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Making the Most of the New Year

January 4th , 2004
I’m sure you’ve noticed that each year almost all the major news magazines put out an issue with special sections recalling people & events that made news during the previous year. 

· And of course, major magazines s/a Time announce their “Person of the Year”.

· For 2003, Time announced that their “Person of the Year” was the American Soldier, which I think was a great decision… particularly since the US now has nearly 1.5 million soldiers on active duty, serving in 146 countries around the world, from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe.

· Our troops in Iraq surprised many of us by sweeping through 350 miles through some difficult terrain in only 21 days!

· And besides naming their “Person of the Year”, a number of magazines also include articles by experts predicting what they expect to see happening in the years ahead. 

Needless to say, some of these predictions have proven amazingly wrong!

· I read that back in 1967, experts predicted that by 1985 technology would have taken over so much of the work we do that the average American work week would be only 22 hours long, & that we would work only 27 weeks a year. 

· As a result, one of our biggest problems would be in deciding what to do with all our leisure time.

· Well, I don’t know about you, but deciding on what to do with all my leisure time isn’t a big problem!

· This tech has only proved to increase the expectations and pace of production.

· Fact is, most of us seem to be very busy people… always in a hurry. We walk fast, & talk fast, & eat fast. And after we eat, all too often, we stand up & say, "Excuse me. I’ve gotta run."

· I can’t tell you how often my Tajik houseguest, Hakim, tells me to Slow Down!”  I just tell him… “Slow down and do what?”  It’s crazy!

And now that we’ve got both feet in 2004, I wonder, will we do any better in the New Year than we did in 2003? Will we remain as busy? Will we make any better use of our time?  

· In 361 days, when it is all over, will we be looking back with joy, or with regret? 
· Paul wrote something in Ephesians 5:15-17 that can help us as we approach the New Year. It’s good advice. 

· He wrote… "Be very careful, then, how you live-- not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity in these evil days. Therefore don’t act thoughtlessly, but try to understand what the Lord would want you to do."
· I think that in this passage, Paul presents some important things that would be good to keep in mind as begin the New Year. 

I. OUR TIME ON THIS EARTH IS LIMITED


First of all, we must be very careful how we live because our time on this earth is limited. 

· David wrote, "Show me, O Lord, my life’s end & the number of my days; let me know how fleeting is my life" [Psalm 39:4]. 

· The perspective of understanding his own mortality and limitations helped David.

· Several 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 for men women. So you program your sex & age into the clock, & from then on it will tell you how much time you have left. It sells for $99.95.

It’s really a pretty strange idea, but it is an intriguing idea. In fact, it’s what David told us to do... to number our days.  Statistically, if I number my days, I’d have about 14,000 days left to live.

· That may seem like a lot but of these 14,000 days, statistically, I will sleep thru 4600 days, I will work 3300 days, 840 feeling sick, 1200 days eating…

· But the reality is that I don’t have a guarantee of even one more day. 

· In fact the Bible tells us not to count on tomorrow because tomorrow may not come.  All we have is right now. 
I realize that the younger you are, the harder it is to grasp just how limited our time is here on earth.  

· For some of you, I may seem ready for an old age home… while for others, I’m just a kid!  Time does seem relative.

· For example, for teenagers in love out on a date, an hour or two seems like a blink of an eye. But for mom & dad worrying about what’s going on out on that date, that same hour or two seems like an eternity.

· Bottom-line, we need to understand that our time here on earth is limited.

II. MAKE THE MOST OF EVERY OPPORTUNITY

Secondly, Paul tells us that we must make "the most of every opportunity," and then goes on to explain why.  He says, “because the days are evil.”

· Jesus said that Satan is a robber & a thief, & one of the things he tries to rob from us is our time because our time is a very precious commodity.

· Just think of the time wasted doing nothing! 

· Think of the time wasted in front of the TV, on the internet, in arguments. 

· Think of the time wasted in gossiping or spreading rumors. 

· Or think about all the time wasted in sin or worrying about the consequences of the sins we have committed. Satan is a thief & a robber!

Yet sin and wasted time aren’t the only culprits, which demand our time.  Of course, even the good things in life can make demands on our time that can be overbearing.

· Jesus went to the home of Mary, Martha & Lazarus. He sat down to teach with Mary sitting at His feet soaking in every word. 

· Meanwhile, Martha was out in the kitchen preparing dinner. Now, you know the story. Martha gets upset because Mary is not in the kitchen, too. So she complains to Jesus, "Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!" [Luke 10:40]
· "Martha, Martha," Jesus answered, "You are worried & upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better." [Luke 10:41-42]
· Now was Martha committing a sin by fixing a meal in the kitchen? No, of course not! And yet the problem was that she was so preoccupied with what she was doing that she didn’t realize that God was in her living room.
· That’s the same mistake that you & I make every day. We get so caught up in the busyness of life that we fail to see all that God is doing right now.  
Some time ago, an expert on time management was speaking to a group of business students.  After speaking to them for a while, he told them that he was going to give them a quiz.  So, he set a one-gallon, wide mouthed Mason jar on the table in front of him.

· Then he took out of his bag about a dozen fist-sized rocks and carefully placed them, one at a time, inside the jar.  When the jar was filled to the top and 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 and pulled out a bucket of gravel.  He dumped some gravel into the jar and shook it, causing pieces of gravel to work themselves down spaces between the larger rocks.

· Then he smiled and asked the group once more, “Is the jar full?”  By this time the class was on to him, and answered, “Probably not.”

· “Good”, he said.  And he reached under the table and brought out a bucket of sand.  He started dumping the sand in and filled all the spaces b/t the rocks and the gravel.

· He asked again, “Is it full?”  Naturally, they said, “No” even though they didn’t understand where he was going with this.  Then he grabbed a pitcher of water and began to pour in the water until the jar was filled to the brim.

Then he looked back at the class and asked, “What’s the point of this illustration?”  One student raised her hand and said, “The point is that 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 that if you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never get them all in at all.”

· With our lives being so busy, it is so important that we take the time to consider what are the big rocks in our lives.  If we want a deeper, more intimate walk with Jesus in this year than last, then remember to put these big rocks in first or you’ll never get them in at all.

Richard Swenson, a medical doctor, wrote a book in which he discusses one of the major problems of our time-- anxiety & stress. He defines stress as “overload,” & says that people are just plain overloaded.

· We’re overloaded with commitments. We’ve committed ourselves to go here & there, to take part in this activity & that social function. 

· To keep this all together we went out and bought daytimers… but that wasn’t enough… so then we bough palm pilots… and now we have pocket pc’s!
· Cell phones, AOL Reminder Messages, etc.

· Our schedules get so filled… leaving us overloaded.

· We’re also overloaded with possessions. Our closets are full, & our garages are overflowing as we purchase things we believe will make our lives easier/better. 

· As a culture, we’ve gone into debt to pay for all of these things that we "simply must have." And now we’re trying to figure out how to pay for them .

· Thirdly, we have an overload in the area of work. 

· We get up early, fight traffic, & experience difficult working conditions, and long hours so we can just make it in this area.

· There is also an information overload. He said that as a doctor he has to read over 200 articles a month just to keep up with all the changes in his profession. 

· And now there’s an information superhighway. But the problem is that we can’t absorb it all. 

· There is so much information out there… so much more than we can process.  

Well, I could go on & on, but you get the picture. There are so many demands on our time, so many good things that need to be done. 

· But there are just about 8,700 hours left in this year… And so, if we want to make the most of every opportunity, what are we to do?

III. UNDERSTAND WHAT THE LORD’S WILL IS 

Well, to answer that, Paul tells us, “don’t be unwise, but wise” or, as the NIV says, "...do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is."

Now what do you think God’s will is for you in this New Year? 

· Do you think He wants your mind so saturated with worries & anxieties that you can’t think spiritual thoughts? 

· Do you think He wants your calendar so crowded that you don’t have time for the important things? 

· What do you think God’s will is for you in the New Year?  Let me share a few thoughts that I’ve been thinking through for myself, but I think applies to all of us…

a. First of all, I think the Lord would want us to rethink our purpose in life.  Someone once said that the secret to success is consistency of purpose.  Too often our priorities in life are driven not so much by our purpose but by our circumstances. 

· Paul expressed his purpose in Philippians… “I want to know God.”

· I think this is what is in your heart as well… to know Him more.

· Yet, we live lives that make this nearly impossible.

· Do we arrange our schedules, our time, and our calendars in a way that would help us fulfill our ultimate purpose?  Again, if we don’t put the big rocks in first, we’ll never fit them into our schedules at all.
· Purposing to know God more this year than the year before will affect your decisions, your scheduling, your relationship with others, & your whole outlook on life.

b. Secondly, one of the most important challenges for us as we purpose to know Him more in this new year is to learn how to be still.  Ps 46:10 says, “Be still and know that I am God.”  

· “Well, the Israelites didn’t have the kinds of stress we do today.”

· Look at the context: 180,000 enemy troops had surrounded the city of Jerusalem.  They were about to destroy the city.

· The Israelites were beginning to panic.  God says, “be still, relax… Remember who I am… you need to know that I am your help in your time of need (vs 1).”

· Five minutes before they attacked the city, the army was destroyed.

Pascal once said, “all of man’s problems come from his inability to sit still.”

· Somehow… and it will be different for each of us… but somehow we need to get past our busyness and establish a consistent time when you can just be still in His presence.

· For me, I know I get to the office and get right into my pile of work.  When I get home, I just want to veg out.  So hard to find time to be quiet.

· We tell ourselves that if we just had more privacy, whatever, then we’d do it.  Reality is that it is never easy… b/c it stems not from our circumstances but our inability to sit still.

· People often say, “God never talks to me!”  I know for me, it’s usually because I’m not really listening.

One of the things I hear often goes something like this… “Oh, I agree.  Next month, when life settles down a bit, I’m going to get it all together.”

· Guess what?  Life isn’t going to settle down?  When does life settle down?

· “When life settles down, I’m going to start having a daily quiet time and read my Bible again.”  You’re never going to do it if you’re waiting for life to settle down.

· “When things settle down a bit, I’m going to spend more time with my kids.”  They’ll be grown up and out of the house by then!

· Folks, one way or another, we are going to have understand that life must be enjoyed under imperfect circumstances…

· But to enjoy life in spite of these imperfect conditions, you’ll need to get those big rocks in your schedule now.
How did I do with this over the past year?  Not as good as I had hoped.  So, what will make this year different?  Just wanting it isn’t enough.  It wasn’t enough last year and it wont this year.
· We need to purpose again to make Him our passion… giving Him greater access into your life.

· Mostly, what that means is that we need to abide with Him in His presence.  Yes being still in His presence… finding that time may be the most difficult thing we all may set out to do… but lets resolve to do this nonetheless.

· Though, we somehow find time for TV (that isn’t being still) and other things.

· If the hunger isn’t there we need to cry out to the Lord for His help. 

· If we’re not starving for His presence, we must start by asking Him for an appetite… and as you respond to that appetite, it will develop into a hunger which will become more and more insatiable. 

· We need to ask the Spirit to break the back of apathy in our lives

· Change won’t come until an appetite emerges in our lives… until we cry out to God b/c it is our passion, not b/c we think we should be doing these things.

c. You also need to schedule some definite time with the Lord to pray & to read His Word.  

· I can only tell you that my life is different when I am taking in God’s word.  Absorbing what His Word has to say, like prayer, takes us to places of deeper intimacy with Him… 
· The Bible is like a door into deeper fellowship and friendship with the Father.

· Bottom-line… if you are willing to invite God into your daily life by abiding in Him and interacting with Him thru prayer and His Word, you will find yourself living, more and more, that abundant life that Jesus spoke of in John 10:10… even if your circumstances prove more difficult than the year before.

· So, as we look ahead to this new year… let’s live for ourselves David’s words in Psalm 42:1, “My soul follows hard after thee.”
While abiding in His presence, interacting with Him thru prayer, and taking in His Word may be the most important things we can do to fulfill our ultimate purpose to know Him more, there are other things we must move to higher places on our “things to do” lists.
d. You must also spend time with your family.  I know that you know this… but we knew this as last year began and perhaps didn’t do anything about it.  It’s good to be reminded.

· Every couple here needs to plan regular date nights with each other… we all know how hard it is finding sitters… but we need to. 

· No beepers, no telephones, no interruptions.... Maybe at a nice restaurant. Maybe at home alone. Wherever it is, spend some time together.

· Make sure that you spend quality time with your children as well. 
· Take an inventory of how much time you are spending with them… really communicating with them… make sure it’s enough.

e.  We need to have a fresh perspective on our work.

· I know I’m a broken record about this… but we need to start seeing our jobs as a significant part of our ministry.  There is no such thing as part time ministry as opposed to full time ministry… we are all called to minister where God has put us… whether at home, school, or the corporate world.

· We need to stop seeing our jobs as obstacles to our ministry at church… they ARE the ministry of the church.  

· Your work is God’s way of extending the ministry of this church to your coworkers and clients, fellow students, or other at home moms.

· What would happen if we all left our jobs in order to do “full time” ministry with the church?  The church would then cease to exist… b/c the church doesn’t exist for itself but the world around us.

· You need to remember that you are the closest thing that many of your co-workers will ever have to meeting Jesus.

· Perhaps you have an unbearable boss or pain in the neck coworker… God wants to help us love them.

· At the very least, you need to treat those you work with kindly.  I think it would amaze us how many people we could influence for Christ if we would just treat people nicely. 

f. Lastly, we need a renewed conviction to live for today.  Matthew 6 says that we shouldn’t “worry about tomorrow b/c tomorrow will take care of itself.”  

· The two greatest enemies of time are regrets for things we did in the past, & anxiety about what will happen to us in the future. Many of us are living either in the past or in the future. 

Imagine a girl who went to college & she just hated it. But she told herself, "If I can ever get out of college & get married & have children, I know I’ll finally be able to enjoy life."

· So she stuck with it. She went to classes every day & finally graduated from college.

· Then she got married & had children, & discovered that children are a lot of work. So she told herself, "If I can just get these kids raised, then I’ll be able to relax & really enjoy life."

· But about the time the kids were entering high school her husband said, "Guess what? We don’t have enough money to send our kids to college. I guess you’re going to have to get a job." 

· Well, she didn’t want to, but she knew that he was right & they needed the money, so she went to work. And she hated it. 

But she told herself, "If I can just get these kids out of college, & get all of the bills paid, then I can quit work & really enjoy life."

· Finally, the last child graduated from college, & all the bills were paid. So she walked into her employer’s office & said, "I quit." He said, "Oh, you don’t want to quit now. If you stay with us just another 8 years you’ll have a pension for the rest of your life."

· She thought, "Well, I don’t want to work another 8 years, but there’s all that money there, & I just really can’t turn down the opportunity." So she worked for another 8 years.

· Finally, she & her husband retired at the same time. They sold their home & bought a little retirement cottage. Then they sat down on the swing on their front porch & looked at the family picture album & dreamed about the good old days.

It may seem impossible, but God’s desire is for us to find our contentment in Him, today. 

· what would it take for you to feel really positive about your life?  To feel as though your life was really worthwhile?

· If you won the lottery, would that do it?  Last year, a family won 317 million!
· If your marriage was in better shape?  If you met Mr. or Miss. Right?  If you got a promotion?  What would it take for you to feel positive about your life right now?

· Honesty, if you think any one of these things is going to make things better, then you may never really feel content… b/c all those little pieces that must come together to make you positive about life may never be there… not at the same time.
· And yet… He is there… to love us, care for us, embrace us, to want us.  In Him, we can find that inner contentment we all desire.

Part of living for today is learning to be a little more forgetful of yesterday!

· Paul encourages us to “forget what is behind”… our failures, our sins, even our successes. 

· It’s a New Year and a new day.  I don’t believe God wants us to carry our baggage into this new year with us.  If there is something in your life, which you haven’t confessed,… confess it… and forget it.  He does.

· Obviously, we need to be selective in our forgetting since the past is important and instructive.  But to live in the past would be a great mistake.

Another year has come & gone. A new year faces us head on. Let’s take Paul’s advice:

"Be very careful, then, how you live-- not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity in these evil days. Therefore don’t act thoughtlessly, but try to understand what the Lord would want you to do."

· Let’s make this year a different kind of year.  

· Let’s ask His help to be still, to focus on knowing Him, to love those He’s given us… our families and those at work.

· Let’s not be held back by what’s behind… but with fresh vision, look with anticipation at what the Lord has next for us.

· Let’s not loose our focus of knowing Him more… let’s purpose to do this together.

