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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.


   
Superior Pleasures 

#1 – Fight Fire with Fire ‘Igniting a Passion For God’
We’ve been talking about praying and encouraging each other to pray alone and together, but still prayer remains hard and annoyingly frustrating for many Christians. It’s like fighting temptation as well. 
Many followers of Jesus find themselves knowing what they should do, but finding it so hard to so – and knowing what they shouldn’t do but finding it very hard not to do it! 

If prayer was the first thing the Lord laid on my heart for this year then this is the second thing. Where do we find motivation to pray – and on a bigger scaled, where do we find the motivation to consistently run from what is wrong and do what is right? I’m calling this series ‘Superior Pleasures’ because I am convinced that the key to change, the key to consistent victory in the battle against temptation and sin is to diminish sins attractiveness. But how? Simply by replacing it with something better – with superior pleasures! 

Let me open up these two options and see their respective benefits and weaknesses: 

1. Just say No! That’s OK, absolutely nothing wrong with that; sometimes that’s all we can do – just say no. But there’s a problem with it - it’s negative, it’s unattractive and ultimately not enough! See, the thing with temptation is that it makes the sin looks nice and if all I ever do is just say no to what looks nice to me it feels like it’s just a life full of self denial. And that’s hard when it’s all you do, day after day, month after month, year after year. Illu diet! Just cut out! You end up just saying no all the time. Frustrating.
I’ll tell you the results - one or more of the following: 
a. Eventually you’ll give in and succumb! We’re made for pleasure; God made us that way – to laugh, smile (uses less muscles you know!), to enjoy things. Have you noticed that it is really, really hard to deny something you think will give you pleasure? 
b. But if you don’t give in, if you are really strong and resist these obvious temptations to sin simply by saying no then it’s likely something else will happen - you’ll end up bitter/resentful towards God because all he ever does is spoil your fun! He’s just a kill joy. Not only that but you’ll almost certainly 
c. End up grumpy and joyless, anxious, fearful lest you make a mistake and almost certainly …

d. judgemental of others who don’t hit your standards. (Which ironically is itself a sin!) 

Joyless Christianity, where duty reigns does huge harm to God’s work on earth. It plays into the enemies hands. As Storms says - ‘Duty discharged without delight dishonours God’. Duty becomes little more than works done in order to keep in God’s good books, which was exactly the mistake that the Galatians made in the 1st century and which Paul had to write and warn them about very strongly (Cp Gal 5)! 
I suggest that ‘just saying no’ is a useful tool to have and a good one to use – like the OT law – but it’s not enough! It needn’t be, and it shouldn’t be the first one we use! 
There is a far better way to motivate ourselves to resist temptation on the one hand and to do what is right on the other. 
Back to my diet for a moment – why are both Weight watchers or slimming world so popular and for many, successful? Because they also let you have a little of what you like! it’s not just about denial. You need to have some pleasure as well!

Spiritually it’s the same – cannot survive and be happy just saying no! We need something to say yes to. So here’s the thing, rather than simply saying No to Satan 
2. Say YES …. to God!

Hebrews 11:25 tells us that Moses ‘chose to be ill treated along with the people of Israel rather than enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season’. Moses said no to sin – pleasures! Brilliant, well done M. But that’s only half the story. Why did he say no to the pleasures and treasures of Egypt? I’ll tell you why – because he saw superior pleasures and treasures elsewhere. 11:26 says ‘He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward’. He saw superior pleasures. He saw someone able to give him even better than Egypt offered – it was that which gave him the strength and the courage to resist and to do what is right. Desiring Superior pleasures are the key to saying no to lesser pleasures!
We can say no to something, but until we have something we think is better to say ‘yes’ to we’ll have little to help us in the battle. Giving up smoking or food. It’s all about the power of incentive. Is what you stand to get better than what you have to give up/forfeit? Only when you say yes to something else which you believe to be better that you’ll have the strength and motivation to sacrifice whatever it is willingly and gladly and joyfully – however hard the struggle is. 

We have all seen on our TV’s the pictures of the wild fires in places like Australia or the US. Fires well out of control; no hope of dousing them with water. How do they put them out? They fight fire with fire – they ‘back burn’ – they light another fire, which they carefully control and guide it to burn towards the out of control fire. Then when they meet the out of control fire has nowhere to go and nothing to burn and it will go out.

I suggest that’s what we need to do spiritually – fight the fires of passion for sin by lighting another fire – a fire of passion for God. So rather that saying ‘No’ all the time, we get excited and captivated and enthralled by a passion for God. Instead of wistfully looking at the supposed pleasures we stand to lose, we set ourselves to get captured by the superior pleasures that can be ours in God.  We shift our focus off the world and onto God. 
But how do we ignite a passion for God? Listen to some worship songs, wait for some mystical experience in a service?  
I believe it all has to do with appreciating someone. In our culture Love is often confused with lust. Maybe it always has been but people say they love someone when actually they lust after them. Now Lust is essentially selfish they want the person for what they will get from them. It’s the dog chasing it’s tail!
I believe that what some people feel about God is not love but lust – they want him for what they can get out of him. Happiness, help, new beginning, new purpose, rest, etc. Nothing wrong with any of those things – in fact he promises them to us as his gift. 

But what we see all the time in our narcissistic, self centred world is that after a while the thing/person that gave so much delight loses it’s attraction – leading to dissatisfaction and all the sad results of that.

It happens all the time in human relationships, and I believe it happens spiritually also. Lots of enthusiasm for God for a while but after a while people get used to the new normal and the gloss goes off. What do they do? Learn simply to say no – joyless Xianity, or get pulled by pleasures of ‘the world’ – like Demas in Bible. 
The key to igniting a fire for God is to change lust to love! Stop focusing on ourselves and our pleasures and start focusing on him. The more we delight in him the more real, lasting joy we will know. 
And we do that by spending time and getting behind the pretty face! Seeing the personality, getting to know the person, seeing and learning what they are really like. If the person is more than a pretty face love and appreciation will grow and proper and full and satisfying emotions will grow. Pleasure and appreciation will be far deeper than that given by a pretty face. 

In Ps 27:4 the poet says ‘One thing I ask of the Lord – this is what I seek; that I may dwell in the house of the lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon  the beauty of the Lord, and seek him in his temple’. Why? Because as Psalm 16:11 says ‘You fill me with treasures for evermore’ 

Thus over the next few weeks we’re going to gaze on him. My hope and prayer is that as we do the H/S will make him beautiful to us all, that our minds will be enriched and our hearts enlarged; that a fire of passion for God will be ignited for him and his glory; a fire that will blaze in our hearts and overpower all other fires and that we will cherish him more than anything or anyone else.

Will you pray with me? In quietness while we sit with our heads bowed I want to ask you to indicate to me and God that you want this fire ignited, that you want God to become all in all to you, that you want duty to give way to delight, that you want to pursue his superior pleasures. Please everyone keep your heads down and eyes closed,  this is a holy moment  but if this is you then I want you to just put your hand up  and I’ll pray for you – not individually but as a group.  (Include those in the prayer who didn’t put hand up for fear – but who want to know God better anyway)
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