Jan 1, 2012
God Makes Everything New
Eccl. 3:1-13; Rev. 21:1-7

This is a day for acting on New Year’s resolutions.  Many folk at this time of year are thinking about changes that they would like to see in themselves and in their situation.  For many people the beginning of a New Year raises to consciousness the desire for a fresh start in life – a new beginning.

There are, however, at least two major problems with the New Years’ resolutions most people make:

1.  One is that they are usually dependent on human willpower instead of God’s power and as a result do not last long. 

2. A second is that they are typically self-centered rather than God-centered and as a result typically concern things that have little significance in the grand scheme of things.

The first problem is widely acknowledged.  I recently asked an individual about whether or not he had made any New Year’s resolutions and his response went something like this, “I don’t make New Year’s resolutions anymore.  Most people don’t keep them anyway and I’m no different.”  Quaker author Richard Foster cites another problem with New Year’s resolutions that are focused on human willpower.  They are, he suggests, an affront to God.  God has created us such that we are to live in dependence on him.  To think we don’t need God is an act of defiance against God.  They are an act of will worship rather than an act of worshipping God.  Twentieth century spiritual leader Emmet Fox writes, “As soon as you resist mentally any undesirable or unwanted circumstance you thereby endow it with more power – power which it will use against you and you will have depleted your own resources to the exact extent.” 
The writer of the Book of Ecclesiastes, known simply as the Preacher, speaks to the second problem.  The Preacher was an old man when he wrote his book and writes with the perspective of years of living.  He begins with the premise that most of the things most people chase after during their lifetimes are really meaningless.  Pleasure, wisdom and work, he asserts are in essence ‘a chasing after the wind’.  He goes on to lament that that all men and women are subject to events and circumstances over which they have little or no control. From the Preacher’s perspective, the problem of the human race is this: Men and women were created for eternity yet they live within time so nothing men and women do can ever truly satisfy.   The passage for which he is most well-known reads like this:

A Time for Everything 
1There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under heaven— 
2 A time to give birth and a time to die; A time to plant and a time to uproot what is planted. 
3 A time to kill and a time to heal; A time to tear down and a time to build up. 
4 A time to weep and a time to laugh; A time to mourn and a time to dance. 
5 A time to throw stones and a time to gather stones; A time to embrace and a time to shun embracing. 
6 A time to search and a time to give up as lost; A time to keep and a time to throw away. 
7 A time to tear apart and a time to sew together; A time to be silent and a time to speak. 
8 A time to love and a time to hate; A time for war and a time for peace. 
9What profit is there to the worker from that in which he toils? 
10I have seen the task which God has given the sons of men with which to occupy themselves. 
God Set Eternity in the Heart of Man. 
11He has made everything appropriate in its time. He has also set eternity in their heart, yet so that man will not find out the work which God has done from the beginning even to the end. 
12I know that there is nothing better for them than to rejoice and to do good in one’s lifetime; 
13moreover, that every man who eats and drinks sees good in all his labor—it is the gift of God. 
14I know that everything God does will remain forever; there is nothing to add to it and there is nothing to take from it, for God has so worked that men should fear Him. 

If the Preacher form Ecclesiastes were to speak to some of the New Year’s resolutions we make, he might say something like this:
1.  To gain a few pounds or lose a few pounds is really inconsequential because from birth our bodies are in the process of wearing out.

2. To want to make a lot of money is really an exercise in futility because after 70 or 80 years your wealth will be enjoyed by someone else.

3. To want to make a name for yourself is a useless activity because in all probability your name will be forgotten once you are in the ground.

Whatever people do for themselves, he concludes, is a useless, meaningless activity.  It is only God who can give life purpose and meaning.  He expresses these concluding thoughts at the end of his book where he writes:

Fear God and keep his commandments -for this is the whole duty of humankind” (Eccl. 12:13).

About a thousand years separates the writing of Ecclesiastes with the writing of the Book of Revelation in the New Testament.  The books were written in different languages, at different times by different people in different literary styles yet their message is essentially the same: Only the things of God are really worth living and dying for – so be careful and faithful.  John’s message to the Christians during the difficult and turbulent times at the end of the first century can be summed up like this: Don’t give up, keep your hearts and your minds on God and in his Son Jesus Christ – the future is his and he alone is capable of establishing a lasting reality that will satisfy the deep desires of every man and woman:

“Behold I am making everything new…. To him who is thirsty, I will give him drink without cost and from the spring of the water of life” (Rev. 21:6).

What do these passages of scripture have to say about New Year’s resolutions?  Simply this:  Only those desires and convictions that are grounded in God are of any significant consequence and these can be accomplished only by the power of God working in us.  Practically speaking, what sets these apart from the resolutions we typically make?  At the least there are two essential qualities:
1.  They have to do with making individuals more into the likeness of God

2.  They are concerned with building up God’s kingdom here on earth.  

To accomplish these things, two things need to happen- there needs to be a letting go of some things and an embracing of other things.  The will is involved to be sure but the will surrendered to God and the things of God. 
One of the best illustrations I know that speaks of the newness of life that comes upon men and women when they ask God to take away those aspects of themselves that are not pleasing to God, is found in a little book by C.S. Lewis, called The Great Divorce.  The book is about a bus trip to heaven.   One of the passengers takes with him his pet lizard which stays perched on his shoulder, talking in his ear all the time.  When they arrive at the gates of heaven, the man realizes that his pet lizard is out of place there.  But he and his lizard have been together for so long that he cannot bring himself to get rid of him.  Then, a long-time resident of heaven comes up to this individual with the lizard and tells him that before he can go any further the lizard has to go.  The lizard begins pleading for his life and begs his master not to do away with him.  “Think of all the good times we’ve had,” says the lizard,” If you kill me you’ll regret it … always regret it.”  On and on the lizard went, trying to dissuade his master from killing him.  Recognizing the strong hold the lizard had on the man, the long-time resident said he would kill the lizard for the man but only with his consent.  The lizard continued to plead for his life but the man now greatly distressed and weary from all the pleading finally gave his permission.  The long-time resident did the deed but as the lizard fell to the ground, the strangest thing began to happen – the lizard began to change shape.  It began to grow bigger and darker… then legs appeared, then a neck and a head and soon a beautiful stallion was standing beside the man.  The man then jumped on the stallion and rode into the heart of heaven.
Inviting God to transform addictive bad habits is not easy.  Many of them have a stranglehold on us.  But as we discipline our living in such a way that the things of God are the priority in our lives, those destructive behaviours and attitudes are transformed into something good and healthy and positive.  Maybe there’s something God wants you to let go of this New Year – something that is presently interfering with your relationship with God.   As you let go of them God can transform whatever it is into something beautiful for him.
There’s a letting go aspect of resolutions that are grounded in God; there is also an embracing aspect.

I recently read a little book about one man’s close encounter with death.  The man’s name was Henri Nouwen, a Roman Catholic priest, author, lecturer and one-time director of a Richmond Hill L’Arche community, located just north of Toronto.  Henri was hit by a van one winter’s day as he walked along the side of the highway.  A ruptured spleen brought Nouwen to the brink of death.   As he thought about dying, there came over him a great resolve to live.  And this resolve was grounded in all the unfinished business of his life.  “The real struggle,” he wrote, “was not a matter of leaving loved ones.”  He continued, “The real struggle had to do with leaving behind the people I had not forgiven.  I suddenly felt a great desire to call around my bed all who were angry with me and all with whom I was angry.  I wanted to embrace them and ask them to forgive me even as I offered my forgiveness to them.”
God‘s kingdom comes when we willingly embrace God’s work.  A New Year doesn’t wipe out past mistakes but it can give us fresh resolve to make amends where we can and offer and receive forgiveness.  Is there some kingdom building God wants you to be about in this New Year?

A New Year gives men and women an opportunity to experience real newness – a newness that comes not though typical resolutions but a newness that is grounded in the things of God and comes to us by the power of God. 
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