I will greatly rejoice in the Lord; my whole being shall exult in my God, for He has clothed me with the garments of salvation; He has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. For as the earth brings forth its shoots and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations. For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, until her vindication shines out like the dawn and her salvation like a burning torch. The nations shall see your vindication and all the kings your glory, and you shall be called by a new name that the mouth of the Lord will give. You shall be a beautiful crown in the hand of the Lord and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.                                                                              Isaiah 61:10-62:3
But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For His sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as refuse, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith; that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection, and may share His sufferings, becoming like Him in His death, that, if possible, I may attain the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me His own. Brethren, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but one thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us who are mature be thus minded; and if in anything you are otherwise minded, God will reveal that also to you. Only let us hold true to what we have attained. Brethren, join in imitating me, and mark those who so live as you have an example in us. For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction, their god is the belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on earthly things. But our commonwealth is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will change our lowly body to be like His glorious body, by the power, which enables Him even to subject all things to Himself.                                                             Philippians 3:7-21
    Two men boarded a plane and were seated next to each other for the coast-to-coast flight. After breezing through the on-flight magazine, the first man turned to the other and asked: what do you do? The man replied: "I am a pastor of a church."

   "Oh," said the first man quickly. "I don't believe in this religious stuff. It's for kids, you know, like the song 'Jesus Loves Me This I know, for the Bible tells me so...’"

   The minister politely laughed and asked the other man what he did for a living.

"I am an astronomer," said the first man.

  "Oh, that stuff," said the minister. I thought it was just for kids, you know - 'Twinkle, twinkle little star...'"
forgetting what lies behind
1. Tonight, at midnight, as the clock strikes 12:00 the whole world will celebrate a New Year, 2024. Because of the different time zones in the world this celebration will occur at different moment within the 24 hours’ time span, nevertheless, it will occur everywhere. This event happens every 365 days a year, except in the leap year when we have 366 days in a year. Ever since I was a young boy, I heard of people making “promises,” which eventually became known as “New Year’s Resolutions,” and I do not believe 2024 will be different in any way. What I also know, is that even before any promise, any resolution will be made, most of them will be kept only for few days, or at best a few weeks. I won’t deny that some people will try to “stick to their guns,” and will keep theirs “New Year’s Resolution,” but such people will indeed be a significant minority. If I were to ask all of us here this questions: “How many New Year’s Resolutions have you kept in your whole life?” – what would the answer be? Now, I do not want to criticize anyone, and it is not my intention to offend anyone, but I simply see the “New Year’s Resolutions” as a part of a traditional, seasonal trend, not necessarily a desire to true commitment to make life’s changes. 
2. Yes, there are resolutions that indeed make significant differences in people’s life as they are kept, and as such they need to be taken, while those who make them must be able to keep them. Just simply making a promise, but not following up on that promise, does not cut. I believe that the most difficult part of any pledge ever made is probably not what the promise itself, but how we follow up on that promise. The only way people will keep the pledge is when they accept the significance of what they are committing to. Unfortunately, commitment today is seen as rather a “a derogatory word,” one that is very much “politically incorrect” and even “offensive” to many, especially the woke and progressive part of the modern society. Many people today have difficult time to commit themselves to anything and we see this is failed marriages, in families broken because of parental lack of interest in taking care of own children’s, in indecisiveness of many young people of what career to pursue, in constant search for a better paid position, and as I see it, the only true commitment most people have today, is probably to the “sport’s team” they cheer for. This might sound ridiculous, but this is the reality of the 21st century’s society, especially here in the US.  
3. I believe that one of the most important reasons why people are unable to keep their promises today lies also in making all these promises and pledges for all the wrong reasons. As a teenager, 50 years ago, I used to smoke two packs of cigarettes a day, until one day I had a sort of a “revelation,” and I asked myself why do I do it? That day I quit smoking “cold turkey.” Over the years I’ve spoken to many people who told me that they could not quit smoking. They told me they tried, but could not quit. I have always suspected there was an ulterior motive for their inability to quit. My suspicions were amplified and to a degree justified, when working as a Chaplain on psych units I encountered a number of people who, after some traumatic experiences threatening their lives, suddenly, and I may add successfully, admitted to being able to quit smoking because of that experience. For years they argued they could not quit because of the power of the “addiction,” yet eventually, they were able to quit, just because they finally found a right reason to do so. Their motivation was finally in a right place.
4. Writing to Philippians Paul says: “I forget what lies behind, and strain forward to what lies ahead.”  We all have failed in some way in our lives and we all have something to regret and we cannot change what we have done. Paul tells us that we can however change our future actions, depending on how much we want that change to occur. What happened in our past cannot be undone, and our failures are recorded in our hearts remaining as painful memories. Alexander Pope, the English poet, said: “to err is human,” and there is nothing we can do about it and the reality tells us that as humans we always will err in some ways, and will always fail in something we do. It could a broken relationship with our loved ones, be it our children, be it our parents, siblings or spouses. This is part of who we are, as humans and what we do, make wrong decisions, say and do what we will eventually regret, but this is not a problem however, as long as we learn from these mistakes and strive not to repeat them. What is wrong is if we keep to justify our mistakes and never recognize them as such.
5. Paul said that we must not allow ourselves to be restrained by our failures and to dwell on them, for if we do, we cannot move ahead and we cannot advance any further and are unable to reach our potential, even if it is one set by Jesus Christ. New Year allows us to make corrections in our plans and helps us to start fresh, even if only symbolically. If there is anything that connects us to the past and does not allow us to move ahead, we must make sure that it stays behind in 2023, and that we will not carry it into the New Year, 2024. God doesn’t want us to go through life branded as failures, even if we see ourselves sometimes that way. New Year in some ways reminds me of “Good Friday,” because on Calvary Jesus carried our sins to the cross and there, we were forgiven of them, so, everything that we “messed up” in this year, 2023, tomorrow will stay behind, as we will enter a brand new one, 2024. Tomorrow, on January 1st, our slate will become clean again. However, what we will do with the next 365 days ahead, rests now on our shoulders.
6. “Forget what is behind,” allows us to look on all our grudges against others, and makes us to understand that we have to give up all of them. It is very important, because a grudge, a deep, ongoing resentment of someone or something, cultivated deep in our heart has a tremendous influence on us, outwardly as well as inwardly. When we harbor a grudge, we are actually nursing resentment and nursing resentment is very dangerous, because sooner or later it will lead to destruction of our life, not only figuratively speaking, but literally. As a matter of fact, it is often nothing else but our grudges that lead to the destruction of one’s family life, ruin friendships and split churches. Grudges also lead to self-destruction of a person who holds the grudge, therefore are a leading cause of one’s self-destruction. When we hold a grudge against someone, we hurt ourself as much, and perhaps even more, as the person we are holding the grudge against. 
7. At the beginning of this New Year let’s focus our attention on what God wants to tell us, and His message echoes in Paul’s words: “give up all your grudges.” The words of the Lord’s Prayer sound here laud and clear: “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  God asks us to forgive our grievances even if whatever was done against us by the other side, was painful, in spite of the pain however, we are still able to forgive that person, just as the Lord has forgiven us on the Cross. God tells His people to let go of the deep resentment of the other person, and what a better time to do so than the New Year, when the slate appears to be clean. Forgiveness and giving up the grudges have its great rewards, and one of them is restoration of destroyed relationship. The dawn of a New Year might serve as a “reset” button, so common today in almost all the electronic devices we use, and as such is a very useful, and helpful button. 
8.  New Year may be just a change in the calendar, and we may treat it as such, without paying too much attention to the need to change, except in terms of designating the time when things happen, thus following the calendar cycle, but it may also be the indication of things that have changed. Two thousand years ago Jesus was born and the calendar of the Western World has changed unfolding a new era. This date has changed the history of the world in more than one way. We too can make changes in our lives and the New Year 2024 may be an indication of those changes. Are we willing to make the commitments God calls us to make? 

· Are we willing to commit ourselves to forget our failures?

· Are we willing to commit ourselves to give up our grudges?

· Are we willing to commit ourselves to the restoration of the broken relationships?

May this New Year be something worth celebrating, because the changes that we commit ourselves to, the resolutions we will make, will be made not only for the sake of our lives, but for the sake of serving our Lord Jesus. 
