“Follow you...? To where?” (Part III of III) by Rev Allister Lane

5th February 2012 

Psalm 147:1-15

Mark 1:29–39

Let me get straight to the point:
Today’s readings are both about God’s restoration.
The Psalm anticipates: 

“The Lord builds up Jerusalem;
   he gathers the outcasts of Israel. 
3 He heals the broken-hearted,
   and binds up their wounds. 


And in Mark’s Gospel we hear how Jesus (with great love and tenderness) came to Peter’s Mother-in-law, took her by the hand and lifted her up.

This gesture is one of restoration from illness; bringing the miracle of God’s purposes to that household, and then to many others in the city, and across Galilee.
This reading from Mark’s Gospel follows directly from the readings we have had the previous two Sundays, as we have heard Jesus call his first disciples and lead them to join in his public ministry.
And as Jesus begins this public ministry 
we get to see what his message means.

We get to see how his actions bring into reality the truth of his proclamation that “the Kingdom is near.”
As Jesus’ disciples today we are also called to journey with Him through the cross and the resurrection toward the eternal reality called ‘heaven’.

The last two Sundays I’ve emphasised how Heaven is the eternal goal; 

the everlasting Kingdom of God’s rule;

the ultimate coming together of God’s purposes. 

The description I shared last week (that is concise, yet profound) is that heaven is where God’s purposes for the future are stored up.
  

I have felt it necessary the last two weeks to sharpen our understanding of heaven, as there are a lot of unhelpful, unbiblical ideas floating around.
Let me briefly recap these:

· Firstly, heaven is not a place completely separate to earth, but a reality breaking out on earth. We hear this when Jesus says: ““the kingdom of God (heaven) has come near” (MK 1:15). Heaven is God’s greater reality, not completely the same as the current reality on earth, but God is bringing it into our lives now – this is the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

· Heaven (therefore) is not some post-mortem destiny. Heaven is not a place to escape from our bodies and the present world forever. The New Testament anticipates heaven is coming to earth. Jesus taught us to pray “your kingdom come on earth as in heaven”.

· Heaven is not a place we follow Jesus to. On the contrary, Jesus speaks of his return to earth one day, when God’s reign (the kingdom of heaven) will be complete.

Heaven is the reality of God’s purposes, God’s eternal purposes being fully realised.

This reality is inaugurated in Jesus’ resurrection, giving us our hope in an incorruptible new creation, with new bodies in the redeemed and renewed new creation, a creation where heaven and earth come together.

And I said last week that there are significant implications for this understanding of heaven:

we certainly aren’t killing time until we die, expecting our ‘spiritual essence’ to be whisked away to disembodied immortality.

And so today I want to consider some possible implications of understanding the reality of heaven on our current journey of discipleship.
In fact, let me simply state up front what I believe the most significant implication is for us right now (this is the main point of today’s sermon)...
Given that the reality of heaven is coming to earth through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, 
and that we are called to be part of what Jesus is doing, 
we participate in the building the kingdom of heaven. 
And what we contribute to the kingdom of heaven will not be left behind on a doomed earth, but will last into God’s future.

Can we believe that this world is not destined for annihilation but will endure, in a transformed way?

Perhaps it’s easier to imagine the destruction of the earth, than its redemption and renewal – after all Hollywood has given us dramatic special effects of various apocalyptic tableaus. In movies like 2012 (where the world implodes and floods) and Armageddon (where a giant meteorite is hurtling toward the planet).

But unlike these scenes of annihilation, we have hope in God’s purposes of redemption and renewal of creation. 
Today’s readings point our attention to God’s purposes of redemption and renewal. 
And the resurrection of Jesus marks the beginning of this new creation that is to become part of the future fulfilment of the kingdom of heaven; the eternal kingdom of heaven.
Let me assure you this is not just abstract doctrine; this maters for us, right now!
What we do now, can contribute to the kingdom of heaven enduring as part of God’s future for us all.
To support this understanding let me quote a preacher most of you will have heard of (see if you can guess who said this)

Our ultimate human destiny is not about our soul taking flight from this prison of earth that we find ourselves in.
But rather it is about ... existence on a redeemed earth...

Therefore, the Mission of God’s people is not accomplished by the salvation of “souls” for an otherworldly heavenly existence, because the ultimate destiny of the redeemed is to live in the new earth.
This was from the sermon preached here on New Year’s Day by the Rev Stuart Simpson.

Stuart went on to give this illustration:

Imagine if our garden although tendered is still constantly infused with weeds.

If we thought that in the end our garden would be destroyed ... then would we bother to weed it or take care of it?

Maybe for a short time, but I suggest we would probably give up and not worry about it.

However, if we knew that there will come a time when our garden would no longer have any weeds and would actually become the best it could, then we would help by taking care of it.

In addition to Stuart’s image of gardening, let me offer another image of what I think it’s like to be part of God’s redeeming and renewing of creation.

When Naomi and I moved south several years ago to study for ministry, we had the opportunity to own a house of our own: a small bungalow on the flat in South Dunedin.

Before that we had only ever rented, and although I’m confident we were responsible tenants... we found ourselves taking much greater interest in the maintenance than any of the rentals we’d lived in. 
We became passionate about renovating; 
taking walls out and putting others in, 
fixing dripping taps, 
and generally taking an interest in making improvements to enjoy.
Understanding our part in God’s redeeming and renewing of creation, Paul wrote this to the church in Corinth:

“... my beloved,* be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labour is not in vain.”  
(1 Corinthians 15:58)
God‘s purpose is to save the world. 

And following Jesus, empowered and guided by the Spirit, what we contribute to the kingdom of heaven will not be left behind on a doomed earth, but will last into God’s future.

We are not weeding and fertilising a garden that’s about to have a petrol station built on top of it.
We are not pruning a tree that’s about to be pulped to make toilet paper.

We are not servicing a vehicle that’s shortly to be crushed.
We are not sculpting a marble statue that’s going to be thrown into a landfill.

“in the Lord your labour is not in vain”
Christian theology of leaving the earth behind for a ‘disembodied spirituality’ has encouraged ecological neglect by the church. Jesus’ invitation to follow him is to join him on a journey of healing and restoration, for all creation.

And so, we follow Jesus, not away from earth to disembodied immortality, but into a reality known as ‘heaven’, that we are part of building right now.

To believe that together we are involved in this heavenly project is perhaps as hard to believe as the resurrection.

And yet this is what the Gospel assures us.

1. Every act of caring;

2. Every gesture of love and tenderness;

3. Every time we use our God-given creativity to create a painting, a tapestry, a child’s toy and a home-cooked meal;

4. Every minute spent praying, nursing, and teaching;

5. Every deed inspired by God’s love that grants respect and dignity

6. Every time we recycle and act for the beauty of the world

7. Everything we do that witnesses to God’s goodness; strengthens the Church’s example; and chooses life and holiness instead of death and distortion will be gathered in resurrection power to be part of the eternal Kingdom of heaven.

Let me make one quick clarification: the Kingdom of heaven doesn’t arrive incrementally by a gradual improving of the world. The New Testament is clear that the full reality of the Kingdom of heaven will come about at Jesus’ return, which will be decisive. We are involved, but it is God’s project, God’s purposes, God’s power. And this is important because if the terrible evil that has a grip on our world is to be properly dealt with; it requires judgement by God.
But for now, on our journey of discipleship, we have the chance to make a contribution that is not wasted but, because it is done as an expression of our discipleship, will be part of the eternal Kingdom of heaven.
TIME Magazine named their 2011 Person of the Year ‘The Protestor’. 

And whilst TIME Magazine has oversimplified the global situation; suggesting that there is a universal commonality of the protests (which have occurred in very different places, very different contexts, seeking very different things) what all these protests demonstrate is that there are people who care.  
Instead of silent withdrawal; a despairing disengagement, 
people are taking action and seeking a better way, 
a way that will bring lasting change for the future. 
Can the same said of us?

As those who follow Jesus,

the One who takes us by the hand and lifts us up,

the One who demonstrates God’s purposes of salvation in the Kingdom of heaven

...do we recognise the contribution we can make in building the Kingdom of heaven?

In the week ahead may the Spirit of God open our eyes to the opportunities we have to be part of building the Kingdom of heaven, and teach us compassion and love.
Amen.
� N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope (2008), pp151.





