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Sermon for the New Year
January 10, 2010

Scripture: Ephesians 1:1-14

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,

To the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ Jesus: 

 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. 5 He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, 6 to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. 7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace 8 that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight 9 he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 10 as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 11 In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, 12 so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. 13 In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; 14 this is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God's own people, to the praise of his glory. 

NRSV
At the beginning of a New Year, a high school principal decided to post his teachers' New Year's resolutions on the bulletin board. As the teachers gathered around the bulletin board, a great commotion started. One of the teachers was complaining. "Why weren't my resolutions posted?" She was throwing such a temper tantrum that the principal hurried to his office to see if he had overlooked her resolutions. Sure enough, he had mislaid them on his desk. As he read her resolutions he was astounded. This teacher's first resolution was not to let little things upset her in the New Year. 
I suppose that is why many tend to not bother with making new year’s resolutions—because they are so easily broken! Perhaps the more important task for beginning a new year has more to do with changing our outlook on life than on changing our actions. 

A story has been told that illustrates this wonderfully:

 In the year 1922, an archaeologist by the name of Howard Carter was completing nearly fifteen years of digging in the famous Valley of the Kings in Egypt. He was hoping to find the royal tomb of Pharaoh Tutankhamen. Having found nothing, his days of digging were coming to an end. Money was running out. Then workers discovered sixteen stairs leading into the earth. Thousands of baskets filled with rocks and sand had to be carried away, but eventually a door was found at the end of a long passageway. Carter drilled a small hole in the door and stuck an iron-testing rod into a dark, blank space. He then inserted a candle into the hole and peered in. As his eyes grew accustomed to the light, details emerged into his view, and he saw strange animals, statues, and everywhere the glint of gold.  

He wrote of that moment, "For the moment, I was struck dumb with amazement." A partner asked, "Can you see anything?" And Carter's reply was, "Yes, wonderful things." 
Writer Paul gives us some reasons why looking into this New Year and seeing wonderful things is a possibility for us. In his letter to the Church at Ephesus (of which Jim has read a portion this morning), Paul gives us reasons why we can look forward to the future with anticipation instead of anxiety. Let’s take a closer look… 

The first reason Paul gives is this:

We can look forward to the future with anticipation

 instead of anxiety 

because  
“WE ARE BLESSED!” 

"Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who has blessed us in the heavenly realms 
with every spiritual blessing in Christ...." 

Paul announces. 
Clearly, what Paul is focusing on here 

is the good
--rather than on the not so good




--or things we consider bad.
This alone—changing our focus-- 

can make a huge difference 

in our lives

--because as is so often the case,



we find exactly 

what we are looking for.

The story is told of a certain king who had two servants. To the first he said, "I want you to travel for six months through my kingdom and bring back a sample of every weed you can find."  To the second servant the king said, "I want you to travel through my kingdom for six months and bring back a sample of every flower you can find."  Six months later, both servants stood before the king. To the first, the king asked, "Have you carried out my command?" The first servant answered, I have, and I was amazed to find there were so many weeds in the kingdom. In fact, there is nothing but weeds in this kingdom!" 

To the king's question the second servant also answered, "I have, and I am amazed how many beautiful flowers there are in the kingdom. In fact, there is nothing but beautiful flowers in this kingdom!" 
Both found what they were looking for. 
And so will we.

If we look for what is good about life, 

we will find it


--and the opposite is also true.

And when we do find what is good,

we will feel blessed.

When we spend our days focussing on the persons we love 

and on those who love us, 
on the beauty of nature that surrounds us,


on all things pure and lovely, 




we will realize 

how very blessed we are


--in spite of the difficult 

circumstances we 

we encounter 

in this life.  

As the old hymn says, 

“Count your blessings. Name them one by one. 

And it will surprise you 

what the Lord has done.” 

There was an article published 

in LEADERSHIP magazine 
a few years ago 
that illustrates this beautifully:

There was an elderly man who showed up at the back door of a house that some college kids were renting. The old man's eyes were glassy and his furrowed face glistened with silver stubble. He clutched a wicker basket holding a few unappealing vegetables. He bid the students a good morning and offered his produce for sale. They were uneasy. They made a quick purchase to alleviate both their pity and their fear. 

To their chagrin, he returned the next week, introducing himself as Mr. Roth, the man who lived in the shack down the road. As their fears subsided, they got close enough to realize it wasn't alcohol but cataracts that marbleized his eyes. On subsequent visits, he would shuffle in, wearing two mismatched right shoes, and pull out a harmonica. With glazed eyes set on a future glory, he'd puff out old gospel tunes between conversations about vegetables and religion.  

On one visit, he exclaimed, "The Lord is so good! I came out of my shack this morning and found a bag full of shoes and clothing on my porch." 

"That's wonderful, Mr. Roth!" the students said, "We're happy for you." 

"You know what's even more wonderful?" he asked. "Just yesterday I met some people that could use them."  

Count your blessings. 
And it will surprise you what the Lord can do.

And because we are thankful for all that God has done for us,

we know that our God, 

who has promised to be with us always, 

will continue to bless us in the future.

This enables us to look forward to the future 

with anticipation

 instead of anxiety. 

Writer Paul also gives us a second reason

why we can look forward to the future 

with anticipation

 instead of anxiety: 

 …because WE ARE CHOSEN: 
"For He chose us in Him before the creation of the world
to be holy and blameless in His sight."  

“WE have been chosen by God,” 

Paul tells us.

And what a beautiful word that is - chosen.  
Perhaps you, like I, can remember 

the embarrassment and disappointment 
of not being chosen 

at some time in your life. 
I can remember being the last to be chosen 
for the game of kickball
when I was in elementary school.

Perhaps for some of you guys 

it was having to sit on the bench
while someone else 
always got to play 

in baseball or football. 
Well, Paul assures us that in God’s book, 

we who respond to His call are not left out… 
for we have already been chosen.  

How important it is to remember this


--that God notices us.

God’s eye searches across the whole land to see if any are searching for Him.
Just knowing this has helped me immensely 

in my own life,



because growing up in a family with five kids,




I felt invisible most of the time.

With two brothers and two sisters,

there was always someone else getting the attention


I longed for. 

However, 

unlike many other children, 


I did not resort to acting out




to get attention






--which is what many children do.

As you parents and teachers know, 

it’s enough to drive a person crazy.

A woman by the name of Jean Green, 
wrote to CATHOLIC DIGEST once, 
telling of putting her young son to bed 
for the umpteenth time: 
My patience was wearing thin, she wrote, and when I heard him cry "Mama" again, I yelled out to him, "If you call 'Mama' one more time, I'll punish you!" After that there was quiet. Then, just as I was sitting down to enjoy a quiet evening, I heard a wee whisper, "Mrs. Green, may I have a drink?" 
What every parent knows is that it was not really water that her son was wanting
--but rather, attention.

But as we all know, children are not the only ones who want to be noticed.


Grown-ups do too,



and as we know from the news,

some will go to extremes to get it. 

Criminologists say 
that many crimes are committed 
by people who just want to be noticed. 
Just a few weeks ago, 

we saw on the news

where a mom and dad called 911

to report that their child 

had crawled into a homemade spaceship


and was somewhere up in the sky.

A few days later, 

we saw that couple 

process into the White House party


uninvited.

These are just two examples of persons 

doing crazy things--in an attempt to get noticed.

According to writer Paul, there is someone who noticed us at the beginning of time.
The best part is this: we don’t have to do anything at all 
to be noticed…by God! 

…because God chose us in Christ 

before the foundation of the world 

to be holy and blameless before him 

in love.

And this leads us to that third reason that Paul gives

for our being able to look forward to the future 

with anticipation instead of anxiety 

is this: 

WE ARE PREDESTINED. 
He says it in this way:
"...God destined us to be adopted 
as His sons and daughters 

through Jesus Christ, 
in accordance with His pleasure and will."  

Now, even though the Scripture says this very clearly, we Methodists tend to stumped 

by that word, "destined." 
Somehow, we have all been taught that it is the Presbyterians 
who believe in predestination.
One pastor described the difference 
between Methodists and Presbyterians 
like this: 
"The Presbyterian church is Calvinistic. It believes in predestination, i.e., that everything which is going to happen was planned by the Almighty at the beginning of time, and that  humankind cannot alter the divine plan. The Methodist church, on the contrary...rejects predestination. By this I mean the Methodists believe that when anything happens, the Almighty is just as surprised as anybody else." 
 I actually like that thought!

Maybe we do surprise God at times.  

And so, with these words of Paul in mind,




the best resolution we can make for this new 

year is to focus on 

the good in this life

--and when we make this our way of seeing things:

 

we will find exactly what we are looking for:
great and wonderful things!
We have been blessed, 
we have been chosen, 
we are predestined 
to be children of the most high God


--joint heirs with Jesus Christ




in the Lord’s Kingdom. 

Unto Him be all glory, honor, and praise!
And now…

in response to Paul’s message of hope and love,

let us worship the majesty of our Lord…
as we join together 

in the singing of the hymn 
by that name:



Majesty, Worship His Majesty,




which you will find on page 176 

of your hymnal.

