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Charge to Ordinands at the Highveld and Swaziland District SYNOD 2007

Rev Dr Dion Forster

Text: Philippians 3:12-14

INTRODUCTION.
It is such a wonderful joy to be able to share with you today.  I thank Bp Jennings, the District Executive, and the members of this SYNOD, both laity and clergy, for the privilege of allowing me to be here.  I bring you greetings form the Limpopo District SYNOD, and from the Education for Ministry and Mission Unit.

Working with so many clergy in the Education for Ministry and Mission Unit has taught me quite a lot about my self.  In particular as I have looked at the lives and spirituality of my colleagues, I have had to consider my own calling i.e., why it is that I am in the ministry.  I recently was asked to preach at an induction service for a minister from the Uniting Presbyterian Church of Southern Africa.  At the service the Ordination vows were read again.  They were slightly differently from our own, and the freshness struck me.  In particular the two passages that were read in the introduction stood out for me, they are on your outline:

So, hear the words of Paul to Timothy (1 Tim 4:12-16): “12 Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity. 13 Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching. 14 Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you.  1TI 4:15 Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress. 16 Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”

The apostle Peter admonishes likewise (1 Pet 5:2-4): “2 Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers--not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.”

Dear Brother, you are therefore as a servant of Christ to feed the flock of God; to share the Word in season and out of season; to reprove, to rebuke, to exhort with all patience and humility; to teach those who do not know, to comfort the suffering, to strengthen the weak, to seek the lost; to continue in prayer and intercession, and to maintain good discipline and order in the Church of God.

These wonderful words and promises will become a reality for the Ordinands very soon.  However, I remember some time ago speaking with a colleague who was about to retire.  He was tired.  He said to me that he couldn’t wait to “hang up his hat”.  I remember walking away from that conversation wondering what it must have been like to be a member of his Church, living under and unwilling ministry, unwillingly ministering to his people.  My work with student ministers has shown me just how naïve I was in thinking that all ministers are passionate about saving souls and transforming society!  

Jack Dennison in his 1999 book “City Reaching” (published by William Carey Library), noted that his research had shown that 7 out of 10 clergy indicated that if they had the skill or opportunity to do so they would leave the ministry for another career! How sad it must be to live life that way, doing something that one is not passionate about!

My experience tells me that many people sell themselves short of the blessing and possibilities that lie ahead, and perhaps one of the reasons for this is because their expectations for the year ahead are very small.

Illus.:  Boy throwing big fish back and only keeping the one’s that are a small as his little hands.  Man asks why he is doing that.  He replies “Because I only have a frying pan that is as big as my hands.”

The American author, Foulton Oursler summed it up so nicely when he wrote, "We crucify ourselves between two thieves: regret for yesterday and fear of tomorrow". -- Christian Reader, Vol. 32, no. 3.

Today I want to look at a wonderful passage from Philippians 3:12-14 to see what we can learn that will enrich us, build us up, and help us all for our ministry.  Please let me say that what the Church needs, what God’s Kingdom requires from us, is people who are passionate about the Gospel, people who have the passion, courage and motivation to due true ministry!

Let’s begin with the first part of this text:

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

1. Forgetting what is behind.  Becoming comfortable with our past.
The first thing that Paul encourages us to do is to forget what is behind.  Let me ask the Ordinands, what was your experience of your training for ministry?  What where the joys you experienced (times reading through the night, the wonder and joy of trial services, loving and affirming Superintendent ministers and Circuit stewards!  Seriously what discoveries have you made, where have you grown and developed?), and what were some of the pains that you experienced (times where you had to face elements of yourself that were not easy to face, perhaps a conflict in a society, perhaps going without a stipend, or being placed in a cross cultural society?)  remember…  What has brought you to this place?  Let me ask the other delegates who are here, what has brought you to this SYNOD?  How are things going in your Church?  What is your relationship like within your Church?  There is something important about this memory!

How could Paul want us to simply forget all these important things?  Surely it is important to remember an experience of growth, or the influence of a caring lay member or minister?  Surely we should want to cherish joyous moments and growth points, and learn from mistakes!?  So what does Paul mean when he says we must forget what is behind?  After all, the Israelites, in the Old Testament at least, are a people of memory.  How often do we read that formative words  in the Old Testament “Remember when the Lord your God…”?  What then does Paul, a good Jew, mean when he suggests that we forget all that is behind and simply look towards what lies ahead?

The answer can be found in two places.  Firstly we can understand what he means by looking closely at the word forget that he chose to use in this passage, and secondly we need to understand that word in relation to the object of this section of his letter to the Philippians, which is clarified in verse 14.  So, let’s take a look at those two things in little more detail.

A) Don’t get stuck in the Past, either good or bad.

Let’s start with the word that Paul chooses to use in his letter to the Philippians.

The word that Paul uses here is interesting, the Greek is epilanthanomai which is translated in most translations of the Bible simply as ‘forget’.  However, as with many other Greek words, this translation does not fully capture what the word conveys.  If we look at the Greek, the word can mean either to forget something over time or simply to be COMFORTABLY forgetful.  It is in the middle voice, which means that it this is an action which comes without effort, it is an action of freedom, not a hard task, but something that happens when you are comfortable Illus.:  (e.g. when you get so used to being in your home you will kick your shoes off anywhere, often forgetting where you have put them.  But, when you go to visit your Bishop, you will be sure that you remember where your shoes are kept!)

This is perhaps what Paul is meaning when he says that we need to forget.  He is not suggesting that we forget the past completely.  Rather, he suggesting that we allow the past to live in the past.  I will say bit more about that in a moment.  The kind of forgetting he is talking about, as I said above has to do with comfort.  It has to do with no longer allowing the emotion to hold and control you.

Talking about no longer allowing the emotion to control you, and forgetting about things, Illus.:  Two old men were sitting chatting one day.  The one man said, “You know, as I get older I find it harder to remember things”.  The second man replied “Well, you should go on this wonderful memory course I went on.  In the course you learn to remember things by associating things with other things”.  “Really” the other man replied, “what is it called?”  He thought for a moment and then said, “What is that flower, a red one with the thorns?”.  “Are you talking of a rose?”  The other man replied.  “Yes”, he said and then called to his wife “Rose, what was the name of that memory course I went on?”

The point here is that we need to learn from the past.  We need to remember what brought us joy, we need to understand how and why things hurt us.  However, we need to find FREEDOM from the past.  We need allow God to deal with our memories and bring freedom and healing that will allow us to grow.

How many of us have seen a probationer who faced an oppressive Superintendent, become that very same Superintendent!?  How many times have we seen a GREAT minister, or lay person, leave the ministry because of hurt they cannot let go of?  How sad that is for the Church!

What have you brought from your training, from your past, from your life?  What is there from the last years, encounters with members of your congregation, difficulties in your family?  Have you brought these before God to allow God to bring you healing?  Remember that you can only move into the future when you have freedom from the past!  Freedom does not mean not remembering, rather it means that you do not allow the past to control your present and your future.  Will you allow a difficult Superintendent to damage the rest of your ministry?  Would you allow a memory of the past to allow you to be hamstrung in the future.  We would do well to hear the words of Paul where he suggests in verses 12-14 “I’m not saying that I have this all together, that I have it made.  But I am well on my way, reaching out for Christ, who has so wondrously reached out for me…. I’ve go my eye on the goal, where God is beckoning us onward – to Jesus.  I’m off and running, and I’m not turning back”.

B) So, how do we forget the past in order to benefit the future?

One of the commentaries that I consulted had this very good advice, it said, “looking back is sure to end in going back”.  Jesus himself gives some advice to his disciples when he encourages them to move ahead and not be bound by the past, by burying the dead and saying goodbye to the family (Lk 9:62).  Even the Isrealites that were a nation of rememberers had to have constant guidance so that they didn’t return to the slavery of Egypt (God’s instruction to Moses was “Speak to the Children of Israel that they go forward”  Ex 14:15).  We have to seek to move ahead.  This is not simply something that is nice to do.  Elsewhere in scripture we read that Eph 2:10 “For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  (NIV)  “He creates each of us by Christ Jesus to join him in the work he does, the good work he has gotten ready for us to do, work we had better be doing”  (MSG) 

Paul is saying clearly here that we ARE created in Christ Jesus to do good works which God has prepared for us to do.  Once again the word ‘workmanship’ that Paul uses here is interesting, the word in Greek means a work of art Not every sculpture starts out perfect, but every one can end that way!  We are God’s work of Art, the artist deliberately shapes us (remember that according to Phil 2:5 we are to be shaped in the image of Christ), through experience and encounter.  More importantly that we are created with a purpose in mind our experiences, though not necessarily from God can clearly be used by God to shape us for significant living and ministry (Romans 8:28).

God has been using the bumps and scrapes to form you, an artwork (pottery Jer 1).  As I look back upon my life, and in particular my probation and ministry, I can see so clearly how God has been shaping and preparing me for the year that lies ahead.  When Paul calls us to forget he is calling us to be free from the past in order to focus on the future.

The sad thing is that many of us are not students of the past, we are slaves of the past.  Instead of learning from, and understanding, our past, we live in the past.  I often hear people saying, “I can’t do that because I tried it once before”, or “I could never do that because I’m too young, or too old”.  

Illus.:  The large elephant with the small chain…  It is not the chain around his leg that binds him, it is the chain in his mind!

Have you heard those words before? Yep, listen to these words from Jeremiah 1.

JER 1:5 "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,

    before you were born I set you apart;

    I appointed you as a prophet to the nations."

    JER 1:6 "Ah, Sovereign LORD," I said, "I do not know how to speak; I am only a child."

    JER 1:7 But the LORD said to me, "Do not say, `I am only a child.' You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you. 8 Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you," declares the LORD.

Let’s take seriously the bumps and bruises, the hurts and disappointments of the past and see how through them God is preparing us for something in the present and in the future.

So, how do we use them in ministry?

Remember where Paul is when he makes this statement?  He is in prison!  Yet, he still looks forward and encourages others to do so.  Perhaps our ministry has become too easy!

2. Looking ahead!  Straining for God’s best in us!

“Straining toward what is ahead.” (v. 13)

· A. “Straining” refers to continuous concentration, like that of a runner in a race whose ceaseless personal exertion and intensity of desire help to achieve the hoped for victory.  The Greek word, epekteinomai  literally means to stretch yourself.– start those stretching exercises!
This word helps us to picture a runner with his body bent over, hand outstretched, eyes fastened on the goal, never giving a backward glance.  In other words, this runner is focused and determined. A plan of action, once developed has to be held to with great exertion and intensity.  You need to strain!  But strain for what?  Remember that we are Methodists!  Have you ever heard of Christian perfection?  We should never be satisfied to remain just where we are!  Perhaps that’s why Paul says we need to forget what is behind?  Don’t get stuck in the past!  He says “I strain to take hold of that which Christ Jesus took hold of me!”  

Did Jesus take hold of you for Mediocrity!?

There are 5 D’s for the kind of living that is more than just ordinary!

· Dissatisfaction

· Devotion:  Matt 22:37 “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and soul, and mind”
· Direction:  You can only win if you know where to Goal is Start with the end in mind!
· Determination:  Paul says “I press on…”  v14a (remember he stretches himself – it is uncomfortable.  Ministry is NOT easy!)  1 Tim 4:7-8 train yourself to be godly. 8 For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.

· Discipline.

In our text, Phil 3:16 it says, “..let us live up to what we have already attained.” It is not enough to run hard and win the race; the runner must also obey the rules. 2 Timothy 2:5 tells us that, “If anyone competes as an athlete, he does not receive the victor’s crown unless he competes according to the rules.” The issue is not what the athlete thinks, or what the spectators think, but it’s what the judge says. The Bible tells us in Roman 14:10-12. “...We will all stand before God’s judgment seat. It is written; “‘as surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God’” The Greek word used here in this text for “Judgment Seat” is bema, the very same word used to describe the place where the Olympic Judges give out their rewards. If we have disciplined ourselves to obey the rules, to remain a Christian, we shall receive a reward.
B. Concentrating on a solid plan will help to make a passion filled ministry more of a reality.   Friends there is no way that we can hope to make a difference in the world!  Changing the world through ministry takes planning and effort!  It takes commitment, strain, and perseverance.  I heard Dr David Molapo speaking the other evening on TV, he said that less than 2 percent of people actually made any concrete plans to make their lives, and the lives of those around them better.  Most people just live from day to day, hoping that things will get better.  Brian Tracey, one of the world's leading motivational speakers said this "failing to plan is planning to fail." -- Brian Tracy.

I love the following little quote from Mark Twain, he wrote:  

"Let us endeavor so to live that when we come to die even the undertaker will be sorry." -- Mark Twain

Once you’ve made some goals or some resolutions, these goals have to be translated into activities. A lot of us set worthy goals, but then nothing happens.  Paul tells us that he “strained” toward his goal. We have to do the same with our resolutions.

TRANSITION: We’ve seen that Paul’s methods for reaching a goal included his preliminary activity of forgetting the past, and developing a plan by straining toward what was ahead. In our remaining time, I’d like to also give you:

2. SOME PRACTICAL POINTERS FOR STRAINING AHEAD.

“I press on toward the goal.” (v. 14)

If we are going to press on toward our resolutions in 2004, here are some things to remember.

A.  Prioritise your activities around your goals.  A number of you have heard me use this illustration before, but it makes so much sense I must use it again.  Illus.:  Jar, putting the big things in first.  Once you know what your goals are, you must work to see them achieved.  It takes planning, and most of all hard work, to see that we achieve our goals.  “If you don’t set the pace, someone else will!” -- John Maxwell

B.  Check back and change!  Check back from time to time see how your goals are going, and where you need to make changes.  I read an interesting fact the other day.  Apparently the Apollo moon landing craft was only on course 3% of the time it was landing.  97% of the lunar landing was spent making corrections to land safely.  Life is real, things constantly change, and so must we.  So, that means we will have to look back from time to time to change our course and adjust for those changes.

C.  When you fail, don’t give up!  If you find yourself failing, don't give up.  Winston Churchill commented that " Success is never final; failure is never fatal; it is courage that counts. "  Winston Churchill, English Prime Minister during World War II. Men of Integrity, Vol. 1, no. 1.

CONCLUSION

So, for the best ministry in the future, you will need to do some things today.  First, don’t be satisfied with good enough.  Second, make sure you’re heading in the right direction.  Third, take a look at your bottle, plan to put the big things in first!  AMEN. 
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