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               GOOD ADVICE: KEEP EXPANDING YOUR HORIZONS 

 

It was one of those unforgettable services at the Parish Church in Banstead. Our Five 

village churches had combined for an Advent Service which was unforgettable 

because everything that could go wrong did go wrong. 

It started disastrously when we discovered that three out of the five churches believed 

the service to begin at 2 o’clock and the other two churches believed the service to 

start at 2:30. So we had a late start and a lot of muttering from people who had to 

leave at 3:30 and would miss their cup of tea and mince-pie. The organist was put out 

because (a) she was one of those on a very tight schedule and (b) half her choir did 

not arrive in time to practise the music. 

When we finally did get going, one of the clergy got mixed up over what he was 

supposed to do and when he was supposed to do it. There was one of those long, 

silent pauses while the vicar looked meaningfully at the Minister and the Minister 

smiled beatifically at the ceiling. Even when I nudged him and he finally got to his 

feet, he launched into the wrong meditation followed by the wrong prayer; then he 

announced the wrong hymn, thus increasing the black vibes on the organ bench.  

Some of the candles would not light; some of the congregation had to leave before the 

end, the microphone was temperamental and when I finally got home I had a splitting 

headache. I picked up a postcard I always keep on my computer. It is a picture of 

Eyore, the gloomy donkey. He is stranded high in a tree, unable to get down and is 

consoling himself with the thought, “Well anyhow, it didn’t rain.”    

 

You get days like that and in the life of some churches, you get years like that when 

everything goes wrong. The Minister falls ill, the organist moves away, the Junior 

Church Leader is too busy to continue; five young families leave the area, several 

Elder Statesmen come to the end of their lives, there is dry rot in the church roof, 

damp in the basement and, to crown it all, the Local Authority give permission for a 

huge Sunday-opening supermarket to be built next door.  

You cannot even console yourself with the thought that it did not rain because it 

certainly would have rained through much of those bad years and never more 

persistently than on the day after the lead thieves pinched the lead off the roof…..    

What is wrong with us, God? Don’t you like us anymore? 

&&&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

At the moment there are a lot of churches going through years like that as 

congregations dwindle in size and energy, church buildings fall into disrepair, 

ordained ministry is scarce, musical leadership even more scarce, and a flourishing 

children’s ministry is scarcer, as they say, than hen’s teeth. It is encouraging then, is it 

not, to see churches which are flourishing?  

We can look at our church, for example, and feel heartened. OK we are not the largest 

church and we are not exactly hitting the headlines and setting the world on fire but 

there is a lot going on here that we should be thankful for. We have two hundred and 

forty members, plus another forty or so regular attendees. That is a good number for a 

church nowadays. We have a viable Junior Church, Youth Work and even an 18-30’s 

group (who won the Pub Quiz last Sunday…). We have all the Scouting and Guiding 

groups, each with strong leadership and long waiting lists; we have two thriving 

Toddler Groups, one thriving Baby Group; a Pre-School, a multi-cultural and most 

delightful Men of Leisure group and a Friendship Club which is run by the most well-

organised person in the South Of England. We have not only one full-time minister 
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but a second part-time one as well, which is the ultimate luxury in the URC. We have 

a strong Elders’ Meeting and nine teams to cover every aspect of church life. We have 

a wonderfully–maintained building, plus a very pretty garden. I am also sure that 

sitting here we have half-a dozen people whose particular area of service I have not 

mentioned but because you are so wonderfully sweet-natured you will forgive me. It 

is great to feel that you are part of a fairly strong church in these difficult times. 

 

And it is great too to read the letters Paul wrote to the churches in Ephesus, Philippi 

and Thessalonica because these churches were obviously strong and flourishing. He 

did not have a whole raft of problems to deal with. The three were situated in strong, 

prosperous cities and the church members seem to have been strong, capable people. 

Their work was going well and the letter to the Philippians is called “the letter of joy” 

because Paul uses the word “joy” sixteen times. You could call these churches “the 

jewel in his crown.” Their initial teething troubles were over, they were doing good 

stuff and keeping the faith in difficult times. Paul is proud of them and says so. 

 

It came as a shock then to read the “review” of the church in Ephesus given by the 

angel in the book of Revelation: yes, you are good; yes, you are doing some great 

things; yes, you have kept the faith through hard times; you are a grand church BUT 

you have lost your first love.  

You can imagine the congregation asking, what is all this about? We come to church 

regularly, we give generously to the work of God, we give our time and our skills to 

different activities- does not this show that we love our church? That we are 

committed to the work of God?  We are not falling out with each other, as they are in 

that church at Corinth. We are a united congregation- slaves and free, women and 

men, natives and foreigners, Jews and Gentiles: is not this proof that we love each 

other? What more does he want? Anyway, the book of Revelation is a vision, a 

dream. Who can say what it is really all about? We have concrete facts to show: the 

numbers of people in church, the hours of work that are done, the amount of money in 

the bank. That is a better way of rating success than some …dream of some…. angel.  

&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

I hate to say this but I suspect that it is when a church believes itself to be OK that it is 

most in danger of failing. 

Do you remember the film “Chariots of Fire?” Harold Abrahams, a Jew suffering 

racial discrimination, is determined to win a Gold Medal at the Olympic Games. You 

see him training hard, focussing all his energies and emotions on achieving this goal 

and you want him to win. When he does win his friends, trainer, sweetheart go wild 

with joy-He’s done it!  But Harold just quietly packs his medal away in his suitcase, 

saying nothing. The whisper goes round what is wrong with him? He won, didn’t he? 

But a friend susses him out: yes, he won. But where is there left to go now? What will 

happen to all that energy, that deep longing, that wild passion that kept driving him 

forward? His life is empty now. 

 

In none of these three letters does Paul suggest that the churches are doing anything 

wrong. But he does not allow them to rest on their laurels.  

First, because life is never static. You cannot stay in the same place. If you do not go 

forward in your work or in your relationships or in your faith, you will slide back. You 

have been given gifts, he says to the Ephesians, gifts from Christ Jesus himself. Use 

them, develop them with the passion of Christ. We know that if we do not use a gift 
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and keep developing it, we lose it. It becomes stale, then non-existent. You must 

move forward. 

Second, Paul warns the Thessalonians, You never know when the Day of the Lord will 

come.  That expression “The day of the Lord” has several different interpretations in 

the Bible. It can mean a time when God calls people to account for what they are 

doing; it was also used to speak of the Second Coming of Jesus Christ- in judgement 

as well as blessing; or it could refer to a time of great testing in this world- difficult 

challenges arising and are you ready to deal with them? In this case Paul could have 

meant any or all of these. You cannot know what might happen but the one thing we 

do know for sure is that life never jogs along in the same peaceful mode indefinitely. 

There will be times when your faith, your relationships, your work, your strength are 

tested to their limits. You cannot afford complacency. 

Third, Paul reminds the churches, you are not fighting flesh and blood now but forces 

of evil and spiritual destruction.  This is where presenting statistics of church 

membership, of church activity, of church bank account mean very little. Some of the 

most evil communities in the world have plenty of members, plenty of money and get 

a lot done. But they work against God, not for him; they maim and destroy the human 

spirit; they do not save it. Paul talks of wearing armour to protect yourself: the armour 

of faith, of prayer, of hope, of the Word of God. Keep this armour with you at all 

times he says. Because there are enemies out there that you cannot imagine. And if 

you think he is being melodramatic then just watch the news every day for three 

weeks and see for yourself what greed and hatred; megalomania and injustice; 

promiscuity and abuse; violence and cruelty, corruption and irresponsibility are doing 

to our world and its people. There are enemies out there that we cannot imagine 

 

You are good strong churches and you are doing OK, Paul says, But don’t ever make 

the mistake of thinking that you have “arrived.” Keep expanding your horizons or you 

will lose the passion that fired your faith and then you will be vulnerable.  

&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

The question remaining then is how do you keep passion alive? People ask this of the 

jobs, of their hobbies, of their marriages as well as of their faith. How do you keep a 

high level of enthusiasm going when your work or your partnership or your church 

gets bogged down in endless routines or problems that sap your energy? 

Again, Paul offers three suggestions. 

Number One: Catch the Vision. Remember what you are here for. Over and over 

again Paul reminds his people that God’s ultimate vision is to reconcile the whole 

world to him, draw everybody together in his love and his life as revealed in Jesus 

Christ. The church’s mission is to make that vision happen. Once again, watch the 

News and think how very different the world might look if every person walked in the 

love and light of God; if every person lived as Jesus did and loved as Jesus did. 

Imagine a world in which everything was drawn together into God. That is what we 

are here for- to make that happen. Paul keeps reminding us of this and he tells us to 

keep reminding each other. There is a tremendous vision here- the vision of God 

Himself. Take that on board, keep that on board and you will find passion in your 

faith surging up in you day after day after day.  Catch the Vision. 

 

Number Two: Grasp the Gifts. God does not give us a vision, then walk away, leaving 

us to struggle with it. As Paul also reminds us, He offers gifts, amazing gifts to 

empower us. He gives unbreakable love, warm compassion, deep understanding, 
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inspiring communication skills, far more patience and perseverance than we ever 

thought we had, gifts of healing and caring, practical skills, administrative skills, 

leadership qualities, everything we need- right down to a sense of humour to stop us 

becoming too boring. Grasp these gifts, says Paul, work on them, develop them and 

encourage them in one another. And make sure that your lifestyle is so geared that 

these gifts can grow and not get smothered or neglected or destroyed. 

This is where his teaching on high standards of personal morality in work, home and 

relationships come in. It is not that Paul is a kill-joy or a stuffy old stick-in-the-mud. 

There will be ways of living which encourage the gifts of God in us and standards of 

ways of living which do not. It is as simple as that. The bestowing of God’s Holy 

Spirit on a human life is not a one-off activity but something which needs continual 

replenishing and we need to allow that to happen. Grasp the Gifts. 

             

And Number Three: Don’t Despair. The vision is huge, the task is enormous and-

while the world lasts- it is unending. There will be many times-says Paul- when you 

just want to give up altogether or when you slowly drift away from faith hardly 

noticing because there seems nothing useful you can do. Complacency may be a 

killer, but so is despair. Do not give up. This is God’s work and God’s ways are not 

our ways and God’s time is not our time. If we keep our eyes fixed on God and our 

lives open to God, then our work for him and our faith in him will not be wasted.  

I have to say that, despite the huge number of sad stories that are told of struggling 

churches, I have also heard a fair few tales of congregations who appeared to have 

reached the end of their useful life only to discover through prayer, faith and lives 

open to the Holy Spirit, a whole new work waiting to be done and the gifts they 

needed to accomplish it. Don’t Despair.   

       

Good Advice: Keep Expanding your horizons. Keep fanning the flame of the Holy 

Spirit in you. Keep passion alive. This is God and God’s work we are talking about 

and God does not do things by halves.   

Amen. 


