Get 2012 Off To A Great S.T.A.R.T.

New Years Day 2012 – Galatians 3:27
Most folks want to get their New Year off to a good start. A young boy asked his father his New Year’s resolution: I’m going to do everything possible in the New Year to make your mother very happy.  The boy asked his mother what hers was: To do everything possible to make sure your father keeps his resolution.  That’s one way to do it. They did a survey a few years back and the number one resolution in America was to lose weight. A wife came into the bathroom to see her husband standing on the scales with his stomach sucked in. She told him that sucking in his stomach wouldn’t make it any better. He said it would, because if he didn’t suck it in, he couldn’t read the numbers. While many focus on the physical how can we Get 2012 Off To A Great S.T.A.R.T. spiritually? Let me suggest five ways that empower us as Christians using the acronym S.T.A.R.T. 
SACRAMENTAL LIVING
Since this first one is foundational to all the rest let’s see how this unfolds in the readers theater dialog between Chris and his Pastor. (Don & PC read). The S stands for Sacramental Living!  We are empowered to live the Christian life through Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The word Sacrament does not appear in the Bible, but attempts to describe what the Bible teaches. In case you forgot let me suggest this definition of Sacrament: 
A sacred act instituted by God, in which there are certain visible means (water, bread, wine) connected with His word in which God offers grace (forgiveness of sins & the power of the Holy Spirit) so we may live for Jesus.

Power of Baptism: Galatians 3:27: for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. Every day we celebrate new life in Christ. Stephen Starke from Concordia Publishing House in 2003 wrote: O Gracious Lord with Love Draw Near (LSB #599) (Sing to: Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow (#805) Reflect on what baptism means daily in our life and sing this hymn this week to get 2012 off to a good start:                   1) O gracious Lord, with love draw near to these, Your children gathered here; the Spirit’s gift in them renew: the gift of faith that clings to You. 2) Sustain the work You have begun in these united to your Son, for in that pure baptismal flood they have been cleansed by Jesus blood. 3) Deliver them from every wile, from all that would their hearts beguile, from worldly ways and Stan’s lies, that they may not Your Word despise. 4) Lord, keep them firm in their intent to You, Your Word and Sacrament. O make them bold, their faith to share and make them strong, each cross to bear. 5) O Father, grant that by Your grace they may Your will each day embrace; with fruits of faith their lives now bless, till they at death Your name confess. 6) Then robed in white before Your throne, Your holy saints, by You foreknown – predestined, called, and justified, shall, crowned in light, be glorified.
Power of Communion: Acts 2:42: They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Devoted means a persistent and faithful devotion in something.  Luther said: We must never regard the sacrament as a harmful thing from which we should flee, but as a pure, wholesome, soothing medicine which aids and quickens us in both soul and body. For where the soul is healed, the body has benefited also…If you could see how many daggers, spears, and arrows are at every moment aimed at you, you would be glad to come to the sacrament as often as possible. It’s a foretaste of heaven here on earth. We are united in God’s love and empowered to be the children of God as we Proclaim Christ in a Changing World!  Friedrich Heyder in the 17th century wrote: I Come, O Savior, to Thy Table (LSB #618) Reflect on what communion means and sing this hymn this week to get 2012 off to a good start:  1) I come, O Savior, to Thy Table, for weak and weary is my soul; Thou, Bread of Life, alone art able to satisfy and make me whole. Lord, may Thy body and Thy blood be for my soul the highest good! 4) Weary am I and heavy laden; with sin my soul is sore oppressed; receive me graciously and gladden my heart, for I am now Thy guest. Lord, may Thy body and Thy blood be for my soul the highest good!  5) What higher gift can we inherit? It is faith’s bond and solid base; it is the strength of heart and spirit, the covenant of hope and grace. Lord, may Thy body and Thy blood be for my soul the highest good!   
At the heart of the church is sacramental living. Here God says to His people: I love you! I forgive you! I redeemed you with a great price. You are mine! I empower you to lift up my name and shine like stars in a dark world.                                How does living sacramentally affect our daily life?
TIME ON EARTH IS VALUABLE
 Psalm 139:16: All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to pass. How do you recognize the value of time? How do we value ONE YEAR? Ask a student who failed a grade. How do we value ONE MONTH? Ask a Mother whose baby arrived prematurely. How do we value ONE WEEK? Editors of weekly newspapers know. How do we value ONE HOUR? Ask someone who lies terminally ill waiting for a loved one who’s late. How do we value ONE MINUTE? Ask someone who missed a plane, a train, an important engagement that would not be rescheduled.  How do we value ONE SECOND? Ask an Olympic Medalist, who just missed having an accident, or someone saying “goodbye” to a loved one they will not see again. Times valuable.
Time is like a valuable commodity in a very precious & delicate vessel. It might break at any moment & we might lose it all. So we have this moment. We don’t know anything about the future, but we have this moment & that is all that we really have. We must take advantage of the time that we have. 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 of 75 years for men & 80 years for women. So you program your sex & age into the clock, & from then on it will tell you how much time you have left. It sold for $99.95. Nobody has a guarantee of even one day.  
Ask the family of Dan Wheldon the Indy driver killed in October of 2011. One comment: One minute you're joking around at driver intros and the next, Dan's gone. Everyone died today! Psalm 39:4-5: 4 Show me, O LORD, my life’s end and the number of my days; let me know how fleeting is my life.  5 You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years is as nothing before you. Each man’s life is but a breath.  Time is a resource that is nonrenewable and nontransferable. You cannot store it, slow it up, hold it up, divide it up or give it up.      You can’t hoard it up or save it for a rainy day–when it’s lost it’s unrecoverable. When you kill time, remember that it has no resurrection. Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. Today is a gift that’s why it’s called the present!  How will you use your time in 2012? 
Advocate That’s On Our Side
1 John 2:1: My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense Jesus Christ the Righteous One. Advocate means defender or lawyer. Someone said that at the current rate of people becoming lawyers in this country, within 50 years or so everyone will be a lawyer! Lawyers pass the bar when they can demonstrate their knowledge of the law. Jesus wrote the Law!  What’s more, He’s proven that He’s willing to face death in order to benefit His client!

The scene is of a Divine courtroom. Satan, the accuser of God’s children, stands before the ultimate Judge, God the Father, and argues that you should be sentenced to eternal damnation. It doesn’t look good as you sit defenseless listening to your crimes. Just as the Judge is about to pass sentence, the doors at the back of the courtroom burst open and a bright light appears that illuminates the entire room. Out from the light emerges the Lord Jesus Christ your Advocate: My child is innocent because the sentence has already been served. He deserved death for his crimes but I have already gone to the cross to pay the penalty for his sins. I have already suffered the consequences so that anyone who believes may have everlasting life in Heaven. The accused must go free! The Judge, with a thunderous bang of His Divine gavel, proclaims CASE DISMISSED!

No doubt we will sin, make mistakes, stumble and fall at times in 2012. I heard recently about a 90-year-old lady who one Christmas found buying presents a bit much, so she wrote out checks for all of her family and friends, and decided she would put them in with her Christmas cards. She wrote out her Christmas cards and wrote Buy your own present after her name, then sent them off. After the Christmas festivities were over, she found the checks in her desk! Everyone had got a Christmas card from her with Buy your own present written inside but without the checks! Jesus continual gift to us in 2012 is a check written on behalf of His child as they confess and repent of their sin.  PAID IN FULL!  What does it mean to you that Jesus is your Advocate? 
RENEW YOUR MIND
Romans 12:1-2: 1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. The way we think, determines the way we feel. And the way we feel determines the way we act. If we want to change our actions, change the way you think. A little boy went out into the field wearing a baseball cap. In one hand he carried a baseball, & in the other a baseball bat. His face bore a look of tremendous confidence. Cocking his bat, he tossed the ball into the air: I’m the greatest batter in the world!   Then he swung & missed. After the third strike he said: What a pitcher. I’m the greatest pitcher in the world!      
Like the little boy our attitude, our frame of mind, our reaction to its events will largely determine whether 2012 is a year of victory or defeat. Charles Swindoll: The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on life. Attitude to me is more important: than facts, than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than failures, than successes, than what other people think or say or do, than appearances, than giftedness or skill. It will make or break a company. . . a church. . . a home. The remarkable thing is we have a choice every day regarding the attitude we will embrace for that day. We cannot change our past. We cannot change the inevitable. The only thing we can do is play on the one thing we have, and that is our attitude. I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and 90% how I react to it. And so it is with you. . . We are in charge of our attitudes. 
If you are depressed, discouraged and distressed it may be because you’re thinking depressed, discouraged and distressing thoughts. That’s your choice. You don’t have to think those thoughts. If you’re acting in fearful, worried ways it’s because you’re thinking fearful, worried thoughts. Which memories are you still rehearsing that keep you from having victory in life?  The more you hold on to that memory, and rehearse it; it continues to hurt you today.   It cannot hurt you without your permission. You have to renew your mind and let go and get rid of those painful, hurtful memories. How do you do that?  Renew your mind in God’s word.
Joshua 1:8: Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.  The more you renew your mind in God’s word, the more successful you’ll be in Your Christian life. It’s a promise from God. Meditating means I think on it over and over and what it means in my life. As we fill our mind with God’s word, it begins to change our mind. We stop seeing ourselves as other people see us or as we have seen ourselves. We begin to see ourselves as God does. That’s where the change takes place.  Will you be a person who lives in defeat in 2012 or will you live in victory as you renew your mind in God’s Word? How will you renew your mind in 2012?

                                      TAKE TOMORROW BY THE HAND IN FAITH

Matthew 9: 29: Then he touched their eyes and said, According to your faith will it be done to you…Two blind men cried out to Jesus to have mercy on them. They were healed by Jesus as they placed their faith in Him.  That is a very simple statement but it’s very powerful. According to your faith it will be done to you. In order to start acting in faith means you’ve got to stop having a pity party. You’ve got to stop feeling sorry for yourself. Poor me! I’m such a victim. Life is unfair. Of course life is unfair! Whoever said it was fair? God never said that. This is a world filled with sin and because of that, life is unfair. But you have to go on with life anyway.  What we need to do is learn from the past, and take tomorrow by the hand in faith like those blind men.
Bobby was getting cold sitting out in his back yard in the snow. Try as he might, he could not come up with an idea for his mother’s Christmas gift. He shook his head. This is useless, even if I do come up with an idea, I don’t have any money to spend. Ever since his father had passed away three years ago, the family of five had struggled. It wasn’t because his mother didn’t care, or try, there just never seemed to be enough. She worked nights at the hospital, but the small wage that she was earning could only be stretched so far. What the family lacked in money and material things, they more than made up for in love and family unity. 
All three of his sisters had already made beautiful gifts for their mother. Here it was Christmas Eve already, and he had nothing. Wiping a tear from his eye, Bobby kicked the snow and started to walk down to the street where the shops and stores were. It wasn’t easy being six without a father, especially when he needed a man to talk to. Bobby walked from shop to shop, looking into each decorated window. Everything seemed so beautiful and so out of reach. It was starting to get dark and Bobby reluctantly turned to walk home. Suddenly his eyes caught the glimmer of the setting sun’s rays reflecting off of something along the curb. He reached down and discovered a shiny dime. Never before has anyone felt as wealthy as Bobby felt at that moment. His excitement quickly turned cold when salesperson after salesperson told him that he could not buy anything with only a dime.
He saw a flower shop and went inside to wait in line. When the shop owner asked if he could help him, Bobby presented the dime and asked if he could buy one flower for his mother’s Christmas gift. The shop owner looked at Bobby and his ten-cent offering. Then he put his hand on Bobby’s shoulder and said to him: You just wait here and I’ll see what I can do for you. All alone in the shop, Bobby began to feel alone and afraid. Suddenly the shop owner came out and moved to the counter. There, before Bobby’s eyes, lay twelve long stem, red roses, all tied together with a big silver bow. That will be ten cents young man. Slowly, Bobby moved his hand to give the man his dime. Could this be true? No one else would give him a thing for his dime! Sensing the boy’s reluctance, the shop owner added: I just happened to have some roses on sale for ten cents a dozen. Would you like them? This time Bobby did not hesitate, and when the man placed the long box into his hands, he knew it was true. Walking out the door that the owner was holding for Bobby, he heard the shopkeeper say, Merry Christmas, son.
As he returned inside, the shopkeeper’s wife walked out. Who were you talking to back there and where are the roses you were fixing? Staring out the window, and blinking the tears from his own eyes, he replied: A strange thing happened to me this morning. While I was setting up things to open the shop, I thought I heard a voice telling me to set aside a dozen of my best roses for a special gift. I wasn’t sure at the time whether I had lost my mind or what, but I set them aside anyway. Then just a few minutes ago, a little boy came into the shop and wanted to buy a flower for his mother with one small dime. When I looked at him, I saw myself, many years ago. I too, was a poor boy with nothing to buy my mother a Christmas gift. A bearded man, whom I never knew, stopped me on the street and told me that he wanted to give me ten dollars. When I saw that little boy tonight, I knew who that voice was, and I put together a dozen of my very best roses. That is taking tomorrow by the hand in faith. What do you need to embrace by faith? Apply S.T.A.R.T. to your life daily. Be empowered by Word and Sacrament for a blessed 2012! AMEN!

