“A New Look at New Year’s”

Lamentations 3:21-26

New Year’s is a time for parties, watching the ball drop in Central Park, counting down the seconds before midnight, and turning the calendar to a whole new year. Many take this time to reflect on the past year and perhaps project for the one that awaits.

One fixture in our culture associated with New Year’s is resolutions. We take the opportunity to start anew, promising ourselves (and others) to adopt new habits, break old ones, and try to become a better person. All of this is well and good, except that New Year’s resolutions are notoriously short-lived. This was reflected in the opening lines of Carolyn Arends’ song, “New Year’s Day”:
I buy a lot of diaries fill them full of good intentions
Each and every New Year’s Eve I make myself a list
All the things I’m gonna change until January 2nd…

For whatever reason, we tend not to follow through on these promises we make to ourselves. Sometimes the goals are unrealistic (like running a marathon if you have never run further than around the block) or unmeasurable (like, “I’m going to be a nicer person this year”). 

Even as Christians we tend to make New Year’s resolutions. “I’m going to read the Bible every day,” one might pledge. “I will get up earlier every morning and spend more time in prayer,” someone else promises. But too often we fall victim of the biblical truth, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 

And so New Year’s resolutions have taken on a negative tone for many. One person quipped, “New Year’s resolutions are like friends. They are easier to make than to keep,” while another joked, “A New Year’s resolution usually goes in one year and out the next.”

On this January 1, I would like to take a new look at New Year’s, and particularly this idea of New Year’s resolutions. We will consider why resolutions are not often kept, but also encouraging truth from Scripture that can give us a new perspective and hope for the New Year.

The Practice of Disappointing Resolutions

Let’s begin with the practice of disappointing resolutions. Have you ever made a New Year’s resolution and given up a few weeks—or maybe a few hours—into the new year? You are not alone. Researchers have discovered that 25 percent of New Year’s resolutions are abandoned within the first week; 60 percent are gone within six months. Of those who fail, the majority will make the same resolution year after year for as long as ten years before they either give up or finally succeed in making a change that lasts for at least six months.
 Another survey of 200 people who had made New Year’s resolutions last year, sincerely resolving to do better in certain areas of their lives. But the survey revealed that by the end of January half of them had broken their resolutions entirely, and none of the 200 made it through the first year!
 

Turning to the Bible, you won’t find the phrase “New Year’s resolutions” found in its pages. What you will find is the subject of a “vow” made to the Lord, and according to these verses, God took vows very seriously:

Moses said to the heads of the tribes of Israel: “This is what the Lord commands: When a man makes a vow to the Lord or takes an oath to obligate himself by a pledge, he must not break his word but must do everything he said.” (Numbers 30:1-2).

If you make a vow to the Lord your God, do not be slow to pay it, for the Lord your God will certainly demand it of you and you will be guilty of sin. But if you refrain from making a vow, you will not be guilty. Whatever your lips utter you must be sure to do, because you made your vow freely to the Lord your God with your own mouth. (Deuteronomy 23:21-23)

When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow. It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it. Do not let your mouth lead you into sin. And do not protest to the temple messenger, “My vow was a mistake.” Why should God be angry at what you say and destroy the work of your hands? (Ecclesiastes 5:4-6)

So vows are very important to God. When we make a vow to Him, we ought to keep it. Why, then, are we better at breaking vows than keeping vows? I think Paul gives us the answer in Romans 7:15-24,

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 

Can you relate to those words? Those feelings? No matter how many New Year’s resolutions we have vowed, it didn’t take any of us but a few days—or less—before we broke them. We didn’t change. We couldn’t change. We were powerless, helpless, hopeless, and lost.
 

Why is that? There are several practical reasons. Often times our resolutions are unrealistic,
 are more dependent upon others than ourselves, or otherwise lie outside of our realm of control.

But I think the biggest reason why our resolutions fail is that we depend upon our own will power to carry it through—and will power is what most of us lack. We find it more comfortable to go back to the old habits.

Scholars argue about whether Paul wrote those words in Romans 7 from the perspective of someone before they were saved or after. I believe the answer is found in verse 18: “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.” No unbeliever could say that. Our sin nature does not have the desire to do what is good. No, I think Paul writes as a Christian who finds himself defeated more often than victorious. His heart wrenching cry in verse 24 many of us can relate to: “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?”
The good news is that Romans 7 does not end with verse 24. No, Paul concludes in verse 25, “Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” There is hope. There is victory. There is the possibility of change—lasting change—in the life of the Christian.

The Promise of Divine Renewal

That possibility of change lies in the promise of divine renewal. Simply put, we have hope when we allow God to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. 

One of the most amazing passages of hope in the Bible is found in a book whose very name suggests hopelessness: Lamentations. This book was written by the prophet Jeremiah as he walked through the ruins of Jerusalem following its devastation by the Babylonians. You can almost see the prophet’s tear stains on the pages of this book. Yet right in the middle of the book we read in Lamentations 3:21-26,

Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. I say to myself, “The Lord is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.” The Lord is good to those whose hope is in him, to the one who seeks him; it is good to wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord. 

God’s love and compassion are new every morning—not every year or every month or even every week—but every day. With every sunrise there is new hope. 

“Well, that’s fine,” you may be thinking, “He’s God. I’m not. How does that help me with following through on my commitments?”

There’s another promise that answers that question. When I first read this, I had to read it again, for I thought I had misread the last line. But I hadn’t. Paul writes in 2 Timothy 2:11-13,

Here is a trustworthy saying: If we died with him, we will also live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him. If we disown him, he will also disown us; if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself. 

Did you catch that? “If we are faithless, He will remain faithful.” His faithfulness is greater than our unfaithfulness! His grace is greater than our sin! He understands how we are; how we fail no matter how hard we try; He is there to pick us up and get us back on track. He wants us to succeed even more than we do.

New Year’s resolutions: Many of us make them, and most of us break them. They cover everything from being a better person to eating healthier, working out at the gym, memorizing Scripture, and watching less football. The simplest definition of a resolution is “a firm decision to do or not to do something.”

In January, our resolutions resound with determination, offering the potential of new beginnings. By May, most of those resolutions will merely remind us through their nagging presence that we didn’t quite reach our goals. By December, the majority of us will have forgotten what we had once resolved to do.

Whether or not you join with the millions in making New Year’s resolutions, I want to remind you that there is one who has kept every resolution He has ever made. He keeps His promises. He keeps His Word. “He who promised is faithful” (Hebrews 10:23).

Even if we are not able to stick it out at the gym, stay away from the chocolate, or bite our tongue rather than beat others with it, God is “able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think” (Ephesians 3:20). And He has resolved that your life is going to be a great life—a life on purpose, one filled with both “a future and a hope” (Jeremiah 29:11). The surest way to live out your purpose is to fix your eyes on the unchanging faithfulness of the one who has promised that goodness and loving-kindness will follow you when you follow Him (Psalm 23:6).

The Practice of Daily Resolve

I conclude with the practice of daily resolve. Yes, it is true that we are weak in our own selves, and yes, it is true that God is faithful even when we are faithless. Yet we still have an obligation. Paul puts it this way in 1 Corinthians 4:2, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” There’s that word again—“faithful.” 

Most of us want to be faithful to the Lord, yet many of us fail…or at least we feel like we fail. How can we change that? Not to sound cliché, but those who fail to plan, plan to fail. Many of us have a vague sense of wanting to do better, to be better, yet we fail to establish a plan on how to get there.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:9, “So we make it our goal to please Him.” Some English translations use the term “aim” (asv, esv, jbp). I was reminded of the words of the late Howard Hendricks who said, “Objectives always determine outcomes. Form always follow function. You achieve that for which you aim.”
 And if you aim at nothing, you’ll hit it every time!

Instead of making New Year’s resolutions this year, I suggest that we make goals. And not just any goals, but SMART goals. In using that term I do not merely mean intelligent goals, but rather using SMART as an acronym that stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-related.
 Allow me to briefly elaborate on each one.

Specific. Often we say or think, “I’ll try my best,” yet there is no way to measure success. When we set goals we need to be very specific and narrow. Instead of saying, “I want to be healthier,” set a goal to exercise so many times a week, or to lose a set number of pounds. Instead of thinking, “I want to pray more,” set a goal to pray so many minutes in so many days a week. Goals need to be specific.

Measurable. In order to know if we have reached our goal, there must be some way of measuring progress. We need to ask ourselves, “How much?” “How many?” “How will I know when this goal is accomplished?” Also important considerations are, “What evidence can I give of progress?” “What milestones along the way can I set?” “When will I reevaluate and course correct?” These milestones should be set up in short intervals so that we can know if we are on track or if we need to adjust course.

Achievable. This is where a lot of New Year’s resolutions fall apart. We might think, “I’m going to lose 100 pounds in three weeks.” While that goal is specific, measurable, and (as we will see in a moment) time-related, it is not realistic! We need to make goals that are realistic and can be accomplished in a reasonable time frame, setting ourselves up for success, not failure. Our goals ought to be challenging, yet attainable. Make sure we have the time, finances, and abilities to achieve this goal.

Relevant. The goals we set need to align with our values and our broader objectives in life. Am I setting this goal because I feel it is important, or because I feel that others expect this from me? Such goals should be within our power to achieve, not dependent upon others to be accomplished. We should also ask, “How does this goal line up with my spouse’s or family’s wants and needs?”

Time-related. Finally, goals must have an end date, which provides motivation. Make sure that the end date is realistic. Providing a time constraint produces urgency and motivation to get it done. Otherwise we can drag out the process indefinitely and achieve nothing. If the goal is not met, we should evaluate why: “Was the time frame unrealistic?” “Were there unanticipated obstacles that prevented accomplishment?” If so, take corrective actions and try again.

In setting these SMART goals, we should bathe the whole process in prayer. Prayer is important in the change process and so is a regular commitment to the guidance and influence of the Holy Spirit. Often, however, spiritual changes come in the context of relationships when others give the practical advice and prayer support that help the changer succeed.
 Make yourself accountable to another person who will encourage you along the way. If possible, find someone who has set a similar goal and work with him or her toward your goals.

Two passages from Paul’s letter to Philippi will wrap this up. The first speaks of our attitude toward the future as we enter a new year. We read in Philippians 3:12-14,

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

I understand that you have made New Year’s resolutions in the past and watched them fail. You may have convinced yourself that you are unable to change, or unable to make and keep such goals. Follow Paul’s advice: forget the past and forge into the future. Make new goals that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-related, and start anew.

The second verse is Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” While it is true that, according to John 15:5, “Without Me you can do nothing,” here Paul asserts that he can do everything through Christ and His power.
That’s why New Year’s resolutions rarely last. They are simply attempts to manage the mess through external means. God doesn’t work that way. God works from the spirit first, then to the soul, and finally to the body. So if you want your body to be victorious in spiritual warfare, begin by getting your soul to be victorious in spiritual warfare. And if you want your soul to be victorious in spiritual warfare, begin by feeding and nourishing the spirit implanted within you.

In conclusion, I want to return to the song lyrics I used in the beginning of this message to see a new look at New Year’s:

I buy a lot of diaries fill them full of good intentions
Each and every New Year’s Eve I make myself a list
All the things I’m gonna change until January 2nd
So this time I’m making one promise
This will be my resolution: Every day is New Year’s Day
 

I believe it’s possible, I believe in new beginnings
‘Cause I believe in Christmas Day and Easter morning too
And I’m convinced it’s doable ‘cause I believe in second chances
Just the way that I believe in you

This will be my resolution: Every day is New Year’s Day


This could start a revolution: Every day is...

One more chance to start all over
One more chance to change and grow
One more chance to grab a hold of grace
And never let it go

This will be my resolution: Every day is New Year’s Day.

God’s mercy is new every morning. If we stumble and fall today, God is still faithful. He will enable us to start anew. 

Every day is New Year’s Day.
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