Sermon preached by Charlie Lloyd-Evans in St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton on Sunday 29th August 2010 
Jesus said,                                                                                                                                                                                        ‘I am with YOU always’
I would like you to imagine you are sitting at home late one evening, and there is a knock at your door. You drag yourself out of your arm chair, possibly a little annoyed at being disturbed at this time of night…….or maybe worried about who might be calling so late.

You open your door, and Jesus is standing on your doorstep. You know without a shadow of a doubt that it is Jesus. How amazing would that be! Well I’m sure you would immediately invite him in, give him the most comfortable chair, offer him the best possible levels of hospitality. Your long suffering partner would be sent out to the late night shops to get supplies. You would probably phone all your family and friends and invite them over, ‘Jesus is here at my house, you must come over’. You would be as welcoming as you could possibly be, do everything you can to make him feel at home in your house.

Well, now, skip forward a week. He’s still there. He has taken you at your word, He has made himself at home and he is still there. What sort of an effect has that had on your life? What TV programmes are you not watching that you used to watch? What books are you not reading? How has it changed the way you spend your time, or how you interact as a family? What sort of other people do you have knocking at your door and in your house? Jesus spent time with those people who were commonly thought of as the dregs of society, who might that be for us in this society? It may be getting a bit difficult and crowded for you at home, so you might have this wonderful idea. Why not invite him to come to church and preach to us. Wouldn’t that be amazing, to have Jesus up here in this pulpit preaching to us? But, how did the religious community of the time react when Jesus preached when he was incarnate here on earth. That was not easy listening. He was radical and challenging. He offended people and called them hypocrites. If he had that same impact now, half the PCC would walk out (I can say that safely because I am on the PCC!) Many would not recognise him for who he was. They would find him offensive and would say, take him away. And they would not like you for bringing him.
You may be tempted just to keep him at home, behind closed doors. Not out there making life difficult and uncomfortable, but inside, safe, not asking or expecting too much of you. But you could rest in the knowledge that Jesus is in your house, and get that lovely warm glowing feeling every time you thought of it.
Well, do you know what. Jesus is knocking at your door, and, if you have answered it, he is in your house and he is in your whole life. As it says in the passage we heard from Revelation this morning ‘Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in’. Jesus stands at the door to our hearts and knocks, and he knocks because he wants to save us and have fellowship with us. He is patient and persistent in trying to get through to us. He is not breaking and entering, but knocking. He allows us to decide whether to open our whole lives to him or whether to keep his life changing presence and power on the other side of the door.
And once we have invited him in, he is with us, as it says in our gospel reading today, ‘surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’ The question is, are we going to live lives that acknowledge that? Are we going to let him fully into our lives, impacting every aspect of our lives, or are we going to keep him behind closed doors.
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I would like to read to you the opening passage of a book I read many years ago that really challenged me in my journey of faith and my acceptance of the gospel, and still challenges me on a daily basis. It is a book called ‘Basics for Believers’ by DA Carson, and I noticed last Sunday that it is in the bookshop. It starts like this:- 

I would like to buy about three quid’s worth of gospel please! Not too much – just enough to make me happy, but not so much that I get addicted. I don’t want so much gospel that I learn to really hate covetousness and lust; I certainly don’t want so much that I start to love my enemies, cherish self denial, and contemplate missionary service in some alien culture. I want ecstasy not repentance; I want transcendence, not transformation. I would like to be cherished by some nice, forgiving, broad-minded people, but I myself don’t want to love those from different races – especially if they smell. I would like enough gospel to make my family secure and my children well behaved, but not so much that I find my ambitions redirected, or my giving too greatly enlarged. I would like about three quid’s worth of gospel, please.
Hopefully we would not be crass enough to word it like that, but how often are we tempted to that attitude. We will only take on as much of the gospel message as we feel comfortable with, we will only let Jesus into as much of our lives as we feel comfortable with. Because it is not always easy. There are times when it is really hard. There are times when we doubt ourselves and our faith.
In our gospel reading today we heard about the moment when the risen Jesus met the disciples on the mountain in Galilee. And as they saw him walking towards him they worshipped, but some doubted. And he met them there and gave them the great commission. To go and make disciple of all the nations. To take everything he had taught them and pass it on, teach it to others. Can you imagine what that moment must have been like for them. Pretty scary I would have thought. That moment of saying, I have taught you……now off you go. How many of you remember that first time you had to drive a car all by yourself. You have had the lessons, you have passed the test….now you have to go and do it on your own. And doesn’t part of you wish you still had that instructor or that friend sitting beside you, just in case. Just for the added confidence, just in case you hit a situation where you don’t know what to do, just to remind you when you need it, or even just for company….you’ve never done this on your own before. And that is when Jesus comes in with that wonderful promise, ‘Lo, I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’ He was not leaving the disciples to do it alone, He promised to always be with them, just as he promises us. You are not alone, He is sitting there beside you. When it is really hard, when we are struggling, even when we feel that he is far away, the truth is that he is there, always. And he wants us to remember that.
The initial word in that statement is often translated as ‘Lo’. In the NIV it is translated as ‘surely’. The Greek word is ‘idou’, and it has a meaning of ‘see, pay attention, take note of this’ what follows is important. Some of the more modern translations use the word ‘remember’, because what follows is something we must hang onto at all times, Lo, I am with you always, no matter what the circumstances.

This is a repeated theme throughout the Bible. God’s presence with us. It was how it was in the beginning when God walked with Adam and Eve in the garden. It was his promise to Abraham when Abraham was struggling to see how God’s promises could come about, God said ‘Do not be afraid Abram, I am your shield’ he is there protecting him. When Moses was going to Pharaoh to speak to him to deliver the children of Israel, God says I am with you, ‘I will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to say’. When Joshua was afraid to carry on the work of Moses and cross the Jordan into the Promised Land, the word came to him…..I am with you…’As I was with Moses, so I will be with you, I will not fail you or forsake you.’ And as we come into the New Testament and the angel appears to Joseph to tell him about the birth of Jesus he says ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son and they shall name him Emmanuel, God is with us.’ Mathew’s gospel begins and ends with Emmanuel, God with us.
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There may be times when we find it hard to remember that Jesus is here beside us. And it is so easy at the times we fail for us to feel like he is far away. But in that moment as he made that promise to the disciples, he didn’t split them into two groups first and say, Group A:- I will be with you always, But Group B:- well you doubted when I walked towards you on the mountain, so I’m not going to be with you. He didn’t single out Peter, who had followed behind when Jesus was arrested and taken to Caiaphas the high priest and in the courtyard outside had denied 3 times that he even knew Jesus, just as Jesus has known he would. But He didn’t single out Peter and say, oh no, I’m not with you Peter. No, he made that promise to all of them, just as he makes it to all of us. Always, forever, without a days interruption, no matter what the circumstances. I am with you always, day in day out, in all sorts of days, days of weakness, days of strife, days of sorrow, days of joy, days of power, days of powerlessness. I will be with you throughout all the days, day in and day out until the end. There is no tragedy, no pain, no tears, no heartache that would cause him to stop being with us. He suffers our tragedy, our pain, cries our tears and experiences our heartache. So ‘Lo’, listen, take note of this, remember this, when times are hard bring this thought to your mind, ‘Lo’, I am with you always, to the very end of the age’
These were the very last words of Jesus in Mathew’s gospel, and it is interesting that they are NOT words like ‘Everything will be rosy’. It is NOT a flippant farewell with the promise that it will all be easy. He does not promise that we will not have struggles or that will not develop some scars along the way. 
I read a story recently about a little boy in Florida who decided to go for a swim in the lake behind his house. He was really enthusiastic and raced towards the water throwing off his clothes as he ran. His Father watched him from the yard, and just as the little boy jumped in the water the Father saw an alligator swimming towards the shore. The Father ran towards the water screaming towards his son as loud as he could. The boy heard his Father’s cry and became alarmed and started swimming back towards the dock. But just as the boy reached the dock and reached his arms up to his Father, the alligator reached his legs. There followed an immense tug of war between the two. The alligator was much stronger, but the Father was too determined and would not let go, and his nails bit into the sons arms.  A farmer driving by heard the screams, jumped from his truck and shot the alligator. The boy, remarkably, survived, but was very badly scared on his legs and had deep scratches on his arms where his father’s nails had dug in. The newspaper reporter who interviewed the boy after the trauma asked to see the scars and the boy lifted up his trouser legs and showed him the horrendous scars on his legs, but then with obvious pride he said, ‘But look at my arms. I have great scars on my arms too. I have them because my Dad wouldn’t let go.’
Jesus does not promise an easy life with no struggles or scars,                                                                                              but he DOES PROMISE that he will never let go.  

‘I am with you always, to the very end of the age’ 
Amen.
