Replace 18th October 2009.

Home Group Notes

Think about coming to hear Simon Allaby, St Francis, 7.30, two more times: 18th & 25th. 

Welcome:  What was the best part of your week?

Worship: Ps 91. 

Word: 

1. Read Mark 5.1-20, 21-34.

2. Recap: What does it mean to Recognise?

3. What does it mean to Repent?

4. What does it mean to Receive?

5. What does it mean to Rebuke?

6. What comes after that?

7. What’s going to be the last one?! 

8. I didn’t really apply any of this to the bible readings so have a go, where do you see any of the Rs taking place to varying degrees? 

9. Thank you for the feedback; you can see how it fed into the first few pages of this sermon. Please do feedback more either in terms of questions or dead ends that you came too. It’s helpful to me. 

Works 

Look up Gal 5.22-23 and let it be part of your prayers as you pray for each other and bless each other. 

It’s just astonishing isn’t it? Jesus calms the storm, gets off the boat and drives out of this man, presumably a gentile – Jesus drives out of him a legion of unclean spirits. I have no idea how many is in a legion but it must be a good thing to be cleansed of that lot. 

The people really don’t know what to make of it and so Jesus gets back in the boat and back over to the other side of Galilee. And then there’s Jairus’ daughter – and we skip over how astonishingly difficult it must have been for a synagogue ruler – he’d be like a chief churchwarden, an elder in a free church, pillar of society and all that – for him to approach this heretical rabbi and publicly disgrace himself by asking for help from Jesus. 

Then there’s the bleeding woman reaching out to touch Jesus – Matthew and Luke give us the detail that she reaches out to touch the edge of his cloak – the edge is a symbol of a Jew’s position and status and authority – if come to Jerusalem with me – you would see certain men walking around wearing fine white shirts and at the side of their long shirts they have these tassels that hang down and into them are woven different coloured strands of cloth and if you know what you’re looking for you can tell what sort of a Jew they are from this. 

So the woman reaches out to touch Jesus’ authority. And Jesus feels the power leave him. And he says to the woman, Go in peace and be freed from your suffering. 

We’re in the penultimate week of a series on Prayer. So we’re going to be looking at these miracles from a prayer point of view. And you’re beginning to understand that I am not teaching you how to pray a shiny new bicycle out of God but about how to deal with the struggles and temptations that you face, with habitual sins that seem to have a tight grip on you.  Someone asked me in the car park last week about how much of this we can blame on the devil and how much responsibility we have to take for ourselves. And of course it’s about finding the right sort of balance. If you blame it all on the devil well that’s great because then it’s not your fault. 

On the other hand if it’s all your fault then you’re left with a sense of despair that says I’ll never be free – and we see that through the ministry of Jesus that people are set free. So we need to find some sort of balance.

We are trained to think that we are miserable sinners in whom there is no health – this means that I feel trapped in my sin and all I can do is to cry out for mercy and help and promise to do better next time. Of course I fail and so we perpetuate this circle of asking for forgiveness and of making promises that I can’t keep.

But there is a deeper truth about who you are and if you hear nothing else from this entire sermon series then it will have been a good thing. You are made in the image of God, to all who received Him, He gave the right to become children of God, and St Paul goes on to say “if we are children, then we are heirs--heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ”. I don’t know if you’ve ever received an inheritance, if you have received it along with your brothers and sisters then you’ve ended up with the same size of cheque that they received. 

St Paul says here that we are heirs of God. And Co-heirs with Christ – so whatever Christ receives, it is ours to receive as well. You might need to sit and think about that for a while but it is astonishingly good news if you can receive it.

So this is form of prayer is a technique for dealing with tough moments and bad days when stress is getting to you and your anger is getting the better of you. On the one hand we can train ourselves to keep this all under control – there are lots of coping techniques, slow breathing and all that but there is also this approach.

It is to do with trying to help you respond to situations and temptations in a godly way, it’s to do with dealing with different often very deep seated emotions that bubble up in you. Step one is to Recognize what’s going on. 

Lucy and I used to have a row every once in a while and we couldn’t quite work out why or what it was all about – I mean what the underlying issue was all about – the row at the time was to do with not doing the washing up or something silly, all rows are usually to do with something silly – but after a while we began to recognize that this row was all about who’s job was more important. And so we called it the “My jobs more important than yours”. And then what would happen is we would start rowing and one of us would spot that this row wasn’t really about the washing up but about who’s job was more important and one of us would say Aha! We’re having that row - and then hopefully we’d start laughing and the tension would go.

The moment that we recognized what was really going on, that was the moment that we stepped to one side, saw the row for what it was and said to ourselves, this isn’t how we want to go about resolving issues. 

So step 1 is to do with Recognizing what’s going on inside of you. It’s not really about spotting demons but about spotting when and where you are starting to react to situations in an ungodly sort of way. 

The quicker we can learn to spot these moments, the quicker that we can cut them off. We all know how exhausting it is to work yourself up into a froth of anger, even of righteous indignation but we also know that that’s not the way of Jesus and it’s not likely to result in other people being built up and encouraged in the faith but rather in others being put down or verbally squashed.

The next step was to do with Repenting. Repenting is a good thing to do generally so you shouldn’t need a long reminder about the benefits of this. 

It connects to the Recognising in the sense that you are saying to yourself as well as to God – Ah I see what’s going on and I don’t want to respond like this (being rude perhaps?) – well okay to be honest there is a part of me that would love to be rude and cutting right now – So I am repenting of that bit of me that wants this. I’m repenting of using this emotion, this attitude as an excuse to avoid things, or to deal with people in certain ways. 

I’m repenting of colluding with it. I’m not repenting of the temptation, because that’s not my fault, I am repenting of enjoying the temptation! Of indulging in the fantasy that goes with it. 

When we repent, we tend to repent because we have committed the sin, we don’t tend to repent of all the emotions and attitudes that went before hand, we don’t tend to repent of actually quite wanting to do the sin, we don’t tend to repent of not being sorry. 

So I realize that for some of you I am teaching a slightly deeper sense of what it means to repent than you have traditionally been taught.  Romans 2.4 says that it is God’s kindness that leads us to repent. It’s His kindness, not like some scary school teacher saying “I’ll make you sorry, now apologise!” It comes out of God’s kindness.

The next step was to do with Receiving. Receiving forgiveness. The feedback from you so far is that this is the hardest bit. You’re not too bad at forgiving other people but you don’t allow yourself the same grace that you cut for others. 

And the problem is that no sooner have you received forgiveness that there’s that little voice that says – You know jolly well that you’re a hypocrite and you don’t deserve this and that you’ll have mucked up again in no time at all, so there’s no point in feeling good about yourself, besides it’s a sin to be smug! 

So you see, no sooner have you received forgiveness than already like the seed that is sown on rocky soil and the birds take it away, that that feeling of being reconciled to God, friends with God, peace with ourselves – even if just for a moment – is stolen from us.

Francis De Sales – I’ll tell you about him in a minute – he said “Listen within your heart to the words of the absolution pronounced by your Saviour in the sight of the angels and saints in heaven”.

 He’s urging you to take seriously the truth that Jesus forgives you your sin. Take it to heart and know it to be true. Don’t let this truth be stolen from you, don’t listen to the lie. For you are forgiven.

Francis De Sales wrote a book called ‘An introduction to the devout life’ as a sort of post-confirmation guide to the wife of an ambassador in 1619. So its pre-reformation, its clearly Roman Catholic - full of saints and maryology that makes me a little uncomfortable myself, and yet his advice is to: Consider what is leading you into sin, Humble yourself before God, Give thanks for His mercy.

And I could show you the same stuff from the Early Church Fathers as well. So none of this is new. 

Now the next part of the prayer that we want to rush onto – we’ve said sorry and now we want to go straight on to promising that we’ll try harder, do better next time but before we get to that point we want to endeavour to be as clear as we can of the temptations and sinful attitudes that pop up. 

We read in the bible about evil spirits but in the light of medieval artwork and certain films from Hollywood, that’s not so helpful – the greek is akathartos – its an unclean spirit – and that’s a bit easier to get your head around. There is a remorse that comes after sin that leaves us feeling unclean. Jesus seems to have no problem in rebuking them in other people and he has no problem in giving authority to his disciples to do the same. 

In the 200s, when you came for baptism, you might well do a 40 day Alpha course in the run up to Easter Day. During that time you would spend a lot of time in prayer and you would have quite an intensive prayer ministry – in those days they were quite happy to talk about exorcism – you can hear it still in our baptism liturgy today – Christ claims you for his own, receive the sign of the cross. 

Each day in the run up to your baptism you would have this sort of prayer ministry and it must have been hugely cathartic – there would be very little room for anything unclean left after 40 days worth of that sort of prayer! But it was only as you yourself came up out of the waters of baptism that you would be led in one more prayer only this time, because you were now a baptized Christian, you now had the same authority that Christ has given to all His disciples, this time you would lead that prayer, with others with you, and you would lead yourself in one more cathartic prayer.  

So you’ve done the Recognising, the Repenting, the Receiving of forgiveness, last week I was teaching you about Rebuking. 

Francis De Sales put it like this - It is of no great importance to be a little careless [in sin] provided that as soon as these spiritual spiders alight on our conscience we chase them off at once as the bees drive off real spiders.   So he sees these things less in medieval demon imagery and more like spiritual spiders. 

I realize that some of you might really really not like spiders so the imagery might be stronger than is intended, but Francis De Sales is trying to say There’s nothing to be frightened of, these things are not you, they’re not who you want to be, they’re just like little spiders so yes they can spoil your honey if they fall in so your job as soon as you notice them is to brush them off, to chase them off.

Jesus says Rebuke, Francis says chase them off.  Next time you’re at a baptism service have another look at the vows – Do you reject the devil, Do you renounce evil, do you repent? It’s all there. 

So keep practicing at this one. Rebuking.

The next step is to Replace. And this is the nice one to look forward to. 

What we’re doing at this point is inviting God to fill us up afresh with His Holy Spirit. You may have heard about the Fruit of the Spirit – love, joy peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 

So now that we’ve been forgiven and cleansed we now invite God’s Holy Spirit to pour into us His very goodness, the very opposite of what we have been seeking to be shot of – so for anger or fear we’re looking perhaps at patience and peace. And knowing that there’s no limit to God’s mercy, its fine to keep asking God to fill you up with His Holy Spirit. 

In the Acts of the Apostles we read how again and again God fills His disciples with His Holy Spirit, it wasn’t a once only at Pentecost in the year 33ad kind of thing but a constant on going thirst and need to spend time in God’s presence being refreshed and filled up again. 

St John said that Perfect love drives out fear. So that’s what we’re looking for, God’s perfect love to fill us up, drive out our fear and to lead us into living His life. 

There’s a temptation to rush straight to Replacing – you feel a sudden woosh of fear and you say a quick Prayer Help me God I need some of your peace and your love if I am to react to this person in anything remotely like a godly way.

And that’s fine, it’s done more easily if you can keep short accounts with God, if you can be repenting of your sins as they surface in you, and keep close to God. A lot of this is about being aware that God is with you, always – its about growing increasingly conscious of His smiles while you’re washing up or driving the car. 

God is present in your life, He isn’t waiting for some sort of liturgy or formulae of prayer to be gone through, He wants to bless and help you.  Carry on with Recognizing, Repenting, Receiving, Rebuking and now Replacing.  I know that you’re all keen on saying to God those “I will try harder next time” prayers but just hold back for another week, and this week practice Replacing. 

Inviting God to fill you up with the opposite of whatever attitude you’ve been trying to be shot of. You’re inviting God’s Holy Spirit into your life and thoughts and attitudes and emotions. His joy, His peace, His love. 

It can’t be a bad thing to ask God for more of that. Jesus said “If you then, no matter how evil you think you are, know how to give good gifts to your own children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" So keep asking Him. Amen. 
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