Sermon 17 June 2018 – How is your body shape?  Mrs Linda West LLM
Readings: 2 Cor 5.6-10, 14-17, page 1160 Pew Bible; Mark 4.26-34, page 1006, Pew Bible
Aim: To use set passages to examine how we should be concentrating on God’s kingdom rather than our earthly bodies, both personally and as a church
How is your body shape?
It’s that season isn’t it?  We are bombarded both on TV and in magazines with programmes and articles telling us how to get the perfect body in 4 weeks, ready to look great in our bikinis or swimming trunks on the beach this summer.  
Of course, many of us here this morning are well past worrying about so much about how our bodies look as to whether they function at all, and will be far more familiar with the sort of conversation I had with my doctor this week.  I was called in to discuss my cholesterol.  It seems that the reading from your annual blood test is fed into a computer programme, together with all the other information the NHS keeps about you, and because I have now reached a certain age my risk of heart disease had gone too high.  I could either opt for statins or a healthier diet and more exercise.  
But then I came to start preparing for this morning and found St Paul telling me that I shouldn’t be at home with my earthly body.  Does that mean I ignore the doctor and not live healthily?  No, I don’t think so, after all Paul has already told his readers in 1 Corinthians 3.16-17 that ‘you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you.  If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple.’  So if my body is God’s temple, I had better look after it.  
And Jesus cares about our bodies too.  He says in John 10.10 ‘I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.’  His miracles of healing and those of the apostles surely tell us that Christ cares about our health.
So what it Paul talking about?  Surely it is that, having accepted Christ’s great gift of dying and rising for us, our main focus of attention should be on Christ’s kingdom and preparing for it – our heavenly dwelling as the heading to chapter 5 in our Pew Bibles puts it.  
Our goal in life should be to please God.  And Paul gives us the solemn warning that one day we will appear before the judgement seat of Christ, and that we will receive what is due to us according to how we have lived whilst inhabiting our earthly bodies.
So what is our driving factor whilst we are here on earth in our mortal bodies?  Well, Paul reminds us that in Christ we are a new creation; that doesn’t mean we’ve gone from a size 20 to a size 10, but rather that Christ has made us new beings spiritually.  Our driving factor is Christ’s love; having accepted how much he loved us we can only behave like new people and devote ourselves to bringing about his kingdom.  
So how can our readings this morning help us?  
Our gospel reading this morning comprises two parables of Jesus about his kingdom and how it is to be achieved.  Both are concerned with growth.  
The first describes what the kingdom of God is like.  Seed is scattered on the ground and it keeps growing night and day, whether the sower sleeps or is awake; it just keeps growing until it is ripe for harvest.  And the second describes how the tiny mustard seed grows into such a big plant that the birds of the air can shelter in its branches.  
It is thought that the first parable is Jesus’ way of saying that he was the seed of the kingdom and that it would grow and grow and grow.  Tom Wright explains the analogy by telling us that the word used for ‘get up’ is one of the regular words used for ‘resurrection’.  The parable of the mustard seed, he says, is ‘Jesus’ picture of what God’s way of working, God’s way of growing the kingdom, is like’.  
So how does this help us to know how we can concentrate on God’s kingdom and play our part in taking it forward to the time when we, and others, come before Christ’s judgement seat?  
We went to the Gardeners’ World live exhibition on Friday and saw load and loads of wonderful plants, all in great condition.  But how had the growers managed to get them all to look so much more fabulous than the pathetic efforts I grow between the mass of weeds in my garden?  
Listening to the talks by experts and talking to the stall holders it is clear that the secret is to grow the plant in the type of location it will flourish, water it, feed it and when necessary prune it.  
And this is exactly what our Christian lives should look like it we are to grow and flourish as Christ’s followers and help him to bring about his harvest.  
We need to locate our focus in the right place.  Like Paul says, we should not be too comfortable with our bodies.  Instead of focussing on all the pleasures of this world we should be concentrating on the fact that we are a new creation in Christ who lives differently.  This does not mean we should not enjoy ourselves – after all Christ’s first miracle was to make sure that the wedding feast continued to go with a swing - but we should get things in perspective; Christ’s perspective.
So what does this mean in reality?  Many of us, I know, start each day with a quiet time with God reading his word and spending time in prayer.  If you do not yet have this habit, there are a couple of free samples of Bible reading notes to take away and help you get into it on the font.  This spiritual food is as important as whatever we eat for breakfast – it is like watering the plants and placing them in the right light. 
And for fertiliser we need to mix with other Christians, to come to church, go to study groups, worship with them etc.  And we need to listen out for when Christ wants us to prune something out of our earthly lives, so that we can concentrate on his kingdom more.   
Having started our day with Christ, we are then set to decide where we should go to be the seeds in his kingdom – where he would like his influence to be spread.  Sometimes, he will call us to go to special places or take part in special activities designed specifically to spread the gospel, such as helping with Alpha groups or teaching our children, but often he asks us to spread his kingdom exactly where we are.
And we do this by the way people see us act and the things we say.  Every time we utter a word of kindness or do something to help others we are showing Christ’s love.  And there will be times when he wants us to speak out for him and we need to be ready and to rely on the Holy Spirit to give us boldness to say the right words, whether it be being bold enough to explain what we believe, to stand up for what is right, or to give words of encouragement to others.  Or, by contrast, it may be that we are called to keep quiet and listen to others when they need to offload something.  Whatever the situation, that quick prayer for guidance is always a great strength.
But what about helping grow Christ’s kingdom as a church? - that is what we exist for. What do the people in our community see as they pass the church?  Well they see a typical village church, well kept; a churchyard that is kept in an ecologically friendly way, signs that say welcome – come in and pray, these are our services.  
But what do they find inside?  A church that is clean, not musty.  Nice flowers.  Bits of information about what is on.  A prayer book in the corner in case they want to leave a prayer, a quiet place to pray or just be still and evidence that children are welcome.
But the church is not just the building, it is the group of people – us – who worship Sunday by Sunday in this building that are the real church who are responsible for unitedly helping to grow the kingdom together.  So Paul is challenging as a group to put our focus on being less comfortable in our earthly body and more focussed on the growing God’s kingdom.   
This isn’t to say that we should ignore our church building and churchyard.  But we need to challenge ourselves to think and pray about whether we get the proportion of time and money we spend on the church building right in proportion to the amount of time and effort we put into the spiritual growth of both ourselves and the community around us.  
We do lots of things to help grow the kingdom through our worship; our ministry to people on those very personal occasions like baptisms, weddings and funerals; our children’s work; our joint activities with the Baptist church; our coffee mornings and T-club; our prayer ministry; our pastoral care work and I am sure other things I have not listed.  But we must not be complacent.  We need to constantly pray and be open to whether there are other ways in which Christ would like us to grow his kingdom in this parish and beyond.  
So what is our body shape?  Both personally and as a church?  Challenging questions to think and pray about.
Let’s take up Paul’s challenge to focus on Christ’s kingdom and pray that the spirit will help us to sow and nurture the seeds that will help it grow into that large tree of heaven where we and everyone else can take their rest at the end of time.
(13 mins)
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