      February 5th 2006 Sermon:  “ Alone with Jesus ”
     ( Psalm 32:1-7; 1st peter 4:7-11; Mark 1:29-39 )

***********************************************************
     Near the main entrance by the guest book we have a “Project Connect” stand with several different pamphlets dealing with various topics and issues from a Christian perspective.  One of these pamphlets teaches us how to manage stress.  Another pamphlet helps us develop coping skills for feelings of anxiety.

     Stress and anxiety!  How many here can relate to stress and anxiety?  I know I surely can!  Sometimes we have stress and anxiety because we are victims of circumstances beyond our control.  Other times we have stress and anxiety because we have filled our schedules too full and we don’t have time for rest and recreation.  Still other times we have stress and anxiety because we have made some sinful choices and now we and others are suffering the consequences. 
     Jesus understood what it feels like to be overwhelmed by stress and anxiety.  Does that surprise you?  Jesus is God.  How could God possibly suffer from stress and anxiety?  But we need to remember that Jesus is also human, and He allowed Himself to suffer all that we suffer.

     Please understand.  Jesus was not a victim of circumstances beyond His control.  Jesus is God and therefore controls all events.  Nor did Jesus have stress and anxiety because of poor time management or sinful choices.  Jesus is perfect and sinless.  

     The reason that Jesus suffered stress and anxiety is that He willingly chose to be our servant and endure suffering for our sins.  So, how did Jesus deal with stress and anxiety?  Let’s examine our Gospel reading and find out.

     In the first part of our Gospel reading, specifically Mark 1:29-34, we see that Jesus is very busy healing the sick and casting out demons from those who were possessed by evil spirits.

As the news about Jesus spread, more and more people were coming to Jesus for help.  Simply put, Jesus was BUSY!
     However, Mark then mentions a detail that seems strange at first.  Mark says:  “…[Jesus] would not let the demons speak because they knew who He was.”  Scholars have debated the meaning of this comment.  The most acceptable interpretation is that Jesus did not want people to learn from the demons that He was the Son of God.  Why?  Jesus knew the demons would do their best to confuse people about the purpose of Jesus’ mission.  Jesus silenced the demons because he did not want them using His Name is association with their lies.

     Now, if you jump ahead to Mark 1:36-39 we see that many people were looking for Jesus because he had been healing the sick and casting out demons.  Once again, Jesus was a busy guy!  Jesus had compassion on many people.

     However, even though Jesus showed compassion by healing the sick and casting out demons, that was not the PRIMARY task He wanted to perform.  Jesus knew the people needed more than physical healing and exorcism.  Jesus knew that people needed to hear the message of the Kingdom.  What is this message?  Listen to these words of Jesus from Mark 1:15 – “The Kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news!”

     The PRIMARY task of Jesus’ ministry was the preaching of repentance and the forgiveness of sins in His Name.  Physical healing and exorcism, although wonderful, have no lasting value if we do not confess our sin and trust in Jesus as Savior.  That’s why Jesus said what He did as recorded at the end of our Gospel reading:  “Let us go somewhere else…so I can preach there also.  That is why I have come.”

     Well, now you have a sense of how busy Jesus was.  No wonder Jesus experienced stress and anxiety.  But unlike us sinners who ignore our problems or deal with them in evil ways, Jesus dealt with His stress and anxiety in a godly way.  Right in the middle of Jesus’ busy schedule He takes time out for something very important.  Listen to this verse from the middle of our Gospel reading:  “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”
     Did you hear that?  Even though Jesus had many things to do; even though there were countless people who needed Jesus’ help, He took time to be alone with His Heavenly Father and pray to Him.  Even though Jesus was God, He was also human.  Jesus allowed Himself to suffer human weakness.  Jesus thereby gave us an example that we humans must always depend on God for strength and hope.

     Please understand.  Jesus was not trying to escape from reality or run away from His problems.  Instead, Jesus is showing us that we must take time alone with God if we are going to serve others in His Name.  God calls us to serve others and share the Gospel.  But we can’t do this by our own strength and wisdom.  We need GOD’S strength and wisdom.

     However, unlike Jesus, we sinners are often distracted from spending time alone with God in prayer.  What are the reasons we don’t spend time alone with Jesus?  I’m sure we could come up with numerous examples.  However, the most common reason we modern Americans fail to spend time with God is that we’re too busy!  Other things take priority over being alone with Jesus.

     Now, I know you’re taking time for Jesus at this moment.  That’s why you’re here.  But Sunday morning is not enough, and some Christians don’t even make it every Sunday.  We need time alone with Jesus EVERY DAY!  But so often we’re too busy.  
     What are some excuses we might give for being too busy to be alone with Jesus?  We’re putting in long hours at work.  School and homework is taking up our time.  Our family needs our attention.  We’re involved with activities in the community and at church.  We give big chunks of our time to sports and other forms of recreation.  We spend 2 hours every night on the computer.  We watch 2 hours or more of T.V. every day.  The list goes on.

     Now, some of these things are very important whereas others are not all that important.  In any case, there are only 24 hours in a day and it comes down to setting priorities.  We have to stop, catch our breath, adjust our thinking, and remember what it is that we truly need in life.  We need JESUS!

     Now you know how Jesus’ example recorded in Mark 1:35 applies to us.  Jesus was very busy.  Jesus had a ton of important things He had to do.  But Jesus knew what we humans truly need.  So Jesus gave us an example that will result in blessing and peace for us.  We need to take time to be alone with Jesus.  As we sang in the hymn, we need to “take it to the Lord in prayer.”
     We also learned about this in our Epistle reading from 1st Peter chapter 4.  Verse 7 reads:  “The end of all things is near.  Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.”  

     Did you hear that?  Peter says that we should live as though Christ could return at any moment.  There are many good things God wants us to do in this life as we live for Jesus.  But our lives will quickly fill up with stress and anxiety if we don’t get a grip and recognize that we can’t do it on our own.  We need to step back, say “No” to some good things, and take time to be alone with Jesus.

     Please understand.  This is not meant to be one more thing we try to pack into our already overloaded schedules.  This is not another duty we must perform.  Instead, Jesus wants to serve us, comfort us, and give us peace.  When we take time alone with Jesus we can unload all our stress and anxiety on Him and through prayer we can pour our hearts out to God in faith.  So, what are some things we can do when we’re alone with Jesus?

     According to Psalm 32 it is important for us to take time to confess our sins to God and rejoice in His mercy.  Did you know that one of the primary causes of stress and anxiety is guilt?  Most of us carry around a load of guilt, and no matter how hard we try to hide from our guilt, we can’t escape it. 

     Some people try to hide from guilt in alcohol, drugs or food.  Others try to hide from guilt in money or possessions.  Some try to hide from guilt in sex.  Still others try to hide from guilt in work.  Sadly, these “hiding places” end up as dead end prisons for us.
     But in Psalm 32 king David teaches us to think of the Lord as our “hiding place”.  In our closing hymn we will sing about Jesus who is the “Rock of Ages” cleft for you and me.  We can come to Him with our guilt and hide in His mercy and love.  When we’re alone with Jesus we can confess our sins and rejoice in His forgiveness.
     Of course, there are other things we can pray about when we’re alone with Jesus.  3rd John 1:2 teaches us to pray for our friends.  1st Timothy 2:1 teaches us to pray for others whom we may not know personally.  In Matthew 5:44 Jesus teaches that we should also pray for our enemies.  In Ephesians 6:20 Paul teaches us to pray for the mission of Christ’s Church.

     However, when you are experiencing stress and anxiety – and most of us do! – one other good Scripture to remember is 1st Peter 5:7, which reads:  “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.”  When you’re alone with Jesus you can “take it to the Lord in prayer” and give your worries and fears to Him.

     Jesus cares for you, my friend.  That’s why He wants you to spend time alone with Him every day.  In fact, I encourage you to follow Jesus’ example.  Before you begin your day, take time in the morning to be alone with Jesus and speak to Him in prayer.  Cast all your anxiety on Him and know that He cares for you.  Always remember, Jesus is your “hiding place”.  Amen!
