Psalm 16 and Mark 13:1-8
I know someone who is very interested in passages that talk about the end of this age.  He follows a particular line of thinking which I know only too well.  When I was younger it was expounded in Hal Lindsey’s book “The late, great planet earth” and has surfaced recently in the “Left behind” series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins.

They make great reading but unfortunately the theology behind them and the preaching on this topic leaves me feeling anxious and worried. 
The message made it clear that if we weren’t ready when Jesus returned we would be left behind and have to endure the tribulation.

The trouble was that I never really knew whether I was ready!
In fact I used to wake up at night and have this overwhelming need to telephone another Christian to check they were still here and I hadn’t been left behind!

However on reading and looking into Mark 13:1-8 a different picture emerges.

This discourse of Jesus is not talking about the signs that will appear to usher in the return of Christ.

 Rather as verse 8 states, “These are but the beginning of the birth pains.”  They are not the end.
The destruction of the temple took place in AD70 and the original readers of this gospel would have probably already witnessed this event.

This passage, far from causing anxiety, was designed to set the early church’s mind at rest!

It was written to put events into perspective and warn against the fanatics who would claim that these are signs of the imminent return of Christ.

In other words the events described in this passage are the norm and we are not to get concerned but rather continue to live our lives as God would want us to.

At various times the Church has become too involved in “interpreting the signs of the age” which in turn has led us to live a life of faith that is more concerned about coping with the present coupled with the belief that in the end everything will be fine when we either die or Christ returns.
Don’t get me wrong I do believe that Heaven is a reality and that it will be a place of untold joy, peace and fulfilment but I also believe that life is worth living and enjoying now.

As Christian Aid states, “We believe in life before death”!

In my early Christian life it was all about giving things up in an endeavour not to be worldly and thus be repaid in eternity!

Life is worth living now especially if you follow Christ.  It is not what you give up it is what you receive as followers of Jesus.

If I have learnt one thing in life it is that this Christian life we all walk is not something we endure in order to get a ticket to heaven but one that is to be enjoyed here and now and is full of purpose. How do you view this statement?
Psalm 16 gives us a wonderful insight into that life lived with God.

The Psalmist is stating that life is fulfilling when it is lived God’s way.
The author is writing at a time when an understanding of eternal life was in its infancy.  Indeed the only verse that alludes to eternal life is verse 11.

He clearly places his trust in God, v1.
This trust is not simply a hopeful one but one born out of knowledge.  The writer has been through difficult times and is saying, “Keep protecting me as you have done in the past.”
Psalm 16 strongly maintains that there is no good outside of God, v2.

Verses 5 and 6 are the climax of this Psalm.

Verse 5 states that God alone is the Psalmist’s inheritance and verse 6 makes the point that it is not the land itself so much as God, “What a wonderful inheritance!” alludes back to verse 5. 

So for the Psalmist his whole life only has meaning in the light of his commitment to God and God’s commitment to him.

Furthermore the writer of this Psalm sees everything in his life as coming from God. 
Verses 7 and 8 outline his good fortune of the:

· Help when hard decisions have to be made v7.
· A constant companion in difficult time’s v8 which can only be said after a sober verse such as v7.

Verses 9 to 11 outline the security enjoyed by those who place their trust in God.

So who is the Psalmist?  It is probably David as the title suggests.

David is a character I gain huge encouragement from.  He could demonstrate the very best in human nature whilst at other times the very worst.

He demonstrated concern and high moral values when he took Mephibosheth, Saul’s grandson and only surviving relative into his household and took care of him.

Yet on the other hand he showed no concern at all for Uriah and demonstrates lamentable morality in his infidelity with Bathsheba.

He was a man who knew immense wealth as King of Israel yet knew poverty both as a shepherd and when he was fleeing from Saul.

As King of Israel he was the most powerful man in the country yet he knew fear and a loss of this power when he had to flee from Jerusalem after his son, Absalom, declared himself King.

Yet this is the David of Psalm 16.  This is the David that is saying life is worth living because of God alone.
So what could he mean?

It is clear that of overriding importance to David, was his relationship with God.  This can be seen in the way he responded to God’s reprimands through the prophets when he sinned against the Lord.  He repented and endeavoured to change.  David based the worth and meaning of his life on his relationship with God and it was this that gave him purpose and fulfilment.

So what does this mean for us today here at St Mark’s?
The Christian life is one to be lived and enjoyed here, today, now!

It seems to me that David gives us two clues as to how we can achieve this:

1. Reject other gods v4

What are the gods of today?
Materialism and the accumulation of wealth may be two of them?
The difficulty is how do we deal with such gods in our society? And importantly how do we deal with these ‘gods’ in our own lives?
I think that David’s attitude is the one to have; if we have wealth use it to help others and if we don’t then our trust is still in God.
2. Community v3

David is clearly drawn to godly people and sees them as the people he wishes to be with.

We as the church need to build community and surely that is what we are endeavouring to do here at St. Mark’s. How easy or difficult is that?
Not an exclusive group but rather one that builds relationships so that others are easily welcomed. What could that look like?
As we build this type of community we will be able to help and support each other as we face the challenges that living for Christ now inevitably produces.

Home Group and SMOG.

The Christian life is exciting, challenging and fulfilling.  Let us grasp it and live it NOW!!
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