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Welcome


Introduction 

This fourth Sunday in Lent is known as Laetare Sunday – traditionally a day of celebration in the midst of Lent. It is also Mothering Sunday in the UK – which ties in with the celebratory theme of recognising all who have brought maternal influences into our lives, not least into our life of faith. There is a temporary relief from the penitential nature of Lent and, perhaps this year more than ever, that is something we will all appreciate – whether we are still separated physically or not.


Call to Worship
For God so loved the world, with the love of a Creator. 
For God so loved the world, with the love of a Redeemer. 
For God so loved the world, with a love that lasts forever.


Hymn 45 – Morning has broken

Morning has broken
like the first morning,
blackbird has spoken
like the first bird.
Praise for the singing,
praise for the morning,
praise for them, springing
fresh from the Word!

Sweet the rain’s new fall
sunlit from heaven,
like the first dewfall
on the first grass.
Praise for the sweetness
of the wet garden,
sprung in completeness
where his feet pass.

Mine is the sunlight,
mine is the morning,
born of the one light
Eden saw play!
Praise with elation,
praise every morning,
God’s re-creation
of the new day!


Prayer of approach and confession

Almighty compassionate and forgiving God
Hope is the inheritance you gift to us, so we might discover that when we are tempted we may call out to you for help;
that even when we stumble during our journey, we are carried in your hands.

Grace is the inheritance you share with us,
not that we might hoard it for ourselves and loved ones only,
but we would be willing to be generous to all we meet,
making no distinction when it comes to our sisters and brothers.

Peace is the inheritance we receive from you,
not that we might settle in and claim it only for a special few,
but that we might turn it into that place of refuge for all,
where mercy and hope flow into each person’s life.

As we focus our minds, it is easy for our minds to shoot off in so many directions.  We find it hard to slow down, to remove all the clutter and concentrate on You, Lord.  In the stillness of this place, this time, take from us the strain and stress as we feel ourselves rest in your eternal love, in the everlasting arms. 

Then quietly, the small beginnings of praise well up as we remember what we have in Jesus Christ.  That we have one who is with us, who guides and strengthens us.  Who holds us through every storm of life who leads us to everlasting life. 

We meet you here, God of faithfulness, our hands and lives full of all our foolish ways.  Your people, we treat the strangers who walk among us with fear and doubt.

We afflict our anger on those who care about us the most.

We impose hard words on those who need to hear hope and grace in their lives.

So now we bring our hearts to you, Generous God, setting them down before you in hopes that you will mend them.

As you hear our faltering words, we pray you would answer us with your forgiving love.  And as you forgive us, may we go forth to be generous with our lives towards others, even as the one who is Lord of all, Jesus Christ, has been so generous to us.

Heavenly Father, in your hands we are safe and secure – we rejoice in your eternal love and all sufficient grace.  Through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Who taught us when we pray to say together…..


The Lord’s Prayer
Use either of these forms, or a different version/language if you prefer: 







Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins
as we forgive
those who sin against us.
Save us from the time of trial
and deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power,
and the glory are yours
now and forever. Amen. 
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name;
thy kingdom come; thy will be done; on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive
those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation;
but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom,
the power, and the glory,
for ever and ever. Amen. 


Old Testament Reading - Numbers 21: 4-9

4 From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way.
5 The people spoke against God and against Moses, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness?  For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food."
6 Then the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died.
7 The people came to Moses and said, "We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us."  So Moses prayed for the people.
8 And the Lord said to Moses, "Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live."
9 So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.



New Testament Reading:  John 3: 14-21

14 And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up,
15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.
16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.
17 "Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.
18 Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.
19 And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.
20 For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed.
21 But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God."



Hymn 511 - O Love that wilt not let me go

O Love that will not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in thee:
I give thee back the life I owe
that in thine ocean depths its flow
may richer, fuller be.

O light that followest all my way,
I yield my flickering torch to thee;
my heart restores its borrowed ray,
that in thy sunshine’s blaze its day
may brighter, fairer be.


O joy that seekest me through pain,
I cannot close my heart to thee;
I trace the rainbow through the rain,
and feel the promise is not vain,
that morn shall tearless be.

O Cross that liftest up my head,
I dare not ask to fly from thee.
I lay in dust life’s glory dead,
and from the ground there blossoms red,
life that shall endless be.

George Matheson (1842-1906)



Sermon

Today I would like to focus on a small, two-lettered word.  It is a word that is used so often.  It is a word that we often use to express intensity of feeling. 

It is the word “so,” spelled S. O.  It is not "sew" spelled S.E.W like sewing a button on a shirt.  The word we are thinking about today is spelled S.O. 

I have been thinking about the word “so” this past week, and I began to realize that the word, “so,” can be used in so many different ways.  I need to clarify the way in which I am going to use the word, “so” today. 

So, for those of you who have been home schooling over the past few weeks, you will be used to this.  So here is a warning, English Grammar lesson coming up.  If there are any English teachers watching today, you might need to have the red pen at the ready.

You can use the word in a sentence, saying, “Are you going to Church?  SO am I?”  And then the word is used as a conjunction in that sentence. 

Or you can say, “SO, it is you!” or “SO what!”  And then it is used as an exclamation. 

Or you can use the word SO in another way such as “I read a page or SO in a book.”  There the word was used as a pronoun. 

So, you can use the word SO in at least three different ways. 
But today, I am not going to use the word SO in those ways.  Not as a conjunction.  Not as an exclamation.  Not as a pronoun.  Rather, today I am going to use the word SO as an adverb, as an intensifier, such as “The cake was SO good.”  Or, “she was SO good looking.”  Or, “I am SO mad.” You can use the word SO in that way and SO then expresses intensity of feeling.  It expresses intense, inner emotion.  “I feel SO happy today.”
For example, one night after dinner I experimented with some baking.  I made banana loaf.  Can you believe?  Banana Loaf.  I asked the family how they enjoyed it.  “Well, they weren’t so good”, they said, “So-so.” 
But I also made pancakes, dripping with sugar and butter.  I asked, “Well, how did you like the pancakes?”  They said, “They were SO good, SO yummy, SO delicious”.  The little word SO revealed their inner feelings and delight. 

The word SO is a stronger word than the word, “very”.  If they had said, “The pancakes were very good,” that would have been complimentary.  But when they say to me, “They were SO good; they were SO delicious”, I know that they REALLY like them. 

The little word SO can be used positively to express love or negatively to express anger, for example, “We were SO much in love”.

But the word SO can also be used to express the opposite of love; that is, to express intense feelings of anger.  “I was SO mad.” 

And so the word SO can be used to express intensity of feeling either positively or negatively. 

It is with this mood that we approach the gospel lesson for today, John 3:16.  John 3:16 is arguably the most important verse in the Bible.  John 3:16 begins “For God SO loved the world”.  It is indeed one of the most beautiful lines in the Bible.  “God SO loved the world.” Many people say that John 3:16 is the gospel in a nutshell.  John 3:16 is the one Bible verse that you see on car stickers, sportsmen and women often write it on their arms.  You see it held up on posters or on the side of buses and so on.

“God SO loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life.”  God SO loved the world, and the word SO expresses the intensity, the dramatic intensity of God’s feelings for the world.

John expresses deep and intense emotion.  Both in the gospel and also in John’s Letter.

In both Bible verses, it is the same: John 3:16 says that “God SO loved the world that he gave his only son that whoever believes in him will not die but have everlasting life.”  The second is found in I John 4:11, “God sent his son to die on the cross for us.  My friends, if God loved us SO much, ought we not also love one another?” 
If God loved us SO much, should we not love one another? The same thoughtful intensity is expressed in the book of Ephesians where the Apostle Paul says, “God’s love for us is SO abundant and God’s care for us is SO great.” 

Now, what if I say to you, “I love my wife SO much.  I love my children SO much.  I love my grandchildren SO much.”  Would not that reveal the inner intensity of feeling that I have for them?  You just don’t say those words to anybody.  You don’t say, “I love you SO MUCH to just anyone.  You reserve that phrase for very special people. 

Similarly, in the Bible, when God says, “I love you SO much,” those words are reserved for very special and sacred relationships. 

God SO LOVED the WORLD.  Not just the church.  Not just Christians.  Not just good people who stay out of trouble.  Not just you and me.  God SO LOVED THE WORLD.  Everyone in the world regardless.

“For God SO LOVED the world.  The world.  People who don’t love God. People who could not care less about God.  People who reject God.  People who snub God.  People who say, “I don’t need God.” 

The Bible teaches that God SO loved the world, and the world doesn’t love God in return. 

That is what is truly amazing, that the intensity of God’s emotion is not just directed towards Christians.  That the intensity of God’s love is not just directed towards church people.  That the intensity of God’s love is not just directed to your little life or my little life.  The intensity of God’s emotion is for the world. 

To be honest, I don’t get it.  I don’t comprehend or understand grace, that God so loves people who do not love him.  I don’t get grace, that God can love people who so deeply reject him.

Now, this is very hard for us to understand why God would give his only Son to die for us on the cross to atone for our sins.  This is very hard for us to understand.  We don’t understand the Jewish sacrificial system.  We don’t understand the Old Testament logic of sacrifices of animals in order to atone for our sins.  We don’t understand it. 

Even so, I would like to tell you a story, an extended analogy that has many loopholes.  This extended analogy will give us a feeling for what it means that God sacrificed his Son in order that the world might be saved.  I would like to tell you a story. 

Imagine that you are on a train.  Do you have yourself on a train and going on a train ride, south from Glasgow going to London?  You need to create the geographic setting in your mind.  On that train, you are traveling south and have crossed the high hills approaching the borders at Beattock Summit and onward into the Lake District at Shap summit.  The track then drops quickly into Lancaster and Preston you can see Morcambe Bay outside the scenery is wonderful.

You have the setting in mind. 

Now let’s put people on that train.  Let’s say that this train is filled with one hundred people.  Good people and bad.  Rich and poor.  Cops and robbers.  Sixty of them are Asian or Middle Eastern.  Ten are from Africa.  Nine are from North America.  Five are from Scotland.  Sixteen of them are from England.  That makes a hundred people on board.  Ninety-four of them are poor.  Fifty of them are hungry.  Twenty-five of them are starving.  Six of them are eating sumptuously from the buffet, enjoying an exquisite meal. 

Now, comes the dilemma as the train hurtles south, a boy is standing on the tracks, the signalman sees it, he recognises that it is his son.  He can switch the train onto another track and save his son but potentially cause a catastrophic train crash with multiple fatalities or he can leave the train on its current pathway where his son is standing.

Thankfully completely hypothetical and a decision we would never hopefully need to make.  But God did. 

For God SO loved the world, that he gave his only Son to die on the cross that the world might be saved. 

It is all so incomprehensible, that God loved the world SO much that he gave his only Son to die that the world might be saved.  He gave his Son for us.  What a sacrifice.  What a debt we owe.  To love one another.  We owe SO much.

The little word, SO.  It is SO small.  It is SO short.  SO seemingly insignificant.  There is SO much locked up in that little word.  It expresses such great intensity.  The word, SO, is an intensifier.  “Those pancakes were SO good.  We are SO much in love.  I was SO mad at a group of boys.”  The word SO is such a good word.

For God SO LOVED the world that he gave his only Son to die on the cross.




Prayer of Concern

Father God, we now bring the concerns of our world, our country and our local communities to you.  Hear us as we pray. 

We pray for those on the frontline fighting Covid-19 around the world.  We pray that they have the supplies and resources they need to bring an end to this pandemic, and we pray that vaccines reach every corner of the globe, fairly distributed and bringing hope to all peoples.

We pray for real action on climate change by the individuals, communities and governments of this planet so that the crisis can be averted and peoples, animals and habitats saved. 

We pray for equality for all people, regardless of race or belief and we pray that you bring change to countries where human rights are abused. 

We pray for poverty relief - that we can act locally and globally for the fight against famine, lack of education and lack of sustainable employment. 

As we turn our attention to the United Kingdom, we pray for the NHS in this time of crisis and keyworkers working to keep everything going and families supported. 

We pray for teachers and children returning to school that they can ease back into face to face learning where wellbeing is as important as maths and science.  We pray for those in years 11 and 13 who still face uncertainty over their grades. 

We pray for economic recovery for the country and those most vulnerable supported through it. 

As we turn our attention to Trinity and Wimbledon we pray for those young people at university, that they can learn and enjoy their learning and that as things open up again, they can enjoy being with their fellow students. 

We pray for Faith in Action and the Foodbanks - that they are supported financially and by helpers to serve the needs of the most vulnerable in Merton. 

We pray for the vacancy team - that they continue to be guided by the Spirit to plan for the next steps Trinity will take. 

Lord, we commit these prayers to you.  Sustain us in our work in the world this week and bless us. 





Offertory

This is an opportunity to set aside your regular financial contribution to Trinity’s ongoing work and witness.  

Eternal God, and giver of all good, 
we give thanks this day for the gifts of life and love,
family and friendship, and for the joy of the coming of your Son, 
our Saviour Jesus Christ to dwell among us.

We bring before you now a portion of the gifts you have given us to share,
And pray that you would take and use them for your glory 
and us for the service of your kingdom.



Hymn 289 - To God be the Glory

To God be the glory, great things he hath done!
so loved he the world that he gave us his Son,
who yielded his life an atonement for sin,
and opened the life-gate that all may go in.

Praise the Lord!  Praise the Lord!  Let the earth hear his voice!
Praise the Lord!  Praise the Lord!  Let the people rejoice!
O come to the Father, through Jesus the Son;
and give him the glory - great things he hath done.

Oh, perfect redemption, the purchase of blood,
to every believer the promise of God!
And every offender who truly believes,
that moment from Jesus a pardon receives: 

Praise the Lord!…..

Great things he hath taught us, great things he hath done,
and great our rejoicing through Jesus the Son;
but purer, and higher, and greater will be
the wonder, the beauty, when Jesus we see:

Praise the Lord!…..

Fanny Crosby (19820-1915) altd.


Blessing
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