KEEPING ALIGNED WITH GOD

What is this? A compass. What does it do? Points to the north. How important are compasses? We don’t know if Columbus had a compass, but he wanted to find India and got to the Caribbean – but maybe as a man he didn’t like asking direction! More up to date example? Suppose an aircraft sets off from New York for London, but with the compass one degree out. Not very much is it. Now, guess where they would arrive when they got to Europe? Well, some of you may remember trigonometry from school, the tangent of 1 degree is 0.0175, the distance is 3459 miles……the aircraft, instead of being at Heathrow, would be at Portsmouth, or Oxford, around 60 miles away. And if the error was 5 degrees, the plane would be in Newcastle and running short of fuel. The plane is just one illustration. Most of the world nowadays (except me)  can’t find the bathroom without a GPS device. Again, based on a compass…..

We need a spiritual compass as Christians too. Think of the thief on the cross and Judas. Judas was close to Jesus, he had witnessed all the miracles, maybe done some himself. But he betrayed him to death on the cross for 30 pieces of silver. The compass in his heart was not oriented to Jesus. The thief on the cross was far from God, he was a justly condemned sinner and criminal. And yet, remember how he called out “Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom”. His heart was turned, his compass fixed, on the Lord. And Jesus was gracious “even today you will be with me in paradise”. 

Without orientation we may fail to reach our true potential as Christians, and may even diverge from the true path. But how as a Christian do we keep our orientation, how do we get our spiritual compass bearings? We must align our lives with the Lord God. That’s not always easy! Jesus knew how important these things were. The Old Testament already had introduced ways, called spiritual disciplines or acts of righteousness, by which we come closer to our Lord God, we follow in his footsteps, we keep our compass aligned with him, and we allow him to transform our hearts. So in this section of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is going to tell us how to orient ourselves to God, to follow in Jesus’ own footsteps. I would love your response to this sermon to want to practice them more in your own lives!

Lets read: Matthew 6:1-8 “Be careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. “So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honoured by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 

“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.

Matthew 6:16-18: “When you fast, do not look sombre as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”

So Jesus is telling us three ways to keep in step with God, giving, prayer and fasting. Now, what do you think prevents us from doing them in the way God wants? I believe there are three, the world, the flesh and the devil, which are core to the “Freedom in Christ” course. Let me explain. The world is the views that society builds up in us when we aren’t Christians, like the idea that spiritual things are irrelevant to daily life, and that the only reality is what we can see, touch or measure. And these may of course contradict what the bible says is God’s truth. The flesh are all the corrupted thoughts, urges and appetites that want to pull us away from God, the selfishness we are born with, and we still retain when we begin to follow Jesus. And of course the devil is the enemy of God, who tempts us to diverge from God’s path, then accuses us so we are overwhelmed with guilt, and think ourselves unworthy of God’s attention. All of them are encouraging us to grab hold of the compass needle and point it in any direction but God’s so we go astray.

How does this relate to the passage? There’s a general pattern here, isn’t there. Jesus isn’t just saying “do these things” – in fact he assumes we will! But he’s telling us how to avoid the traps too of the world, the flesh and the devil. In each case he says: “Be careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.” Jesus is talking here about the Pharisees who showed off how religious they were. But they were falling into the traps of the world, the flesh and the devil! The world of Jesus’ time admired the public display of acts of righteousness, encouraging them to act out their giving, prayer and fasting before an audience! The flesh, their selfish nature, was puffed up by the admiration they received from other people, and even more from their inner pride and self righteousness. And the devil, I’m sure, kept telling them the lie that God loved it when they made such displays. 

But Jesus is saying the opposite - If you do such deeds in public, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. God doesn’t appreciate it when the worship he is due is actually redirected to oneself. He finds such giving, prayer and fasting worthless in his eyes. The act alone is not enough. God knew that they had grabbed the compass and their hearts were not oriented to him. And that can happen to us too, albeit in different ways. Like the Pharisees, we don’t align ourselves with God, we get diverted from what pleases him.

Don’t despair. God has not left us defenceless against these traps. Paul has three Scriptures that remind us of how in each case God is there to help us. Romans 12:2 says “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” God will renew our mind as we follow Jesus so we not longer fall in the world’s traps. Then Romans 8:9 says “You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature (that’s the flesh) but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you.” The Holy Spirit helps us overcome our ungodly desires. And James 4:7-8 says simply “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Come near to God and he will come near to you.” God is mightier, far mightier, than Satan, and at the name of Jesus, Satan flees.

Let’s now look at these spiritual disciples one by one, and see if God is pointing us to a better way to do them. Giving to the needy. We could have a whole sermon on this alone. But the Bible is absolutely clear that we need to do it. Jesus gave. Paul links giving to Christ’s supreme example. “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” (2 Corinthians 8:9)  By giving we obey Jesus’ second commandment, to love our neighbour. John says “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” (1 John 3:17).

The Pharisees didn’t have a problem with giving, they just did it in the wrong way, to aggrandize themselves. But nowadays we are often tempted not to give at all. Charities don’t have sufficient funds to cover needs. And yet, the world says, times are hard at present. We need to keep all the money we can for ourselves. The flesh says, I’d rather spend money on things that please me than give some to the needy. And the devil says, someone else will give, why should you? There are so many reasons for us to grab the compass needle! But I say to you, pray about giving, and act, God will help you! I think one way God has instituted to make giving easier is the standing order. Then, it’s only a question of one decision, the money slips away, we get used to it on the bank statement. 

I’d like to give a personal witness here. For many years before I was a Christian I struggled with meanness and greed. I would never dream of giving more than a few pounds to the church, although I was quite well off. But then in 1996 I attended while not yet a Christian a course at the European Baptist Convention on Godly Financial Management. Six months later I began to set aside 10% of my income to the church. It hurt a lot. But 6 months after that I came to know Jesus. There was no coincidence - the love of money would definitely have kept me from him otherwise. Even though you are Christians, further obedience in giving might bless you in ways you cannot imagine.

Personal prayer – we could give four sermons on this, but I’ll be brief, especially since Simon covered to so well 2 weeks ago! Prayer is our direct communication with our father in heaven. Jesus prayed. He found prayer essential to orient his own mission on earth with what God wanted him to do. For example Mark 1:35 “very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” By prayer he sought God’s guidance and so must we. As Jesus says, God already knows what we need, so we don’t need to babble away like pagans. But he loves to hear from us. And Jesus is underlining how prayer is going to help orient us to God in another way, by forgiving others.

The Pharisees didn’t have a problem with praying, they just did it in the wrong way, to show off. But our problem, I believe, is not praying at all – or just praying when you are in trouble, or as I used to, only when the plane is taking off. The world says – spiritual realities are just imaginary, what possible effect could praying have? Or prayer is just a way of self actualisation. The flesh says – I’d rather be doing something else, especially chatting to someone or watching TV. Prayer is too much like hard work. The devil says – what’s the point of praying, God isn’t listening, remember all the times he failed to answer your prayers in the way you wanted? There are so many reasons for us to grab the compass needle! 

How to overcome these traps? I believe that key is setting aside a time of day when we will always be on our knees, a time when we do withdraw to a quiet place, we listen, we adore, we confess, we thank God, we ask him for things. Book a place in your diary – it’s always feasible. I can’t resist repeating what Simon said about Luther, who started the Protestant Reformation that we are still following in this church today. He was a busy man, always preaching, writing and having meetings but when he had a heavy day in prospect he would say "If I fail to spend two hours in prayer each morning, the devil gets the victory through the day. I have so much business I cannot get on without spending three hours daily in prayer." Maybe we should get up earlier and do the same!

Let me just say that it is in prayer that I have moved forward in my ministry. God has taken me from the Bank of England, through the university till now I may soon be taking over a church. He has prompted and guided me, even though I have been irregular and demanding. He has a mission for you too, and he longs to tell you about it when you pray to him!

Fasting – again a practice that the Bible encourages. Jesus fasted. He fasted 40 days in preparation for his own mission, which led him to the cross. Fasting can be for penitence for sin, as when Paul fasted 3 days after his conversion, to repent for persecuting the church. Acts 13:2 records how fasting led to an important decision in the church in Antioch “While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”” And that was the start of Paul’s great missionary journeys to spread the word of God to the whole world.  Moses, David, Elijah, Esther and Daniel fasted too. Fasting has been common throughout history for devotion and also at times of great national emergency. In the midst of the Battle Of Britain, George VI designated Sunday September 18, 1940 as a national day of prayer and fasting.

The Pharisees didn’t have a problem with fasting, they just did it in the wrong way, again to be seen as holy men to be admired. But our problem, I believe, is not fasting at all. The world says – that’s weird, you must be religious nuts. The flesh says – I want my food and I want it now! And the devil says, God doesn’t care, and anyway your fast is so puny as to be meaningless – missing breakfast – call that a fast. There are so many reasons for us to grab the compass needle! But I believe the Holy Spirit can help us. One thing to consider is whether you are called to a food based fast or something else? Maybe, missing your favourite TV programme and praying instead? Or, even doing without TV entirely for a while? Or, some of us who find being with others essential to our lives, to fast from people’s company! Even the phone, mobile or otherwise! And finally, from consumer culture, and the best way to do this is to go among those who are broken, bruised, dispossessed – the homeless of Tunbridge Wells, the orphans of Mozambique…..not just to help them but to learn from them.

The primary purpose of fasting is not to twist God’s arm to get him to do what we want. God and his glory must be at the centre of fasting. As John Wesley said, “let fasting be done unto the Lord, with our eyes singly fixed on him. Let our intention be this, to glorify our Father which is in heaven”. Nevertheless, I believe that depriving ourselves of food for a time, our prayers are more powerful. A couple of weeks ago we fasted for our friend David so he would be healed of his cancer. And in the past we have fasted for other members of this church body who have been healed thereafter. We all thank God eternally that he heard his people in their fasting for those people.

Before I end I want to mention a key book on Spiritual Disciplines, by Foster. It shows us a number of addition biblical examples of such disciplnes, including solitude – being alone with God, simplicity – so our lives are more aligned with Jesus, and mediattion on Scripture, so we hear God’s voice and obey his word.

Orientation to God. It couldn’t be more important. My prayer is that by the power of the Holy Spirit you will be encouraged to practice more and more in your daily lives giving, prayer, fasting and other spiritual disciplines. That you will overcome the barriers to them set by the world, the flesh and the devil. Then you will become closer and closer to him. You will follow the calling to become more and more Christlike. You will fly like eagles, locked on to the Lord’s compass bearing, bringing his kingdom here on earth. And you will receive your reward from your father in heaven – a crown to lay at Jesus’ feet. 

