December 27 & 28, 2003

Philippians 3:12-14

“Facing a New Year”

     Note: I will start by coming out of the side door with a baseball jersey on with a bat and ball in hand. I will come to center stage and say, “The Greatest Hitter in all the World” then throw the ball in the air ad whiff I will say, “Strike One.” I will then look at the bat for a hole, shrug shoulders and do this again twice more. This will be followed by Strike two and then strike three. After the third time I will say, “Wow, what a pitcher. I am the greatest pitcher in the world.”

     For some of us we have whiffed another year. It slid by much like this ball slipped past the bat and in retrospect it appears as if we haven’t made contact at all. We have struck out and we stand this weekend in the “on deck” circle ready to take our swings for another year. What do you anticipate for this year? Are you full of enthusiasm, looking forward eagerly to what each day will bring? Or are you filled with dread, worried that 2004 will be worse than 2003 for you? Like the little boy with the bat, may I suggest that your attitude, your frame of mind, your reaction to its events will largely determine whether it is a year of victory or a year of defeat.
     The Apostle Paul was never one to let circumstances conquer him. Rather, with the help of God, he was determined to win the victor’s crown. Listen as his attitude, dedication, determination shine through in these words found in Philippians 3:12-14.
"Not that I have perfectly obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind & straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus."

With Paul’s words fresh in our minds, here are some suggestions to help us “press on” in 2004.

     We should press on by recognizing the value of time. Over the years I have run into some very interesting ways to look at time and I want to share them with you. They can assist us you as you “take a swing” at the New Year. Statisticians tell us that the average life span is now around 75 years. If you’re under 30 then you think that is a long time. By the time you get to my age you beginning to realize that’s not really very long at all. If we live to be 75, most of us will have spent 3 solid years, 24 hours a day, acquiring an education - grade school, high school & college. That tells us a little bit about the brevity of time, & it also tells us something about our priorities in life. We’ll have spent 7 years eating, 24 hours a day, - some more, some less, obviously. We’ll have spent 14 years, day & night, working. We’ll have spent 5 years riding in automobiles or airplanes. We’ll have spent 5 years talking with each other -again some more & some less. We’ll have spent 1 year sick or recovering from sickness. And get this, we’ll have spent 24 years of our life sleeping! We’ll have spent 3 years reading books, magazines & newspapers. And 12 years amusing ourselves - watching TV, going to the movies, fishing, etc. That totals up to 75 years - & that is what the researchers say, on the average, most of us will have done with our lives. As I looked at these statistics I began thinking. Let’s suppose that you spent every Sunday of your life, for 75 years - through infancy, childhood, adulthood, old age - in God’s house worshiping during the Church Service. Now if you did, how much time would you have spent worshiping God? Figure it out - the answer is less than 5 1/2 months. But let’s double that, because you’ve always attended S.S. You’ve never missed Sunday School in all your life. That makes it 11 months. Think about that - 5 years in an automobile & just 11 months in Church & S.S.! Twelve years amusing ourselves in front of a TV, & just 11 months in Church & S.S. And that is just if you always attended S.S. & Church, & never missed! That tells us a little bit about the brevity of time, & it also tells us something about our priorities in life. 

     Here’s another interesting time thought, for teenagers in love talking together in the car, an hour or two seems like a blink of an eye. But for mom & dad worrying about what’s going on out in that car, an hour or two seems like an eternity. A few years ago People Magazine published an article entitled "Dead Ahead" telling about a new clock that keeps track of how much time you have left to live. It calculates an average life span of 75 years for men & 80 years for women. So you program your sex & age into the clock, & from then on it will tell you how much time you have left. It sold for $99.95. I didn’t buy one. But it is an intriguing idea. In fact, that’s what the Psalmist told us to do - to number our days. So if I live to be 75 years old, I have about 10,105 days left to live. That’s all, just 10,105 days left to live. But wait a minute. I don’t have a guarantee of even one day more to live. In fact the Bible tells us not to count on tomorrow because tomorrow may not come for you or for me. All we have is right now. So our time on this earth is valuable because it is very limited.

     The Bible also teaches us that life is uncertain. Time is like a valuable commodity in a very precious & delicate vessel. It might break at any moment & we might lose it all. So we have this moment. We don’t know anything about the future, but we have this moment & that is all that we really have.

Because of the uncertainty of life, the Bible says, "Now is the accepted time. Now is the day of salvation." The writer of Hebrews says, "When you hear the name of the Lord, don’t harden your hearts." Because life is uncertain we must take advantage of the time that we have.
     What makes something valuable? Oftentimes it is scarcity. If there is a scarcity, then that product quickly escalates in value. So, if something is rare, it is usually valuable. But if we have a lot of it, it loses its value. Now, the same is true with time. How rare is time? How do we value ONE YEAR? Ask a student who failed a grade. How do we value ONE MONTH? Ask a Mother whose baby arrived prematurely. How do we value ONE WEEK? The editors of weekly newspapers know. How do we value ONE HOUR? Ask someone who lies terminally ill waiting for a loved one who is late. How do we value ONE MINUTE? Ask someone who missed a plane, a train, a very important engagement that would never be rescheduled. How do we value ONE SECOND? Ask an Olympic medallist, someone who just missed having an accident, or someone saying “goodbye” to a loved one they will never see again. Time is like a valuable commodity in a very precious & delicate vessel. It might break at any moment & we might lose it all. So we have this moment. We don’t know anything about the future, but we have this moment & that is all that we really have.

     With a commitment to press on, Paul’s words tell us that next we are not to be in bondage to the past. Paul says that he “forgets the past.” We are special beings in that God has given us the ability to remember. Your memory may be your friend or your enemy. When you remember, hopefully you’ll remember some very pleasant things about this past year, but chances are that you’ll also remember some negative things.
     In fact, sometimes we dwell upon the negative & begin to feel sorry for ourselves. Maybe this past year was a time of great transitions in your life - the kids grew up & married or left home & you’ve dealt with the empty nest syndrome as I have. Maybe your job came to an end & you’re having a tough time making ends meet. Maybe a loved one died & you’re trying to deal with the lingering grief & loneliness you feel. Maybe it was a time when sin got a real hold in your life, & you now feel the burden & guilt of that sin. You see, those things can cripple us & hold us in bondage to the past. That is why Paul said, "I forget about what lies behind." Paul had a lot that was behind him. Paul had a very shaky past. He persecuted the church. He used his authority to kill Christians. By his own admission he said, "I am chief of sinners." He could have walked around all his life with this tremendous burden of guilt crippling him & he would never have become the great apostle who evangelized the Gentile world and gave us much of Christianity as we know it. But Paul said, "…forgetting what is behind…" In other words, "God, I commit it to you. I seek your forgiveness for all the sins of the past, & I look forward to what lies ahead. And right now I’m going to live today the best I can." I believe that is good advice for us as well.

     The final word of advice from this little section of Paul’s advice to the Philippians is this, Establish a priority in your life. Paul says it this way, "This one thing I do." Now Paul obviously did more than one thing. He made tents. He preached sermons & established churches. He healed the sick. He wrote books. He did a lot of different things.
But he said, "The top priority in my life is to press on toward the goal for the prize for which God has called me."
     A while back an expert on the subject of time management was speaking to a group of business students. After speaking to them for a while, he said, “Okay, it’s time for a quiz.” He set a one-gallon, wide mouthed Mason jar on the table in front of him. Then he produced about a dozen fist-sized rocks & carefully placed them, one at a time, inside the jar. When the jar was filled to the top & no more rocks would fit inside, he asked, “Is this jar full?” Everyone in the class said, “Yes.” “Really?” he said. Then he reached under the table & pulled out a bucket of gravel. He dumped some gravel into the jar & shook it , causing pieces of gravel to work themselves down into the spaces between the big rocks.
Then he smiled & asked the group once more, “Is the jar full?” By this time the class was on to him. “Probably not,” one of them said. “Good!” he replied. And he reached under the table & brought out a bucket of sand. He started dumping the sand in & it filled all the spaces between the rocks & the gravel. Once more he asked, “Is this jar full?” “No!” the class shouted. Again he said, “Good!” Then he grabbed a pitcher of water & began to pour in the water until the jar was filled to the brim.
     Then he looked back at the class & asked, “What is the point of this illustration?”
One eager beaver raised his hand & said, “The point is, no matter how full your schedule is, if you try really hard, you can always fit something more into it!” “No,” the speaker replied, “that’s not the point. The truth this illustration teaches us is this: If you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never get them in at all.”

     What are the big rocks of your life? They should include family, friends, laughter, your church family, fellowship and regular growth spiritually. Remember to put these BIG ROCKS in first or you’ll never get them in at all. It was Jesus who said, "Seek ye first the kingdom of God & His righteousness, & then all these things will be added unto you." 

     Someone said, "Life is what happens to you while you’re making plans to do something else." True, isn’t it? Another year has come & gone. A new year stretches before us. A nearly futile effort that much of the world practices every year is the New Year’s resolution. I saw a recent article that listed the five most popular resolutions made most every year. The 5th was to take up a new hobby, the 4th was to make more money, the 3rd most popular resolution was to improve relationships, the 2nd was to stop smoking, and the most popular New Years resolution, you guessed it, losing weight.
     A woman walked into her bathroom at home. As she did, she saw her husband weighing himself on the bathroom scales, sucking in his stomach. The woman thought to herself, "He thinks that he will weigh less by sucking in his stomach." So, the woman rather sarcastically said to her husband, "That’s not going to help." Her husband said, "Sure it will. It’s the only way I can see the numbers." Imagine if we could have such an attitude. (Take Bat) Greatest Hitter or (Take Ball) Greatest Hitter, it is all about perspective.

     Don’t make foolish resolutions the “big rocks” of your life. Instead make the “small things” primary and I think you will find that the things you are tempted to resolve to cut out of your life you won’t have time for any way. My hope and prayer for you in the coming year is this: May you have enough happiness to keep you sweet - enough trials to keep you strong - enough sorrow to keep you human - enough hope to keep you happy - enough failure to keep you humble - enough success to keep you eager - enough friends to give you comfort - enough wealth to meet your needs - enough enthusiasm to make you look forward to tomorrow - & enough determination to make each day better than the day before.
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