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               Readers' Service

                       Jesus Meets Our Every Need

                                             by

                       The Rev Dr Stephen Mosedale

                    Number: 31

ORDER OF SERVICE

(Everything in brackets is additional reference material for the reader, which may not require reading out in the service.)


CALL TO WORSHIP 
(Psalm 95:6-7, REB alt)

Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the Lord who made us, for he is our God, and we are the people he shepherds, the flock in his care.

Hymn: H&P 215: Amazing grace
OR 
Hymn: H&P 223: I will sing the wondrous story
OLD TESTAMENT READING: Deuteronomy 7:7-15

Let us hear the wonder of God's promise of salvation as it is found in an Old Testament passage.

PRAYER (of adoration and confession)

You, our Lord God, are a God of love and God of holiness. Your love is beyond our comprehension but not beyond our power to feel. Your everlasting arms have ever been upholding us, and often we have experienced the warmth of your Spirit comforting us from the inside out. We find you to be a friend as well as our God, and we rejoice in the intimacy of your company.

But you are as well a holy God, and when we reflect on your greatness and majesty we are filled with a sense of awe. All righteousness, goodness and excellence within our world has its origin in your holy justice and moral perfection.

We become aware in your presence how imperfect and unrighteous we are. We have often neither lived in the light of your love nor in the beauty of your holiness. At times we feel wretched, at other times just unclean. We confess our unworthiness of your love, and we ask you with holy fire to consume everything in us which is of sin and not of God.

We thank you that you are a God of mercy, and that as far as the east is from the west, so far have you removed our transgressions from us. 
Thank you Lord. 
Amen.

THE LORD'S PRAYER

Hymn: H&P 439: I'll praise my Maker while I've breath
NEW TESTAMENT READING: Luke 7:36 - 8:3

SERMON (see attached sheets)
Hymn: H&P 150: 0 Thou, whom once they flocked to hear
PRAYERS (of thanksgiving and intercession)

In this prayer of thanks please respond to "Father in Heaven” by saying "We give you thanks and praise"

Dear Father God, for the creation of the universe by your powerful word, for making human beings in your own image, for revealing yourself and your purposes in many ways.

Leader: Father in heaven
Response: We give you thanks and praise
For the gift of your son, Jesus Christ our Lord, for his lowly estate, his ministry of teaching and healing, his love in offering himself to his enemies, his death on the Cross, and his resurrection to glory.

Leader: Father in heaven
Response: We give you thanks and praise
For his continuing work through the Spirit in the world, for his willingness to meet the lonely with his love, the sick and those in bondage with healing and deliverance, the perplexed with his truth, those eager to serve with his grateful recognition of their needs, the sinners with forgiveness.

Leader: Father in heaven
Response: We give you thanks and praise
And now, in silence, wherein we can each offer up to God those current affairs and issues of the moment which come to our minds, we pray for the world, first thinking of the affairs of all the nations and the life of our own nation.

(Silence)
Leader: Lord in your mercy
Response: Hear our prayer
Now we think of and pray for the life of this church, and of the community in which it is set, and of our mission to introduce people to Jesus.

(Silence)

Leader: Lord in your mercy
Response: Hear our prayer
Finally we hold before the Lord for his blessing all those known to us, or individuals who have been in the news, who have special needs for his touch at this time, to heal, to comfort or to guide.

(Silence)

Leader: Lord in your mercy
Response: Hear our prayer
In the name of Jesus we pray, 
Amen.

ANNOUNCEMENTS

OFFERING

PRAYER OF DEDICATION (based on 2 Corinthians 9:8)

God, you are able to provide us with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything we may share abundantly in every good work. Willingly we affirm afresh that we are ready to serve; receive our offering of ourselves, we pray. 
Amen.

Hymn: H&P 704: O Jesus, I have promised
OR

Hymn: H&P 702: O Happy day (the tune in Mission Praise may be preferred)

BENEDICTION

Peace to all who belong to Christ. Amen.
SERMON
The Gospels show us that there are many ways to Jesus. People were drawn to him by a wide variety of needs. And he doesn't have a programme of salvation to slot them into. Instead he simply builds each individual into a relationship with him that is tailored to their personal needs. And the truth is that wherever we are today, we need more of Jesus.

Whether we are Christians,

Whether we are becoming Christians,

Whether we are on our way to becoming Christians, 
Whether we aren't sure if we are yet Christians,

Whether we need to be on our way back to being Christians, 
Wherever we are, we need more of Jesus.


By looking at one woman in Luke's Gospel we shall see how her relationship with Jesus illustrates the ways he can satisfy our deepest longings and most fundamental needs.

I say one woman. Maybe it is two or even three.

For the woman is Mary Magdalene, the one whom all four Gospel writers name as the first witness of the empty tomb, named otherwise only at Luke 8:2.

But an ancient tradition with much to recommend it claims that the reason she is named there is because she was the woman who anointed the feet of Jesus in the previous story, and that moreover, she is none other than Mary the sister of Martha and Lazarus, whose family home was at Bethany.

We will refer simply to Mary. It does not matter if we are actually dealing with more than one woman. We can identify five things that Mary brings to a relationship with Jesus. In one or more of these things she represents us all. The first is:

A HUNGER FOR LOVE

Luke 7:38 says, "She stood behind Jesus at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment.” Almost certainly she is a well-known prostitute, though described more delicately as a woman who was a sinner. Magdala was a seaside resort, famed in the writings of Jewish rabbis for its corruption.

Like many people today, she has had many sexual partners, but has not found love. It is her hunger for love that prompts Mary to seek out Jesus. She knows this man is different. She is prepared to take on the stares, the spitting, the scorn of the crowd who know what she is. She is prepared to loosen her hair in public as only a prostitute would do. She is prepared to spend her income from her trade with dozens of men on a jar of perfume to anoint him, because in that hunger for love, nothing else matters. She's prepared to risk his rejection too.

Why should Jesus dare to acknowledge her in any way? Why should he allow her who has touched so many men in the way she has begin to touch him? Why should he not be angered beyond measure that the fruit of her immorality be poured over his feet? Why should he not respond in condemnation as Simon so readily does? In fact, it is Simon's response, not Mary's action, that troubles Jesus.

He is more than happy that she comes to him as she is, and shows her love in the only way she knows how. And he says of her in verse 47 “she has shown great love,” and to her in verse 50 "Go in peace".

Some of you may be hungry for love. Certainly many in this city/town/village are. Some who come from good solid families, some who seem happily married, some who appear ever cheerful and surrounded by friends. Yet their capacity to love and be loved is far from fulfilled. For they do not know the love of Jesus.

If you are aware of a longing to be valued, accepted, wanted, needed. If you've never felt special. If love has been something that happens to other people and that Christians talk about, then hear now: Jesus loves you. Unconditionally.

Mary brings to Jesus her hunger for love.

Secondly she brings

A NEED FOR HEALING

Luke 8:2 says, "The twelve were with him, as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out.” There's no shortage of Gospel stories of Jesus healing sickness and delivering from the power of demons. Sometimes the two are linked; in the minds of first century writers the demons are reckoned to cause the sickness.

But in Mary's case there is no indication that her demonisation led to any physical ailment.

But at the heart of anything demonic in origin is bondage. A lack of freedom to truly be oneself. A compulsion to act in particular ways. Whether or not she is the woman of the previous story, there is little doubt that promiscuity creates bondage. God designed the sexual relationship that a woman and a man might cleave to one another, and those who have several such relationships accumulate many ties that become bonds.

Moreover, it appears to be the case, according to the testimony of many who have subsequently been set free, that sexual immorality was their route into bondage. Others are in bondage because of occult involvement by parents or ancestors. As with hereditary diseases, people can be born bound. And then there are the diseases that arise from germs attacking us when our defences are weak. So too there is a bondage which arises from personal involvement in forbidden occult practices: consulting the stars, or clairvoyants, or the spirits of the dead.

When we say that Jesus is able to meet a need for healing or for deliverance from bondage, that is true whether we can name the problem or not. If we sense that our present need is for healing, deliverance, freedom, wholeness, Jesus can meet it.

These problems can arise at any stage of our Christian life. Becoming a Christian is not an inoculation against illness, depression, grief, or anything else. However, Jesus healed all who came to him, making them whole without enquiry into their spiritual status or state. If today you sense you are ‘not yourself’ Jesus is ready to meet you. Bring your need for healing. Let him touch you and allow you to become as you should be.

Or then different again, Jesus stands waiting to bring meaning to those who are on:

A QUEST FOR TRUTH

Here we need to turn to a story in Luke 10, although we'll return to Luke 7 and 8 later. But in Luke 10:39 we read of Mary "sitting at the Lord's feet and listening to what he was saying," - the normal posture of a disciple with a rabbi or teacher. You may remember that her busy elder sister was none too pleased. She complained to Jesus, but he gently chastised her - "Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.”
Jesus welcomes those who want to learn, who want to know the truth. Whether it is Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council, seeking him secretly after dark, or whether it is a woman who was perhaps once the most disreputable of women sitting at his feet while her sister does the cooking. Many through the ages have discovered Jesus as the answer to an intellectual quest. Not an emotional need to be loved, or a physical need for healing, but a yearning after truth, has led them to this man. 

Jesus can touch both our deepest feelings, and the deepest recesses of our minds. Both are valid ways to grow in knowledge of him. He does have the answer to the questions no one else can answer. He has the means to satisfy every quest for truth. He has the means to give to each of us purpose for living, whatever our stage of life.

Maybe you are still searching. Wondering why you are here on earth. What's the point? Where are you headed? What is true in a world of lies and delusion? What should you do with your life? What does everything mean?

Let such questions point you to Jesus. Bring to him your quest for truth.

A fourth thing Mary brought to Jesus was:
AN EAGERNESS TO HELP

In that story we've just referred to, Martha's concern was to do something helpful for Jesus - to serve him. It is interesting that whilst here she is the busy one and Mary just sat (in the story about the death of their brother Lazarus) it was Martha, not Mary, who uttered the great statement of faith that her brother would rise again. Clearly being an activist did not cut Martha off from Jesus or from faith. 

And Mary herself loved to serve. For if this is the same woman we read of in verse 3 of chapter 8 then she was among those "who provided for Jesus and his disciples out of their resources”. By their giving they enabled Jesus to be free from the necessity to earn a living, and instead to give all his time to teaching and healing. There is an inseparable link in chapter 8 verses 2 and 3 between her travelling around with Jesus as a disciple, and her provision for his needs.

And many a person is drawn to Jesus by their desire to serve, with time and material resources. In our day it may be to serve the church, or through the church. Or it may be quite apart from the church. Service can be a step towards fullness of faith.

Perhaps some people use good works, or formal religion, as a substitute for Jesus. But for many they are a stepping stone. For them it is not a sense of sin, nor a need of love, nor a desire for healing, nor a quest for truth, that leads them to begin to relate to Jesus. It is their need to serve, to be of help, to reach out in love.

And if that is where you are beginning, that is fine. Like Mary and Joanna and Susanna and the others your gift to Jesus may be the means of discovering his far more precious gifts to you.

But finally we need to notice that there are those for whom it is:

A SENSE OF GUILT

that they bring to Jesus for treatment. Despite there being rather few references to sin in the Gospels, this story of the anointing is one that does mention forgiveness, though not until the end. Luke 7:47 says, "I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven loves little. Then he said to her, 'Your sins are forgiven.’”
Notice that Jesus sees what she does as proof that her sins have been forgiven, that she already knows herself acceptable and accepted. She expresses her love for him by anointing him because through him her life has already been touched in a way that has begun to melt the burden of guilt. There is much more of joy than remorse in those tears that wet his feet. Jesus acknowledges her act as one of love not repentance.

In truth, our forgiveness by God precedes any penitence on our part. When Jesus died on the Cross God forgave the sin of the whole world. "God proves his love for us," Paul writes in Romans, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. While we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of his son.
Mary discovered the forgiving love of God in Jesus even before the cross took place. That forgiveness was hers, not for the asking, but for the taking! The tragedy is that many of us prefer a wrong relationship with God, and the guilt that inevitably goes with it. We've not all sunk to the depths of sexual depravity as she had. We've not all been responsible for multiple murder like Paul. But we are all, at times, conscious of failure. We may have cheated, or lied, let people down, or been unjust. Our attitude to someone may have been bordering on the murderous, and our thought-world may have been adulterous.

At such times our sense of weakness, our guilt at not having been what we sense humanity was made for, can be the route by which we meet Jesus. Not as one who says "Never mind, let's forget it" but as one who so accepts me as I am that he did what was necessary long before I even was.

To conclude, we can see that for Mary, Jesus satisfied 
- her hunger for love

- her need for healing and deliverance

- her quest for truth and purpose

- her eagerness to serve

- her sense of guilt and weakness.

We all stand differently in our relationships with Jesus. We all have different needs right now.

But we must all move on with him.

Jesus is ready to welcome us.

Amen.
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