Getting The Most From the New Year

AS the pages of the calendar flip over to the New Year, there is an opportunity to turn over a new leaf in life.  With a new year there is a chance for a new beginning.  There are countless things that you could do this coming year, but which things SHOULD you do?  And as we all know there are many things that we should have done but we just couldn’t keep the resolution.  On this second day of 2011, I think it is natural to ask WHAT should we do this year and HOW are we going to get it done?
Our scripture reading provides guidance in this area (that is why I picked it of course).  Verse 8 informs the question of what types of things should we be doing.  As a Christian we are now “light in the Lord”  we are no longer “darkness”.  Therefore we are to “Walk as children of light”.   Christians are to live lives that reflect goodness, righteousness and truth (v. 9).  A Christian is someone who by faith has turned their life from sin and towards God.  We are to live like that.  Verses 11-12 tell us: because we are children of light (God) we should not then participate in deeds of darkness that are all around us, deeds that we may very well have participated in before we became Christians.  For instance, in our culture sex outside of marriage is considered fine, pornography is acceptable, lying and cheating is acceptable in most circumstances, greed is encouraged, gossip is fine.  But the Bible says that these things are outside of God’s will and are not to be done by his children.  
So perhaps a New Years resolution for you is to resolve to walk as a child of light-  and to do that you need to cut out a deed of darkness.  Verse 13 reminds us that such a resolution is not for show, what we are looking for is a real change, a consistency, in the public and private behavior.  Being a child of light means bringing the light of God on all areas of behavior – not just the ones other people see.  To spiritually get the most from this year, some need to resolve to stop participating in a deed of darkness.  Stop fornicating, or stop breaking promises, or stop looking at porn, or stop perpetuating a lie.  
While a proper dedication to things we SHOULD do helps us live life for God ( and that is what we will mostly talk about today) we cannot deny that there also exists those things we SHOULD NOT do.  While we will mostly consider those things we should do this year, I will tell you that if you want to draw closer to God and you actually do all the things you should do, but refuse to cut out those things in your life you should not do – then you are setting yourself up for failure spiritually.  Because the Bible tells us that our sins separate us from God and we can pray, devote time to scripture, come to church but if we don’t give up the deeds of darkness then we have put up a barrier to God and we wont have the year of spiritual growth and renewal that I hope we all want.  So, I think our scripture reading very appropriately contains a warning : Pay attention to the “Thou shall not”s as well this year.   What should we do this year?  If we are Christians we are to “walk as children of light”.
[bookmark: 17]I think the key verse and the key guidance for our new year is found in verse 15-16.  15Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 16making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 
That is what we want this year isn’t it?  We want to make the most of our time.  We want to be careful how we walk (live), we want to live and use our time this year wisely – not foolishly.  So although heeding the “should nots” is wise and necessary, making the most of our time requires wisely and actively doing certain things.  
Need to get your shoulds from God.  I assuming have faith in Christ.  In order to make MOST of time, need to bring in eternal perspective so that what you do has an eternal wisdom to it.  If you just allow yourself to be carried along by the current of the culture around you – you will not be acting wisely because “the days are evil.”  God shoulds not cultural shoulds.
What then should you do this year?  A subjective question that has a objective foundation.  The Objective aspect is that the guidance is from God, he is the same.  The subjective part comes from the fact that we are all different.  For example, I feel that in order to make the most of this year and walk wisely – I need to bring up my children in the Lord, showing them love and teaching them in word and deed how to follow the Lord.  But perhaps you don’t have children or your children are grown up.  The answer to what you should do, then is different in this instance.  
However, what we do individually, subjectively, must flow from the objective, the eternal – which is God.  If we are truly to make the most of the time, if we are to be eternally wise – we must venture outside out temporal selves.  Our primary “should”, the one that is same for us all, is V. 10 and 17 10trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord.  understand what the will of the Lord is.  
How do we learn what is pleasing to the Lord?  How do we understand his will?  Get those shoulds from scripture.  God’s self revelation.  That is the objective standard that provides the foundation of “what is pleasing to the Lord” and “Understanding the will of the Lord”.   When we add prayer, and council to the foundation of scripture then also get our particular shoulds.  
Primary way is through scripture.  II Tim 3:16   This is the objective foundation of the subjective guidance.   How we get our shoulds from God this year (life) can be likened to a wedding party under a tent.  Ever been to party and it is raining out but the host rented one of those big tents.  The Bible is like the tent, it defines the boundaries of where you should be to get the most out of the party.  The objective truth for everybody is that the party is under the tent.  If you want to get the most out of the party we all “should” be under the tent.  If you want to get the most out of this year and be able to “understand the will of the Lord” and do “what is pleasing to the Lord” you should be reading and heeding scripture. 
On a more individual, subjective level – what should you particularly do while at the party.  Maybe you should be at table 5, or visiting with someone next to the popcorn machine, or with your kids at the kids activity – in order to know where you should be at different times of the year- you must find out yourself from the host.  We have to find out for ourselves how we can get make the most of our time (party).  So we should talk to the host of the Party.  He knows the party and what is going on better than we do, and he knows us.  This is what we do when we pray.  
We also find out what we should do at this party by council.  Talking to other people who are in the tent.  Maybe there is someone who is similar to you and through conversation and advise you find out what you need to be doing to make the most of your time.  That is what we are supposed to do as a church and the value of seeking the council of someone under the tent – it helps you figure out what you should be doing to make the most of your time.  
In order to make the most of our time this year, in order to discern what we should be doing and bring an eternal perspective to what we are doing we must make time for Bible reading, prayer, and fellowship.  These are the objective shoulds of the Christian life and from these things your particular shoulds will flow in terms of family, job, church activity.  We are all different in these respects and what each should do will be different in terms of walking wisely.  But what is similar is that to get most of this years party we need to be under the tent (under scripture) talking to God and talking to other party goers and then the particulars will become apparent.  
How do we do it?  So we know scripture, prayer, and fellowship – and from these will flow many particular shoulds.  How do we actually do them?  Having a list of shoulds is like have a list of resolutions.  We have the shoulds but don’t end up doing them so we don’t make the most of the time.  We don’t walk wisely but foolishly – even when we know what we should do, we foolishly let the time slip away and neglect the shoulds.  We may do a lot this year but when 2012 rolls around we may feel a bit disappointed that we didn’t do those things we feel we should have.  In other words we don’t make the most of our time because we are not doing what we should be doing – even if we know what we should be doing.  
But here is what happens.  Show pitcher illustration.  
I would like to show you a principle that I find helpful.  Not from the Bible, it is a time management concept that we can then apply to our lives to help us make the most of our time. 
If we put in what is important to us first then let the stuff of life fall in around it.  We get it all done.  We can do this by setting aside chunks of time before hand.  Explain day planner.  (actually works with money too).  
Doesn’t mean you are a slave to your planner, it allows you to make the most of your time by making sure that you are planning on, and setting aside time to do what you should do.  When faced with other choices, you put those things off till an open space.  You let the other tasks and duties fall around the balls instead of coming to the end of the week or the end of the year and trying to then pack in those priorities and important things that you feel you “should have done.”
What should you do this year?  I can tell you should be making the most of your time by bringing an eternal guidance to your life choices.  WE do this through scripture, prayer, and fellowship- Build these things into your day so that from these will flow other things that you should do this year that are particular to you.  
By purposely setting aside time in your day for the things you should do,  you will not be wasting your year but making the most out of this year and the most of this party we call  life.
