2nd January 2011
1 Tim 1:1-7

Freedom in Christ – Where are you heading?
Introduction

After a break for Christmas we return this morning to our series Freedom in Christ and the last two sermons in the series. This last section of the series has been focussing on growing as disciples, so at the start of a new year it would perhaps come as no surprise to have the question posed – Where are you heading?

New Year is traditionally a time of resolutions and looking ahead into the forthcoming year. A little article caught my eye the other day – ‘willpower won’t get you healthy’.  A study has found that willpower alone won’t help to keep a New Year’s resolution for longer than a week. Researchers followed 2K people who made a two week resolution to stop smoking, drink less or exercise and found that those who relied on willpower alone failed before the halfway stage. It concluded that good intentions will be more successful with support.

So with the question – Where are you heading? in mind what milestone will you use to gauge where you sit in relation to all that we have explored in this sermon series? Has it challenged you? If so how? And importantly what will you do about that?

You may be aware that in recent weeks there have been discussions in the media about the role of Christianity within our society. David Cameron’s Big Society for instance recognises the role of volunteers and the part the Church can play in supporting various initiatives. The Archbishop of Canterbury has given a view on that and Bishop Michael discussed quite recently the role of the judiciary and Christianity; making the point that our faith is one lived out daily and not in isolation. So where that faith comes into conflict with the law, due consideration of the motivation behind an action should be seen in light of that faith. 
Connections

In all this there is a place for ‘joined up thinking, hence the title of this sermon; our daily lives can’t be seen in isolation from what we profess each Sunday. The hopes and aspirations for the coming year are not to be seen in any form of isolation from our Christian faith but rather to be held as central to it. In other words where is Christ in all this and where will Christ be as the year unfolds?

Eavesdropping on a conversation
In our reading from this pastoral epistle although it contains Biblical truths it is also a personal letter between two fellow workers in Christ and the words reflect that. Timothy is urged to stay in Ephesus to counteract a situation where elements within the church are disrupting it by teaching unsound doctrines, myths and endless discussions on obscure elements within the OT (vv 3-4). This has been described as the Ephesian heresy – an attempt by those who would cling to the tenets of the Jewish faith and deny the saving act of Christ (cf. Paul’s Letter to the Galatians)
The purpose of counteracting this teaching was to stop doctrines or views that were not grounded in the gospel and replacing them with perceived improvements. Timothy is called to counteract those who would minister questions rather than minister saving grace. Scepticism does not build up a fellowship but rather batters it with abrasive questions. 
We would do well to hear the value of this conversation as Paul moves to the central tenet of this particular passage in verse 5 – the goal of sound Biblical teaching and our reaction to it, is love ‘which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.’
Implications
The implication of this verse is for us to love as God loves and by doing so, our faith becomes active. It concerns a community which is not corrupted by false teaching and distorted motives or of love constantly fighting a bad conscience. To be strong, love needs, as we have explored throughout this series, to be exercised on a daily basis with an acceptance of a pardoned conscience. 
So where does that place us for the coming year? Well if we return to that study about New Year resolutions the choice seems to be quite clear. We either try in our own strength to be better disciples or we accept that we need help and support. Jesus assures us Himself that He will give us that support through the leading and guidance of the Holy Spirit. So that our motivation and decision making becomes more God centred. 
In other words God has the first call on our lives when it comes to laying down plans or aspirations for the year. It follows that our attitudes may need to change as we look more to loving each other rather than ourselves.

I heard a very good ‘Thought for today’ on the radio recently that connected with this passage. It was a personal recollection of a priest who had ministered to two dying men, who as they lay in a stark clinical setting were surrounded by those who loved them deeply. At that point in their lives it didn’t matter what these men had achieved or what status they had. But rather that they were loved for who they were and not for what they were. A church fellowship built on that principle would seem to be the type of fellowship that genuinely wants it’s faith to be active. 
The encouragement from this passage speaks into our personal circumstances. How will we react to it in the coming year? Who will be the focus of your goals this year: you or Christ? 

Let’s finish with this story – one night the Lord appeared to a man and said, ‘I have work for you to do.’ He showed the man a large rock and told him to push against that rock with all his might. The man did just that and for day after day he put his shoulder squarely to the rock and pushed. Each night he arrived home sore and worn out, wondering if his day had been spent in vain.

Now seeing the man was showing signs of discouragement the devil started to place thoughts in the man’s mind such as, ‘Why kill yourself over this, you’re not going to move it?’ And, ‘You’ve been at it a long time and you haven’t even moved it an millimetre.’ So the man started to become discouraged and he started to ease up on the task. He wasn’t so enthusiastic or so diligent about getting up early to start.
So after some time he decided he had better talk to the Lord about how he was feeling. ‘Lord’ he said, ‘I’ve worked hard just as you asked me to, but I haven’t shifted that rock a millimetre, what’s wrong with me am I a failure?’ 

‘My son,’ the Lord replied, ‘a long time ago I asked you to serve me and you accepted. I told you to push against that rock with all your strength and you have done that. But never once did I ask you to move it, at least not by yourself! Your task was to push! Now you come to me all discouraged and ready to give up. But look at yourself, you have become strong, your arms are strong and muscled, your legs are massive and hard. Your back has been strong. Through all the opposition that rock has given, you have grown and you now surpass all that you were. I, my son, will move the rock. Your calling was to be obedient and to push, and to exercise your faith and trust in my wisdom and this you have done.’
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