Curbside Pickup
Reconnect – February 10, 2008
Text: James 1:21-25
Key Thought: God wants to make a lasting change in us through our relationship with Him, but we must help in that process by trusting Him enough to do what He asks us to do.  
21...Get rid of all the filth and evil in your lives, and humbly accept the message God has placed in your hearts, for it is strong enough to save your souls.  22And remember, it is a message to obey, not just to listen to.  If you don’t obey, you are only fooling yourself.  23For if you just listen and don’t obey, it is like looking at your face in a mirror but doing nothing to improve your appearance.  24You see yourself, walk away, and forget what you look like.  25But if you keep looking steadily into God’s perfect law – the law that sets you free – and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it.  
 (James 1:21-25, NLT)
Series Intro: A Practical Look at Lent 
· Last week we began our latest series called “Give Up What?!?” – a practical look at the ancient Christian observance and practice of Lent
· Lent is the traditional name given to the 40 day period which ends with Easter Sunday, which is set aside to be a time of personal growth through self-denial and a renewed focus on God, as opposed to other distractions in life – eliminate a distraction, grow closer to God
· The idea of Lent is to give something up you enjoy (like chocolate) to demonstrate that God is first in your life (inside-outside dimension getting right), and to fill the space created with a practice that will bring you closer to God (vertical dimension getting right), while making sure any side benefit (like saving money) goes to helping other people (horizontal dimension getting right)

· We don’t want this to be a meaningless, religious ritual – all they do is weigh people down and suck the life out of them

· Rather, we believe that when this is properly understood in the context of who God is and the good He wants to do in our lives, that it can become something that will bring us personal benefit and help us to grow as people

· And it’s not too late to start – just decide today, and pick up a card at the back to help you with it
Intro: Getting Some Work Done
· One of the many defining characteristics of our Western society today is our obsession with our looks – or perhaps even just with looks in general

· This goes to our fascination with celebrities AND our desire to never grow old

· This incredible triangle seems to come together in MJ – the King of Pop himself

· The graphic behind me is one artist’s rendering of the eventual evolution of Michael into some kind of Shmoo – gotta love it

· How many times have we seen the man change?  But before we get too judgmental, what if you and I had that kind of money?  What if every option that there was, was available to us?  What would you get done, if indeed you could, “get a little work done”?

· Because plastic surgery isn’t just for celebrities anymore – it’s the rest of us wanting to be LIKE them that is really making the industry go

· Let me tell you, the first thing I’d do would be the love handles – and then laser eye surgery – and then the love handles again, just in case there was anything left

· And if I liked it enough, then who knows?  Maybe I’d call up Dr. Dorfman and get a whole new smile – get some of that crazy light teeth whitening

· And then maybe I’d get some pec implants – and maybe I’d get some butt work done, because Janice always says I have no butt – and do they have laser ear hair removal?  Just curious...
Outside to Inside
· One of the side benefits of obsessing over your outside, of course, is that it diverts attention away from other, awkward questions about one’s insides

· With plastic surgery, you have the planning stage, where you map out what you want to look like and you shop around for the best doctor you can afford – then, you go under the knife, and then you have 
· But if you want to change your insides – your reactions to others, your attitude, your character – who you are when no-one’s looking, as has been said by many – well, that’s a whole other kind of process, and it’s one that you measure in years or decades, not days or months

· And even talking about changing one’s inside is a little bit awkward, isn’t it?

· Who wants to admit that there are some things about us that we don’t like?  Or worse, that maybe others don’t like but are too polite to mention?  Or to own those things enough to change them?

· It’s much easier to deny that there’s a problem, or blame others, or make excuses, or not get caught
· But fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on where you’re at, those who truly love us do want us to become who they see us capable of becoming – good parents, supportive spouses, true friends – people who will tell you the truth about yourself and then comfort you after they’re done
Read Text: James 1:21-25
· And based on what we read in the Bible, we can include God in that category as well, of those who want to see us improve our “insides”

· Here’s what a man named James had to say about that, as someone who had experienced this firsthand:
21...Get rid of all the filth and evil in your lives, and humbly accept the message God has placed in your hearts, for it is strong enough to save your souls.  22And remember, it is a message to obey, not just to listen to.  If you don’t obey, you are only fooling yourself.  23For if you just listen and don’t obey, it is like looking at your face in a mirror but doing nothing to improve your appearance.  24You see yourself, walk away, and forget what you look like.  25But if you keep looking steadily into God’s perfect law – the law that sets you free – and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it.   
       (James 1:21-25, NLT)

A Closer Look:
· v21 – “Get rid of all the filth and evil in your lives, and humbly accept the message God has placed in your hearts” – he’s not mincing words

· The writer of this letter is James – and there are a bunch of guys named Jim in the New Testament, but this one is the half-brother of Jesus – who based on the biographies of Jesus, never followed his brother until after his death

· However, this James was a spiritual giant who became, tradition tells us, the head of the church based out of Jerusalem – someone who would eventually give their life for Christ, someone who lived such a good life among those around him that even the people most hostile to Christianity couldn’t find anything bad to say about him

· James was a guy who knew what it was to change – because like I said, he and his other brothers were pretty hard on Jesus, the oldest of the bunch

· In their defence, can you imagine growing up with a brother that actually WAS perfect?  (Carol, no laughing!)

· But when Jesus died and then rose from the dead, it seems that his brothers were transformed, and became some of His closest followers

· James went from being a bitter younger brother to someone who was known to pray for hours and hours and hours on his knees, someone who was known for his incredible, God-given wisdom

· He’s writing here to others like himself – people who grew up in the Jewish faith and culture, but who then had embraced Jesus as the promised one, sent from God, the Messiah
· v21 – “it is strong enough to save your souls”

· This message is that the love of God has come down in human form, through Jesus – that God has loved the world and all its people SO MUCH that He has sent His Son Jesus – part of Himself – to die for it, and to make a way for it to reconnect with God

· It IS a message that has to be humbly accepted – that we’re not strong enough or good enough or capable enough to fix ourselves, and there’s no-one else qualified, either – we’re broken, we’re messed up, we’re poor, we’re needy, we’re scared – but God has loved us so much as to die for us, and if we will just trust that, if we will trust Him enough to put Him front and centre in our lives, that we will be changed and in fact, that we will live forever 

· v22 – “a message to obey, not just to listen to”

· v23-24 – “...for if you listen and don’t obey, it’s like looking at your face in a mirror but doing nothing to improve your appearance...”

· We are fascinated with mirrors – our eyes are always drawn to reflections of ourselves, and there is no-one at whom we can look for quite so long or in quite so many ways

· We pose in front of mirrors, we primp and preen, we love to see ourselves, even when we’re at our worst – crying, angry, joyful – the mirror is a magnet for our eyes – and you see it the most in kids, from when they’re so young that they think that it’s another person on the other side, to when they use it to get their “sad face” just right, to try to manipulate their parents
· And when we don’t see what we expect to in a mirror, it freaks us out – check out this little powerpoint show that someone sent my wife this week (powerpoint slides of caricatures)
· My wife would laugh at me talking about this, because as someone who’s pretty metro, I tend to spend a long time in front of mirrors – so it’s good that we each have our own bathroom

· But any observer would think we were pretty ridiculous if we spent lots of time in front of a mirror without ever doing anything about what we saw – wiping our face, blowing our nose, squeezing that monster pimple, plucking that eyebrow hair that’s three inches long, or that nose hair that seems to carry on a conversation by itself

· If we saw those things and didn’t look after them, well, eeeew
· v25 – “But if you keep looking steadily into God’s perfect law – the law that sets you free – and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it.   
· “Love the Lord with all your heart and soul and mind and strength, and love your neighbour as yourself” – Jesus said that this was the heart of the law (better called the teaching or the way of life) 
· “The Law that sets you free” – James’ listeners were very familiar with laws and rules – the 613 of them that were taught by the Jewish religious teachers, that all had to be kept, rules for every area of life, rules that eventually replaced any joy, any relationship with God with a balance sheet, a checklist of things to do
· But James says that this one is different – that’s it’s a key, not a lock – that sets a person free to love other people and live alongside God as they do
Going and Not Going Back
· A lot of this is really about going and not going back
· There are things that God wants to deal with in our lives, things that will hamper us and hurt us, things that could even ultimately choke out our relationship with Him

· He wants to help us deal with those things – but we have to decide to do the dealing with Him – He won’t just take care of it for us and then send us an email letting us know it was done

· What is it?  What does God want to help you leave behind?  Unforgiveness?  Hatred for someone close to you?  Hurts from your past?  An addiction?  Something secret, that you’re ashamed of anyone else ever knowing?  And yet, He already knows... He’s always known, He’s always been sharing space with it, and He’s always wanted to take care of it for you
The Big Idea: 
God wants to make a lasting change in us through our relationship with Him, but we must help in that process by trusting Him enough to do what He asks us to do.  

Conclusion: The Great Divorce (C.S. Lewis)
·  One of C.S. Lewis’ lesser known books is “The Great Divorce” – and no, it’s not about tips for helping your marriage

· It’s a short work of fiction, written to make people think about eternal realities and possibilities – a poetic look at heaven, hell and what might or might not be in between

· Wikipedia gives this synopsis of the plot:

· In The Great Divorce, the narrator suddenly, and inexplicably, finds himself in a grim and joyless City (the "grey town", representative of both Purgatory and Hell). He eventually finds a bus for those who desire an excursion to some other place (and which eventually turns out to be the foothills of Heaven). He enters the bus and converses with his fellow passengers as they travel. When the bus reaches its destination, the "people" on the bus — including the narrator — gradually realize that they are ghosts. Although the country is the most beautiful they have ever seen, every feature of the landscape (including streams of water and blades of grass) is unbearably solid compared to themselves: it causes them immense pain to walk on the grass, and even a single leaf is far too heavy for any of them to lift.
· Shining figures, men and women whom they have known on Earth, come to meet them, and to persuade them to repent and enter Heaven proper. They promise that as the ghosts travel onward and upward, they will become acclimated to the country and will feel no discomfort. Almost all of the ghosts choose to return instead to the grey town, giving various reasons and excuses. Much of the interest of the book lies in the recognition it awakens of the plausibility and familiarity, along with the thinness and self-deception, of the excuses that the ghosts refuse to abandon, even though to do so would bring them to Reality and "joy forevermore". 

· One of the encounters has always fascinated me, and I wanted to read it to end off this morning:
Read Excerpt: p. 98-101 of “The Great Divorce” (C.S. Lewis) – the Ghost with the Lizard on his shoulder

· None of us would ever want to admit that we might have a lizard on our shoulder – and yet, we well might – something that wants us to believe that it’s integral to who we are (like the “thing” from a few weeks ago), that we just cannot ever be rid of, something that wants to make us think that the best we can ever hope for is to find a way to live with it

· An addiction, a weakness, a destructive behaviour, a set of emotions, a hurt, a wound, something that someone has done to us

· But God asks us to trust Him, just as the angel does in the story – that He is the only one that can kill this, and that if we will truly yield it to Him, that He will do something in us that we could never predict, that will transform us and enable us to soar – and in fact, the thing that holds us back can, properly set in place by God, be what allows us to do so
· What is that thing for you?  Take the next few minutes to give it some thought and allow God to speak deep into your hearts

· I heard this song again this week – I was on a long car ride and I’d brought some music – and of course, eventually the 80’s and 90’s always find their way on in any car I’m in

· As you listen to this song, I want you to do something for me that might be a bit radical: imagine that it is God singing to you – no, really, you’re allowed – and let His love and strength fill you up
Response: “I Believe In You” (Amanda Marshall)
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