time moaning and more time encouraging and so I could go on.  I wonder how many resolutions have you made over the years, and how many you have resisted making?  
Last year – I made three – 

· eat healthier without relying on sweets (there was some improvement) including a return to a normal diet meaning I can eat wheat flour again. 

· Complete farm cross stitch –Didn’t quite manage it!! 

· Let go in God’s presence and trust – Definitely some improvement but still need to work at this.  

I have made three new ones for 2011 but you will just have to wait to hear what they are.  Over the next few weeks we are going to study Romans 12 because within this passage we read many resolutions for the Christian lifestyle.  We cannot do justice to this passage in one sitting.  When you heard it today there would have been elements that jumped out at you and I encourage you to take time to pray about them.  God’s message to you will be different that his message to me because we are individuals in different places in our faith. 
Paul’s letter to the Romans is arguably the single most important work of Christian theology ever written.  It is the least controversial letter and the most influential, written in the mid 50s AD in Corinth.  It is not addressed to a specific church because the Roman Church was varied.  Historians are not exactly sure how Christianity made it to Rome, and certainly Peter is recognised as a potential apostolic source.  However the Christian community was spread through several synagogues and house groups, mixed through Jews and Gentiles, and through the varied classes from slaves upwards.  The letter therefore is more generic than some of the others, covering a wide area of theological concepts.  It would have done the rounds in Rome, being read again and again.  

Obviously as we have been thinking about in recent weeks the Jews and the Romans had a mutual understanding that allowed for some form of peaceful cohabitation, as long as the Jews remembered the Romans were in charge.  Therefore the Christian community had to maintain small group presence rather than meet as a large group.  The Roman authorities tended to have a rather nervous disposition about large group gatherings.  

Chapter 12 begins a section on how to live as Christians in the world.  Although we are only going to look at Chapter 12, I encourage you to continue reading forward.  
Today we are going to study verses 1 and 2 – 

So brothers and sisters, since God has shown us great mercy, I beg you to offer your lives as a living sacrifice to him.  Your offering must be only for God and pleasing to him, which is the spiritual way for you to worship. Do not be change yourselves to be like the people of this world, but be changed within by a new way of thinking.  Then you will be able to decide what God wants for you; you will know what is good and pleasing to him and what is perfect.

What I love about this start to chapter 12 is the place that is given to God.  Paul by this point is on a roll.  Previously he has been exploring the Jewish position in relation to God and how God holds true to them but has broadened the right to faith to all people.  At the end of chapter 11 Paul gives God his place:
Yes God’s riches are very great, and his wisdom and knowledge have no end! No one can explain the things God decides or understand his ways.  As the Scripture says, “Who has known the mind of the Lord or be able to give him advice?” “No one has ever given God anything that he must pay back”.  Yes, God made all things, and everything continues through him and for him.  To him be the glory for ever!  Amen.

And it is this God that welcomes you to be his child.  We spoke a bit about this on Christmas day – a day where sadly very few gathered here to celebrate the birth of Jesus.   We celebrated the fact that God wants to be our friend and the great lengths he went to try and make friends with humanity.  God in his great mercy – God who could wipe us out because we are stubborn, difficult, moody, hard to please, selfish, conceited, arrogant, proud, call it what you will – God is the one who continually makes an effort for us.  For God to want to call us his child is an honour so much more than we deserve.  We should be like the prodigal son – telling God we don’t even deserve to be one of his servants. 
And it is this motivation, this knowledge of God that moves us to offer ourselves as a living sacrifice to God.  It is a recognition of the very little that we have to offer God, that to be able to give anything worthy to God means to give our whole selves.  

It is a rather an oxymoron to offer ourselves as a living sacrifice.  Biblically sacrifice has always been used as important part of worship.  Throughout the Old Testament we find texts about burnt offerings, sin offerings and more.  The animals, the crops must be without blemish, perfect and offered with the right motivation.  And if you watch the movies you will know that the sacrifice is usually an innocent – usually a virgin or a child – that will appease the gods or prevent some disaster.  The sacrificial victim is tied to the table awaiting death, thankfully saved on many an occasion by a hunky hero. 

We have already been saved by our hunky hero – in this case Jesus.  That is why we are a living sacrifice.  We are already experiencing eternal life – death is the way we leave this world and carry on to the next – we won’t know death – only those who mourn us leaving have the concept of death.  So we are already living and cannot die to God.  

However the challenge is to live for God in this world.  And that is the struggle.  That is why it is a sacrifice.  Your sacrifice must only be for God.  For a start we know that God is a jealous God – he doesn’t like being shared – not with your family, your football team or your community group.  God comes first – always.  The sacrifices you make in your life should be made for God, yet often God is the last one we make sacrifices for – whether it is making time for him and his children at Christmas, or dedicating time to his mission, or eating humble pie.  God isn’t happy with second best or a sense of duty.   Paul reminds us that God wants all of us – physical, mental, spiritual, our motivations, our love, our lives, our hearts.  

Paul wrote the other famous passage about love –

“I may have the gift of prophecy.  I may understand all the secret things of God and have all knowledge, and I may have faith so great I can move mountains.  But even with all these things, if I do not have love, then I am nothing.”  1 Corinthians 13:2

Our sacrifice to God has to come from our love for God.  You’d be amazed at how much else will follow so much easier when we have love for God.  Paul goes on to speak about a new way of thinking.  
When we start a new relationship we find that we do have a new way of thinking – well if the relationship is to work then we have a new way of thinking.  We learn to share, to give, to compromise, to work together, to argue and make up, to laugh, and so on.  It stops being all about me and becomes all about us.  Theoretically, at the most simplistic level we stop saying “I want” and say “God wants”.  We have a change of perspective.  

The world revolves around “I want” or in the word of a toddler “mine”.

If we have the mind of God we see the world as he sees it – full of broken people, dying, lost to the possibilities and potential of being a child of God.  Suddenly it becomes imperative to share God’s love with others, to break down the barriers that have been erected between people and God, and bring real hope, love, peace and joy to others.  

A new way of thinking is something that the Christian community needs to grab hold off.  Over the years, a bit like New Year resolutions it has faded a little.  We have forgotten who we believe in.  
We are the children of God – a God of mercy, love, passion, ability, creativity  who can provide for all of our needs whether it is money, vision, people, direction, and so much more.  A new way of thinking that is different to the world is one that says God can.  

So often we are told it is impossible.  There are no people, there is no money, there are not enough leaders, there is no vision – I can’t or I won’t become the battle cry. 

Instead God promises never to leave us nor abandon us, he promises us whatever we ask for in the name of Jesus and he gives us a mission, a purpose that he will fulfil through us and with us.  Our battle cry should be God can.

In the coming weeks we are going to unpack this more in the passage that follows.  A real challenge to all of us to make a fresh start.  Remember to God it is our motivation that matters – not our age, ability or experience.  To worship God properly is to give him our all and trust him with our lives.  
At the start of 2011 are you willing to offer yourself as a living sacrifice to God because you want to, because you are moved by love to do so?  
Are you willing to live for God as well as with God?  
Can you make a fresh start, a fresh commitment and receive a fresh spark?  
Shortly we are going to think a bit about tangible resolutions, but your motivation must spring from your relationship with God.  For some this is a time of recommitment, for others no matter how long you have happily worn the label Christian – this may be the first time you have made such a commitment.  Know that God is there always and for him his mercy has already made it possible for you to be his.  
And when we make that commitment, for the first time or the hundredth time – it becomes so much clearer what God wants of us – in attitude, in calling, in behaviour, in worship. 

We are going to share together in an affirmation of faith.  The first part I am going to read out – but I want you to hear it as you.  The last part is in bold and when we get to that part I invite you to stand as you are able if you are willing to commit yourself to God in the year of our Lord 2011.  We will read it together.  

An affirmation of faith for the New Year

Father God, as I enter this new year,
May it be a year in which You are near to me in every moment.
For I believe in You, Almighty Creator of Heaven and Earth.

Lord Jesus, stay by my side day by day.
I place my faith in You,
the one who is both God and man.
From your birth of a virgin in Bethlehem
to your ministry of healing and of grace,
From Your self-giving death on the cross for me
to Your powerful resurrection and ascension,
I declare that You are Lord,
and I believe in the truth of Your Word.

Holy Spirit, come to me this year
in a thousand different ways.
With Your gentle direction,
Your quiet voice,
and Your wise instruction,
guide me to Jesus and His Word.

Almighty God – Father, Son, and Spirit –
You have gone before us into the new year,
and You call us to join you.
We come in confidence and joy,
loving and trusting You. Amen.
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