Following hard after God
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James 4:8 -  Come close to God, and God will come close to you. Wash your hands, you sinners; purify your hearts, for your loyalty is divided between God and the world. (NLT)


Yesterday I partnered with other people in a day of prayer and fasting.  I had committed the day to the writing of this sermon on following hard after God, a reflection of Psalm 63:8 which says – “my soul follows hard after you.  Your right hand holds me up.”  
One person gave an insightful prayer request for the day – which I prayed throughout the day.  Here was the prayer request that I was to pray for her:  “for a clarity of vision in discerning the smell of the garment of God.  To have the strength, courage and obedience to follow.”
Since Jill’s death, I have been sensing an urgency to set, fix and focus my eyes on Jesus.   I’m not sure how you are grieving her loss – this is one way in which Jill’s loss has been enclosing me.  For those of you who have asked how I am doing – I’m resting in the memory of Jill in full trust in God’s love for her and for me.
Franklin Pyles, our outgoing Alliance President, sent me these discerning words of sympathy following Jill’s death – 
“your affection and kindness toward each other has been obvious to all for these decades; the fruitfulness of your ministry together is an example for young pastoral couples to aspire to.  

And now – such a void.  Death is such an enemy.  Nothing mitigates it’s bitterness except hope – but – thanks to God there is hope and it is an anchor for the heart.  Christ will return.  Christ will bring back those who died believing in him.  Thanks be to God.  The Lord be with you, with sincerity, Franklin Pyles.”
Ladies and Gentlemen, boys and girls.  This is also for you.  Death is such an enemy.  Nothing takes away the bitterness of death except hope – but thanks be to God that there is hope and it is an anchor for the heart.

When I read that – I remembered Jill’s heart.  And I remembered my heart.  And I remembered your heart as I was praying over you yesterday.  God is for us even in the midst of our grief! 

I cancelled my cable TV subscription shortly after Jill died.  Often I used to  sit in front of the TV to be distracted, to be amused (which means “not thinking”).  What I really needed was rest.  To be amused is to allow strays to become the occupying thought of my life.  When I rest, my thoughts are still on God and His righteousness, my body is placed in His hands and my emotions are allowed to feel his sufficiency.
To follow hard after God is to rest in Him.  

“Come close to God and he will come close to you.”  What a precious promise right from the Scripture in James 4:8.  

When you smell the garment of God, you are able to discern that presence wherever you are.  A love struck man will smell the perfume lingering on the garments of his loved one – and immediately his thoughts are transported to her and all that she is.  The thoughts are so pleasant.  The result is a desire to only do that which would please your loved one. Your mind focuses solely on the one you love. Everything else lives in the recessed of your mind!  Loyalty fuses with love – who we chose to be for is based on who we love.
As we approach God, we need to be ready to go there!  I’ve traveled more than my share over these past two months - twice to Ontario, once to Winnipeg, and up to Prince Albert.  

Each time I left, I got ready.  I washed clothes, packed suitcases and prepared my mind for what was to come.  Wisdom and experience show that preparation makes your visit much better!

Are we ready to go there with God?  Are we ready to do whatever it takes to be close to the one who loves us?  
Our hands, the things that we do each day – our work, our leisure, our charity work needs to be washed in the realization that this thing – this work, this fun, this charity – is done in the sight of God and for His sake.

Our hearts, our intentions and imaginings need to be purified as well. Only what is pure and wholly focused on God should occupy our minds.  That’s what the last part of James 4:8 tells us – be sure to wash you hands and purify your hearts.  Remain loyal totally to God – don’t let other loyalties slip in.  
As some of you know, this past week I was asked to consider running for mayor of Kindersley.  As I enquired of others, there was a unanimous affirmation that my leadership would be welcomed.  But there was also a strong sense that the timing was wrong - both in my current emotional state and regarding the current positive state of my leadership in this church. 

As I worked through this I was struck with how much I have to trust God to reveal himself. I was also struck with how much I have to trust God to place those in my path who will be a part of His revelation to me.  
My son was incredibly insightful in reflecting on my emotional state.  
The church board and their wives served to highlight that right now we as a church are still grieving Jill’s death, and redirecting my efforts would cause another season of loss, especially when the church is on the edge of – and into – a whole new season of fruitfulness.  A transition of leadership at this time would hinder that explosion of grace into our community.  We have been talking as leadership about a succession plan, but we were talking more like three years than three months!

As we sat and talked, I asked the Board, the staff and their wives to take Saturday and spend the day in prayer.  Some were even open to fasting.  We are desirous to see nothing hinder what God wants to do in this church.  We want to follow hard after Jesus.
I firmly believe that God is calling us to greater things, right now.  That means we must move away from considering small approaches.  As people in the church, when you give only a pittance of time to prayer or reading God’s word or in spending time with other Christians, you are robbing yourself of the greater part God wants you to have!  

I prayed yesterday that God would give this nation revival – that people’s hearts would have a deep realization of their emptiness, their need to confess their sins, repent and cry out to God.  I prayed that God would rain down healing on us and that His Spirit would pour out revival on our land.
I prayed for an attitude of humility.  I am too prone to forge ahead without first smelling the scent of Jesus.  God is asking me to slow down and listen – wait for his direction with my engine revving!  I need to humble myself in the sight of God, and he will lift me up. (James 4:10).

I’m convinced of the slogan I have been using to describe this church.  We are people submitted to God, committed to this community and eager to serve.
As a child, when we would stay over at someone’s house, my parents would always encourage us to leave the house better than when we came.  Being committed to this community, both the church and the broader community (and even world wide community) means that I will leave you a better person when I leave your presence.  Going hard after God requires that the poor, the empty, the broken, the helpless, the rich, the leaders, the mother and the senior all smell the garment of God when I leave the room.

I want to deliberately encourage a mighty longing after God.  The lack of this longing has brought our world to it’s present state.  Christ waits to be wanted.  Draw close to God and He will draw close to you.
I want to smell the garments of God, so that I am satisfied in his presence but desirous of more.  I am too often ashamed of my lack of desire.  I want to want God, I want to be filled with longing for God, I thirst to be made thirstier still.  
God, show me who you are in greater brilliance and power.  Say to my soul, O God, “rise up and come with me to orchards of greater fruitfulness”.  God, help me to rise up and follow you – away from a barren land into a land of plenty.
May your desire to be to follow hard after God.  May God give you the clarity of vision in discerning the smell of the garment of God.  May you have the strength, courage and obedience to follow.

