
 
Turning the Page 
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Happy New Year! One year is over, and another one begins. Turning the page to a new calendar doesn’t mean 

that the things that we've been concerned about or have had to deal with from the previous year are magically 

gone, but it does mean that we have a fresh start. It's a milestone, a place where we can stop for a moment, take 

a look at things going on around us and get a lay of the land. We have an opportunity to take stock of things, 

course correct, and make a new plan for moving forward. With the fluidity of everything that is going on in the 

world, we should be prepared to revise the plan, but we can look at where we are in the midst of it. If we are 

tired and fatigued by the past two years, this gives us a chance to collect ourselves, and remember who we are 

and whose we are. 

  

This week's primary Scripture passage is ideal for helping us with that. It talks about the newness that God 

gives us. It comes from 2 Corinthians. The Apostle Paul had a volatile relationship with the Corinthians. Their 

relationship is very interesting. Not only did Paul spend a lot of time with them, he also wrote to them a lot. 

Scholars estimate at least four letters. He's always trying to guide them in their lives with Christ. He corrects 

them and encourages them. He describes himself as their spiritual father (c.f. 1 Cor 4:15). He was very attached 

to them and had strong feelings about them. This comes through in his letters, as we will see in 2 Corinthians 

5:11-6:2. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

[Paul writes,] 11 Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade others. What we 

are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to your conscience. 12 We are not trying to commend 

ourselves to you again, but are giving you an opportunity to take pride in us, so that you can answer 

those who take pride in what is seen rather than in what is in the heart. 13 If we are “out of our 

mind,” as some say, it is for God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you. 14 For Christ’s love compels 

us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. 15 And he died for all, that 

those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 

 

16 So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in 

this way, we do so no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old 

has gone, the new is here! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and 

gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 

counting people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We 

are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. [Emphasis mine.] 



We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for 

us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

 

6 As God’s co-workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. 2 For he says, 

  

“In the time of my favor I heard you, 

    and in the day of salvation I helped you.” 

  

I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

So often we can think of life as a process. This is especially true in the church. We can think of the new 

disciplines that we try to master, the new spiritual practices, the changes that we make in our thought patterns 

and our behaviors as we progress to become more like Christ, follow him more closely. On a leadership level, 

we rarely make snap decisions. We need time to consider, contemplate, and pray.  

  

And yet, there are times when life turns on a dime. Everything changes instantly. Imagine getting your 

eyeglasses prescription updated or even getting glasses for the first time. You put on the new pair, and voila you 

can see clearly again. A perfect example is when Paul encounters Jesus on the Road to Damascus. Paul's 

intension on this trip was to go and arrest the people who were following Jesus. He was blinded during this 

encounter. Days later, three I think, the scales fell from his eyes, and he became one of the most ardent 

supporters of Jesus. 

  

How many of you are familiar with the Matrix film series? There's a new one that came out at Christmas. The 

basic premise of the whole thing is that the world that these people are living in is a computer simulation. It's 

not real, but almost everyone thinks it is . But, when the lead character, Neo, becomes aware of the real world, 

he can't pretend that the old world is real. That is the kind of thing that Paul is talking about here. Through 

Jesus, the new creation has begun. He can't go back. 

  

We have other parts of our lives that are like this. Things that happen in our lives that change us in an instant, 

and we are never the same again. How we perceive the world is completely different. Having a new baby in the 

household. The fall of the Berlin Wall. Landing on the Moon. There are some that are not so great like 9/11 or 

the COVID pandemic. Experiencing those kinds of things forever change us and our perception or 

understanding of the world and what is important to us. All of this pales in comparison to the new birth, the new 

life, we receive as a result of Jesus' death and resurrection. A new way of living goes with this new beginning. 

If you don't make the change, things won't work right. Imagine bringing home a newborn baby, but continuing 

to live like there was no baby in the house. Crazy, right? 

  

But the Corinthians were slipping back, trying to live in the old world by the old rules. We do this too. Some 

call it backsliding. Forgetting who we are and whose we are. Continuing to regard ourselves, regard the world 

in the old way. For me, it is to look at the world cynically, presume the worst. Think, Why bother? What 

difference does it make? That is wrong thinking. It does make a difference even if we don't see it. It's what 

Paul refers to as living by faith, not by sight just a few verses before today's passage in verse 7. 



  

A little further back he says in 4:18, "So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is 

seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal." He doesn't pretend that the world, the old world, is not messed 

up, but we're not bound by it even if we still have to live in it. What we do does have influence even if we aren't 

aware of it. 

  

And the truth is that so many of things we do each and every day have effects that we will never know about. 

One of my favorite analogies is the ripples on a pond. Many years ago now, I remember seeing a documentary 

about the ecology of a pond and how interrelated things were to keep life thriving. There was one small creature 

that laid its eggs on grasses growing out of the water. She laid them just above the water line. If the eggs dried 

out, they wouldn't hatch. Periodically, ripples from creatures moving through the water would get the eggs wet, 

and that would save them.  

  

In 1 Corinthians 3:6-9, Paul talks about how some people plant seeds, another waters them, but it’s God that 

makes things grow. While Paul there is talking about how different people have different roles, and one should 

not be considered better or more important. I mean, it is God who provides the most important part, but there is 

an implication that the person planting the seeds or watering them may not see the end result. 

  

You or I may not see the difference we are making or think that there is any difference, but it does have an 

effect, even if it is holding a single candle in the dark. It can be tempting to throw up your hands and say, "I 

want to live in the old world." What does that get us? Nothing. The challenge is to live with hope in that new 

world despite what we might be seeing around us. 

  

We talk about the gospel, the good news, but as theologian NT Wrights says, "The gospel is not just a 

mechanism for getting people saved. It is the announcement of a love that has changed the world, a love that 

therefore takes the people who find themselves loved like this and send them off to live and work in a totally 

new way." Our actions are a response to that love. "It may … make you do things that surprise or even shock 

other people."* 

  

When we are able to accept the saving act of Jesus, we become a new creation, like the scales falling from 

Paul's eyes, like Neo effectively waking up and realizing that there is a whole different world from what he 

thought was real. We become new as God reconciles, makes right, our relationship. But God's intension is to 

reconcile the world to himself through Christ. How does God choose to do that? How is it implemented? That's 

where we come in. We are to take that message of reconciliation into the world. We are God's ambassadors. It's 

as important now as it ever was, especially in such a time as this. 

  

In today's passage Paul says that the time is now. This is the day of salvation (cf. 2 Cor 6:2). "This is the day the 

Lord has made! Let us rejoice and be glad in it." This is not contingent on whether or not we are in a good mood 

or whether we are having a good day. This is accepting  that no matter how we may be emotionally at any given 

time, we know, we are confident in this salvation of us and the world that is the new creation. 

  

We have a role as ambassadors. We have a manual for carrying out that role. It's called the Bible. In an episode 

of the TV cartoon The Simpsons, the Simpson family is in church, and Grandpa seems to be having a seizure. 

He' really having a vision, but that's another story. So Grandpa looks like he's having a seizure, and the family 

are frantically trying to figure out what to do. Homer, the dad, picks up a copy of the Bible and flips through it 



looking for a solution to their crisis. Homer says, "This Book doesn't have any answers." But that is not true. It 

may not have the best index. It may not have a procedure about what to do when someone is having a siezure, 

but it really does have answers. It is a manual for how to know God. As we study the Bible … not just read it 

but study it, learn what it means … through that we get the answers of how we live as Kingdom people, citizens 

of the new creation, or … to make a reference to worship from last fall … how to live in Abundance Forest. 

And how to live that way especially when the world around us does not look like the Kingdom. 

  

Once we accept that, remember that, we can do our New Year's assessment as kingdom people. How do we live 

that way, even in the time of a pandemic, when things may not look so great, and we may not feel so great. 

There's one great method that you may have heard of and used before, considering your Circle of Concern and 

Circle of Influence.  I personally have used this many times, but in the midst of crisis or great stress when lots 

of things are coming at you all the time, you can forget, trying to handle or fix everything that comes at you. 

Life at any time can be stressful or have a variety of problems, but the last two years have added a lot of 

complexity and complications to the normal struggles of life. So, let’s take a look at this method as it applies to 

the Christian Life … after all this is a Methodist Church … and look at how we can move forward as kingdom 

people, as God's ambassadors, despite the complicated time that we live in. 

  

We all have a large Circle of Concern, things and issues that we think are important. It is unique to each of us 

though many of us may share things in our Circle of Concern. What are things that you are concerned about? 

Those of you worshiping on Facebook, share those things in the comments. What are you concerned about? 

[PAUSE] It can range from global warming, the fact that it's so cold in this location right now, the people who 

don't have a warm place to stay or enough to eat. It can be the people in Afghanistan, Myanmar, or North 

Korea. It can be for the people trying to migrate to this country. The future of this country? Is Russian going to 

invade Ukraine … again. It could be your cousin's child who is hanging around a rough crowd and 

experimenting with drugs. It could be your grandchild who is planning to get married in the summer, or your 

child who has to deal with a bully at school. Your health. The financial situation of your children. That some 

people are spending so much money on personal space travel when there are so many problems on earth. The 

excitement of people investing in space travel that might ultimately make life better for people on this planet. 

How long is the pandemic going to continue? All of these can be in our Circle of Concern. 

  

We can have influence over some of those things, but there are many that we have none. It's not that those 

things aren't important. The repercussions of many of those things will have a direct impact on our lives. Some 

of them are important even if they have no direct effect on our lives, but it is only the things within our Circle of 

Influence that we can do anything about.  

  

Personally, my disappointment is that I thought that my Circle of Influence was larger than it is. I think that this 

is a direct effect of the pandemic. My Circle of Influence got smaller due to many of the circumstances caused 

by the pandemic. But, I think that it is also that there were some things that I thought that I was in charge of, but 

God has said no, I, the Lord Your God, is in charge of that. Thank you very much.  

  

And yet, even if my Circle of Influence is smaller than I thought, it doesn't mean that I have no influence. 

However, I am wasting my time if I am concentrating my effort where it has no effect. It is energy sapping and 

frustrating. That's why taking stock, periodically, and reassessing is so important. Maybe God has a new thing 

that God wants you to concentrate on. A couple of years ago, almost exactly, I talked about God recalibrating 



our GPS (our God Positioning System) for the destination, the same one or maybe even a new one. You know 

when your GPS in your car says, "Recalculating." 

  

This method helps us to simplify and focus our energy where we can do good. A wonderful tool is actually John 

Wesley's Rule of Life that we use that the end of our worship services. I've mentioned this before sometime in 

the last 20-22 months or so because it can help us focus. Look toward the end of your bulletin. Each line starts 

with a challenge that actually sounds impossible to achieve, but it finishes mercifully with what is in our 

capacity. It says:  

  

Do all the good … you can, 

By all the means … you can, 

In all the ways … you can, 

In all the places … you can, 

At all the times … you can, 

To all the people … you can, 

As long as ever … you can. 

  

It challenges us by saying: 

 Don't be a slacker; don't be lazy 

 Make the effort 

 Don't presume that you can do nothing. No one's Circle of Influence is zero. 

 God expects a response to the grace that God gives us 

  

And yet, it acknowledges that we are fragile beings that have limitations. We are to do things: 

 Within our Circle of Influence 

 With the resources we have 

 That we can physically do. 

 That we can emotionally handle 

  

We can only do what we can do, but we should do it! 

  

One of the things that the pandemic has done is strip away our illusion of control over things. We wish it was 

over, but it's not. We can think that we have the ability to control what happens. We can do all the "right" 

things, and we should do them, but … doing them will not make the pandemic go away. That's outside our 

Circle of Influence. What it may do is protect our family, friends, and neighbors. 

  

I challenge you this week. Sit down and figure out your current Circle of Concern and your Circle of Influence. 

Even if you've done this before, it's worth doing again. It may have changed. It may help you to identify where 

you've been running yourself into a brick wall. What can you do instead that will have a positive impact? Where 

can you simplify? I challenge you to come back next week with one item, one area, to concentrate on where you 

can have influence. How can you turn the page in this new year to help expand the Kingdom of God. 

  

Amen! 

 ________________ 

* NT Wright, 2 Corinthians for Everyone, pg 62. 


