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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Getting ready to Receive Jesus#1
Being prepared to receive Jesus.

Advent – coming, it’s time to think about and prepare for the celebration of the coming of Jesus as a Baby, and also his second coming as King.

I’m calling this series ‘Getting ready to receive Jesus’. There was plenty of this for the first advent and it’s a repeated theme throughout the NT regarding the 2nd advent – that we must be ready for his 2nd coming.

There’s an old carol I used to sing as I grew up – ‘Thou didst leave thy throne and thy kingly crown …’ with a chorus ‘O come to my heart Lord Jesus, there is room in my heart for thee’
For those of us who are serious about Jesus and being his followers I’m sure it’s a sentiment that finds an echo in our own hearts – he is welcome here, there is an invitation for him to come in. We love those seasons of our lives when we feel and know Jesus to be close and his presence felt in our lives. ‘Better felt than telt’! As we approach another Xmas I suspect that as we look at the shopping list and face the round of expectations of the next few weeks that many of us would settle for a fresh sense of a visit from Jesus.

Well – let’s see if we can’t prepare a home for him in our hearts this Christmas so we know the greatest of all joys. 
I could start by this series this morning by encouraging you to do all sorts of things in order to get ready to receive Jesus and we’ll probably look at a couple of things to do in a couple of weeks. But this morning I want to take a step back and look at one big, important thing. It is this  

Before we can receive Jesus, Jesus has to do something for us.

A question: If you are a committed, enthusiastic follower of Jesus have you ever sat in church listening to me or someone else preach and thought of those who don’t believe and wondered how can they not respond? Have you ever prayed for people, talked to people and thought ‘Why can’t you see it?’, ‘why won’t you do it’? Some of you have seen (are seeing) great changes for good in your life and you share what Jesus is doing yet people just don’t seem interested and you feel you could shake them sometimes! Have you ever wondered why more people don’t become Xians? 

Clue – look at some of the Churches/Xians!

No, that’s actually not the answer - LOL! It’s an excuse some use – and it’s a shame on the church. But ultimately it’s not the answer! This morning I want to show you why – and when you get this it will make you very grateful and humble for what you are and I’m sure it will make you pray even more for others.

In order to receive Jesus we first of all need to recognise who he is. I often have people phoning me up, or knocking on the door, or stopping me in the street trying to sell me something. You probably do to. Do I receive them into my home or buy from them? Never! I don’t know them! I’m not going to listen to them because I don’t know who they are. I need to know who they are, if they are reliable, trustworthy, what their reputation is first
When Jesus was on earth he was known and people were talking about him. Jesus himself knew this and one day he stopped and asked his closest friends and followers ‘who are people saying I am?’ I suspect he knew, but he had a reason for asking the question.

The answer – Matthew 16:14; Important people all of them, but all only men and all dead! 

It’s exactly the same today! Go out on the street and ask people what they think of Jesus or who they think he was – listen to their responses. They may say that he’s important, good person, but most have no real idea of who he really is. Why? Because most have never been introduced to him, or what info they do have comes from Coronation Street or Mr Bean or Richard Dawkins. 
So first thing is that people need to be introduced to him – and that’s where our part comes in.

But even so, most aren’t interested even when we tell them. Truth is that something has to happen TO us, to any person before they will start to understand who he really is and then be willing to receive him. 

In Matthew’s account of the conversation with his disciples he goes on to tell us that Jesus then turned the question to his followers ‘what about you, who do you say I am?’, and Peter replies ‘You are the Christ, the son of the living God.’ V16. Right answer Peter! The Christ, the Anointed one, the Messiah. The one from God! THE Christ; unique, special, matchless – the son of God.
No one will really receive Jesus unless they realise and recognise who Jesus is. Get who he is and there is only one possible response but fail to get it and he’s just like anyone else – good, but the costs and implications of following him are just too great. Unless he becomes more important to a person than anything or anyone else they will not receive him. The cost/benefit just do not weigh up.  

Now look at Jesus response – v17 ‘Blessed are you … for this was not revealed to you by man but by my Father in heaven’.

And that verse tells us something really important for us to understand. Here is the heart of what I want you to understand this morning – back to the big idea -
Without Gods help we cannot receive Jesus. Peters understanding of who Jesus really was wasn’t something he’d simply worked out, wasn’t something he’d decided for himself, wasn’t simply the result of what others had said (like his brother Andrew who first introduced him). Jesus said that this realisation of who he was was something God had given him – God had ‘revealed’ it to him.

And it has to be like this because as  1 Corinthians 2:14 says ‘The natural man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned’. 
What Paul is telling us here is that by nature we do not and cannot understand about Jesus, much less receive him. Something has to be done to us and for us, by God himself if our understanding is to be changed.
Elsewhere the Bible tells us that we are dead in our sins; it also uses the picture of people without Jesus being slaves. Dead people cannot respond, slaves were not free to make choices, they just did what they were ordered.

And this is what I was and you were too. Look at Eph 2:1-3! As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our flesh[a] and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath. Note that - Like the rest we were by nature objects of God’s wrath, dead in transgressions and sins. Might not have felt it – you might have been good, at least in your eyes! But truth is that there is none righteous, no not one, says the Bible (Rom 3). All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. Dead is dead; miss by an inch, miss by a mile – you’ve missed.
So what happened? What changed for you, for me? Why are you here today?

Maybe because you always come! Maybe habit, maybe because you like the people, maybe think it’s the right and good thing to do, etc. All good, but not right reason! But if you are here because you have understood who Jesus is and you want to worship him and honour him, if it’s because you are grateful to Jesus then it’s because God did something for you.
Eph 2:3-5 ‘By our very nature we were subject to God’s anger, just like everyone else. But God is so rich in mercy, and he loved us so much, that even though we were dead because of our sins, he gave us life when he raised Christ from the dead’. NLT
Even though you didn’t deserve it, even though you were under his judgement, he loved you and made you alive. God stepped into your life and did something before ever you were aware of it. It is because of God that you are what you are. 
Truth be told you can remember a time when, even if you believed in God and knew all about Jesus, when Jesus wasn’t that important to you. You didn’t really respect him; he was more of a party pooper, kill joy or someone to keep pleased. Some of you can’t do that because to be honest you were just rank pagans, living without a thought for God, not even believing in him. Either way – there was a time when none of us wanted a Saviour, a leader, a master, a reconciler, protector, a high priest and solicitor before God. You didn’t want those things – but now you do. Why? Because of God’s action. He made you alive, he opened your eyes, he gave you the gift of faith. 
This gracious act of God should have two (at least) consequences. 
1. As I said at the beginning this is the most humbling of realities. I was God’s enemy, justly ready for his justice – but he loved me and changed my heart and enabled me to see Jesus for who he is. It was the same for you to! There’s no room for pride here. It’s just ‘Thank you God’ all the way!
2. It should also lead us to pray for our unbelieving friends and family. Only God can change them, not me, not you, not flashy, clever, trendy this or that. It’s God’s work. So pray! It’s why prayer meeting is so important in our program!

One last thing – have you received Jesus? Have you believed in him yet? Maybe you’re unsure what it even means. What do we mean by that expression ‘received Jesus’? Is it just one of those religious, churchy expressions that we don’t really know what it means?

I don’t think so and next week we’ll have a look at just what it means and what is involved in receiving Jesus. 
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