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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 and Wayne Grude.The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. 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! Yes but How?

Bringing it all together – how do we make it a reality in our lives? How do we, can we do anything to help ourselves get to the place where this becomes an experiential thing for us rather than just a fond notion? 

That’s something that I long toyed with! I read books and listened to speakers and sermons and often yearned for that certain ‘something’ to make it click and to help me ‘feel’ these things. I feel deeply that our faith is meant to make a difference to us. Jesus came with good news and if what we believe doesn’t make a positive difference in our lives then what we’re believing probably isn’t what Jesus was talking about! How can we have God in us and not be changed, not be different? It has to be that way – if it’s not then something isn’t right! That’s NOT to say that you’re not a Christian, but it is simply acknowledging that something isn’t right, something doesn’t tally with what we read and see in the Bible. In the NT things changed when people started to follow Jesus; believers were known for their joy, and the fruit of the Holy Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, gentleness, self control, goodness, faithfulness. We don’t get a full crop of these all at once – they are fruit and take time to grow – but there should be some evidence of them developing. 

So if you’re not perfect yet then don’t lose heart! But can you look back over a yr or so and see a difference? You should do! (It may be a negative difference (ie things are not as good as they were last yr – then something’s wrong!)

But all that said, the question is – can we encourage the growth, can we encourage the experience of these things? Can we hot house them to encourage faster growth and experience? How do we ‘posture our soul’?  
I believe we can and I want to outline some things for you this morning:

1. Keep short account with the Lord. If you know there are things you’re doing, saying, thinking that are wrong then you need to repent. Not just say sorry, but seek with everything in you to repent. One of Satan's tricks is to get us to believe things are OK when they are not! Many times I’ve had people in blatant sin saying ‘But my walk with Jesus has never been better’. Sorry – but no! If you’re living in deliberate and consistent sin then whatever you feel is not the blessing of God, it’s a counterfeit. 

So – have you ever truly, genuinely confessed and repented of your sin? Ie, are you a real Xian? Until you are then none of this will get very far.

Believer – are you hiding some cherished sin thinking God doesn’t see it and that it doesn’t matter? Deal with it!   
Get that right and we’re in the place where a few other things can really start to help. Things we can do that will help get and keep our hearts in a place where God can really speak to us and where we will more likely get enraptured with his beauty and appreciate the pleasures that come in and through him. Things we can do that tend to allow the Spirit of God to ‘tenderise our hearts’ towards Jesus. The first one I want to suggest may just surprise you: 

2. Fasting: Isn’t that something that the ‘wackies’ and ‘enthusiasts’ do? Well it’s something that Jesus did and something he implied that his followers would do so it’s good enough for me! Matt 6:16-18 Jesus says ‘when you fast’ not if but when! There’s a kind of assumption that this is something his followers would do as part of our devotion. 
Fasting is usually associated only with denying ourselves food, but the essence and value is not in the abstaining from food, but simply in denying our physical appetites – which may be food, social media, recreation, even physical intimacy with a spouse. 

But why? What good can it do? Three things (at least)
a. Fasting was largely associated with mourning in the Bible and was partly and expression of grief. Jesus critics asked why his disciples didn’t fast to which he replied – ‘you don’t fast at the wedding’ in other words, it wasn’t the right time, but the time would come when they would. Fasting was an expression of a deeper hunger, a deeper longing for something more precious than mere physical food. I haven’t time to develop this but God’s people fasted when they sought him in times of danger, threat, in famine, in spiritual need.

The point is this – fasting is about self denial for a spiritual end. It expresses sincerity, seriousness and deep desire. Do you want God enough to give something important up for him? How much do you want to know him?
b. Fasting helps us to remember what is really important. Life becomes very cluttered with the urgent that masquerades as important. Take those things away and we get time to focus and feast on the supreme delight which is God.

c. Fasting helps us focus on the giver rather than the gifts. In life we become dependent on the gifts rather than the giver. To remove the gifts enables us to look more and rely more and appreciate more the giver 

So fasting can be a sort of spiritual CBT – exchanging on thought for another. 

· Turn TV off and use the time to pray or read or serve someone else for the Lord’s sake.
· Take a break from online games or FB or similar – use the time to pray

· There are other little things you can do – like choosing to pray when someone annoys you; choosing to thank God for something when tempted to moan or complain; or having a verse to learn when you are in a queue. It’s partly about choosing to do something good and God-ward on potential negative prompts.  

Closely linked to fasting has to be 

3. Spending time with God’s word.  God’s word is the supreme place where he reveals himself to us so it’s crucial that we spend time here – reading, watching, listening to God in it. 

And time is the important thing! A 5 minute read and pray each day is good, so is listening to a 25-30 min sermon once or twice a week, but there’s only so much these can do. To really get the benefit we need to do a little more – we need to think about it, let it soak into us – meditate on it. 

Teabag illustration: Dipping tea bag into hot water gives the water a little flavour. But letting it soak and brew will infuse the full flavour. We need to do the same with the word. Not just a sprinkling – sometimes we need to let it brew so that it infuses us! That takes time – hence the link with fasting. 

If your desire is to get enraptured with God then let me encourage you to take some time out and to spend time just thinking, just musing on God’s word. Look at what it says, the imagery it uses, what it says about God’s character, and nature – let it brew!  The more you do the more it will affect you and how you react and what your priorities are. It’s partly why we do LG’s as we do. Also, take time to reflect and think about sermons afterwards; taking notes can be a help to remind you.
4. Worship: There is a sense in which everything is worship, everything is for him, but I’m thinking here specifically about singing and reading about and listening to the beauty of God. Looking at him, admiring him, praising him. Worship has a wonderfully transformative effect on us – takes our attention of self and only God; it puts things in perspective.

How to worship by yourself -  

· Read the Bible! Psalms are actually great for this!

· Read/sing hymns and songs about God (or listen to them) and enter into them. Old as well as new! Not just the sloppy ones that say how much we love God. That doesn’t help when you don’t actually feel you love God. Songs about God and what he’s done. Get a hymn book! Put a CD on.
· Go and marvel at nature!  Look at it, closely; look at it, look at the design in miniature and the majesty of the universe. Then - ‘And when I think that God his son not spearing, send him to die …’ That’s worship, that’s wonder, that takes us to a place where who God is and what he’s done and will do for us is more wonderful than anything else than anything else.
5. Obedience! We do actually need to live a life of conscience obedience if we’re to experience the delights and find our greatest pleasures in God. Look at what Jesus himself says ‘Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father and I too will love him and show myself to him’ John 14:21. 
So the sum of all this is that there is a lot of intentionality in this – not just waiting for something to happen but making deliberate and strategic choices. ‘Draw near to me, and I will draw near to you’ James 4:8 is a promise. ‘Ask, seek, knock’. ‘Behold I stand at the door and knock’ is spoken to believers – he wants to come in and abide with you. And lastly Jer 29:13 – ‘You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart’.
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