DEVOTED TO JESUS

PROLOGUE

WHY READ ABOUT JESUS?

That is probably the $10,000 question.  Of what value is it to today’s person to read about someone who lived so long ago?  Isn’t anything that happened in the 1st century absolutely irrelevant in today’s fast paced world?  The common thinking is that the church has become almost an obstacle given the way we live today.  So each person reading these devotions has to come to grip with this central question.  Why should I read about Jesus?

The answer to that central question lies in the fact that people in today’s society have even less ability to cope with life than those say 50 years ago.  I suppose that is because the world we live in continually depersonalizes us as individuals.  It’s all about information and efficiency.  While it is true that we have more information, you have to ask yourself the question, “So what?”  There has never been a correlation between happiness and knowing more.   With the Earth’s population surpassing 6 billion people, each person has much less significance than those who lived in the 19th century.  

It is also true that we’ve become more efficient.  We can beam out thoughts over the internet and have it half-way around the world in a matter of seconds, but does that make us happier?  I’m reminded of a line in the movie, “Sabrina,” where the main character says, “More isn’t always better, sometimes it’s just more.”  

So how is Jesus relevant?  The truth is people haven’t become any more adept at coping with life than they ever were.  One only has to look at the increases in suicides, divorce and crime to understand that this flood of knowledge doesn’t automatically give us a successful life.  One has only to look at our failures at human relations, our inability to get along with others or even ourselves, to understand the need for the answers that Jesus gives us.  As I write this I find that today’s social media has made us less polite and less able to find the good in others.  Because the internet is largely anonymous, our society has found that we can tear each other down and not have to bear any consequences.

So what can we find when we approach Jesus Christ?  I suppose the bottom line is that we find answers.  We find the answer to our guilt when Jesus said, “"Come to me, all you who are weary
and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  We find peace of mind when Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.”  As the population of planet earth grows, we find a new way to live with other people in the examples that He set in his daily life.

Each day that you read this devotion, you are going to be challenged to apply what you read about Jesus into your daily life.  After all, that is really where it counts isn’t it?  If you just read about Jesus, what good does it do?  It isn’t good readers that Jesus desires, it is disciples.  I just have the feeling that God is not going to be that impressed with what I know when I stand before Him on the last day.  If that were true, God would be really impressed with the Scribes and the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, yet Jesus had a lot to say about people who talk about the truth, but don’t live it.  I would challenge you to read a portion of this book each day with an open mind and an open Bible.  Each day there will be scripture for you to read and then we will talk about what you
are reading.  At the end of the day as you meditate on what you have learned, you will be asked to write down the answers to a couple of question.  The first is to write down the things you learned about God that day.  The second asks you to write down the changes you sense that God is telling you to make with what you learned that day.  It is my prayer that you will not only learn something about the life and times of Jesus Christ, but also that you will allow God to change you in the process.  You cannot come into the presence of Jesus Christ without being changed.  That’s the work He did the few short years He was here.  That’s the work He continues to do today.  So I invite you to take this journey with me.  I have always believed it to be a journey worth taking.  I believe you will also benefit from this year long journey in ways you cannot now imagine.

Ray Tuttle
WHAT WILL WE BE READING ABOUT THIS MONTH?

All this month we will be dealing with Jesus’ message to his newly appointed Apostles commonly referred to as the Sermon on the Mount.  This is essentially a Discipleship 101 class that Jesus delivers to those who He has elected to change the world.  Every time I am called on to teach on Jesus’ sermon, I tell those present that this subject matter is not for the faint of heart.  If you are comfortable living your life in its present condition, this month’s reading is not for you.  If, however, you find yourself not satisfied with your level of commitment to Jesus, this month will be right up your alley.

It has been said that the Christian life is more like a marathon.  It is a life journey with the ultimate target being that we become a little more like Jesus today than we were yesterday.  To that end, Jesus has preserved for us the 5th through 7th chapter of the Book of Matthew.  So as you approach Jesus daily with this book, be prepared to do quite a bit of self examination.  You also be prepared to be a much different person at the end of this month.
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THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 1st

I am a Light

Matt. 5: 14-16
There are a lot of kids who are afraid of the dark.  They imagine all sorts of monsters and things exist in the darkness and will gravitate towards having a small light in their room so that they can always be sure they are safe.  As a child grows up, we begin to learn that there is an advantage to darkness.  That is because we understand that darkness will hide the things that we don’t want other people to know about us.  At the point where we find ourselves today in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching us that we are to be light.  We have come to verses 14 to 16 in chapter 5.  Please take a moment to read these 3 verses a couple of times in order that you get a clear picture of exactly what Jesus is talking about.

From the Bible, we understand that God is light.  In his first letter to the churches, the Apostle John tells his readers that, “This is the message he has given us to announce to you: God is light and there is no darkness in Him at all” (1 John 1:5).  Jesus told us that He is light in John 8:12 where He said, “I am the Light of the world.”  What an incredible privilege that Jesus’ disciples are also called to be light.  Yet it is an enormous responsibility, for there is one thing I know, this world needs a lot more light.  So today, we want to examine what light does so that if we choose to be a light in this world, we can be a more effective light.

First off, the light Jesus is talking about is clear and pure.  The Apostle Paul said, “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.  Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth)” (Eph 5:8, 9).  Just as in His salt illustration, Jesus is calling His disciples to live a life so that others can tell the difference between someone who follows God and someone who lives only for himself.  That life difference must be one of clarity in that we know where we are going and who we are following.  That life difference must also be one of purity, which is difficult because we didn’t get rid of our sin nature when we were saved.  It’s just that we do the best we can to live a pure life and rely on the blood of Jesus to take care of the rest.  If we are honest about our sin with those around us, we can escape most of the criticism.

Second, light penetrates and eliminates darkness.  Again Paul writes, “For you are all children of light and of the day; we don’t belong to darkness and night” (1 Thes. 5: 5 NLT).  There is something about people who live a holy life that will cause some people to want to emulate them.  To be sure, there are those who will curse you because they like living in darkness and don’t want people around exposing their life.  Yet such opposition is not supposed to slow us down.  We are told to live as light in spite of what surrounds us because that is what Jesus did when He was here.

Finally, light discriminates between the right way and the wrong way in our own lives.  When Jesus told us that He was the light of the world, He went on the say, “If you follow me, you won’t be stumbling through the darkness, because you will have the light that leads to life.”(John 8: 12 NLT)  If you have followed Jesus for a period of time, you can look back at all of the times when you were at a crossroad between doing what God wanted and what you wanted.  Perhaps you can remember the Holy Spirit clearly illuminating the choice?  Even if you took the wrong path, you soon knew it was wrong and were able to backtrack in order to resume walking on the right path.

So, what are we to do with the light?  Jesus tells us to do two things with our light.  First is that we are to show others our good deeds.  If we have a living faith, we will be doing good deeds.  As we read in the Book of James, “Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by actions, is dead.” (James 2:17)  If we are light, others will be able to see those deeds and possibly be inspired by them.  The second thing Jesus teaches is that those lighted deeds will be used as an avenue for men to give praise to God, and isn’t that what it is all about?  So it’s now time to do a light-check.  How is the spiritual wattage that you are emitting right now?  Do you need to pray that God will show you how to gain more wattage in your bulb?  The second question that needs to be asked is where is your light?  Is it under a bushel or standing on a lamp stand for all to see?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What can you do today to be a better light?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 2nd

Surpassing the Pharisee

Matt. 5: 17-20
We have come to a transition point in our look at Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  He leaves a discussion about the character and influence of the disciple and now moves to the beliefs held by those twelve men sitting at His feet.  Jesus takes these men from where they had been spiritually to where they needed to go by helping them understand that the system they had been taught by the Scribes and Pharisees will not get anyone into heaven.

It was well known at the time that the rabbis were attacking Jesus by spreading the word that He was destroying the Law of Moses.  Looking at it from their perspective, you could see their point.  Jesus was not from any recognized school and He was teaching “with” authority, not “from” any authority.  Jesus’ activities seemed to go against the Law in that He continually healed people on the Sabbath.  Another argument was that Jesus did not hold the traditions of the elders with proper respect and reverence.  Finally, Jesus tended to associate with people who routinely broke the Jewish Law, a kind of guilt by association argument.

Jesus’ response to this allegation is clearly seen in Matthew 5: 17-20.  It’s now time for you to open your Bible and read this particular section.  In fact, Jesus did come to destroy the Mosaic Law in some respects.  Paul, in writing to the Galatian church said, “The Law was our guardian and teacher to lead us until Christ came.  So now, through faith in Christ, we are made right with God.  But now that faith in Christ has come, we no longer need the law as our guardian” (Gal 3:25).  Actually Jesus destroyed the law by fulfilling it.  Let me give you an illustration that may clarify the difference.  There are two ways to destroy an acorn.  The first would be to place it on a sidewalk and smash it with a hammer.  The second way would be to plant the acorn in some good soil and keep watering it.  In both cases, the acorn will cease to exist, yet in planting it, the acorn fulfills itself by becoming an oak tree.  That’s what Jesus did with the Mosaic Law.
Throughout Jesus’ ministry, one His chief missions was to strip away the crust of thousands of years of Jewish traditionalism to expose a loving, heavenly Father.  He opened the Torah to people in order to show them its original intent, not what Judaism had made it out to be.  To be sure, Jesus stepped on a lot of toes.  The Pharisees and Scribes had a lot at stake in maintaining the status quo.  After all, Israel needed them to explain all of the complicated intricacies imbedded in obeying the Law as they saw it.  One can almost hear the gasp from a hundred voices as Jesus spoke the words of verse 20.  Remember the Pharisees were known as a holy and devout group of Jews.  If all of their obedience to the Mosaic Law couldn’t get them into heaven, what hope could the common person at that time have?

To understand verse 20, you have to make sure you understand and define the terms Jesus used here.  The key to the verse is to understand the word, righteousness.  The Greek word Jesus used here is seen quite often in the New Testament.  The picture this word gives is to describe someone who lives a life that is consistent with the total requirements of God.  In other words, someone is righteous when they are consistently living a life that God would be proud of.  What Jesus is saying here is that God approves of someone who seeks to obey Him and His will for their life, first and foremost.  The first step in that process comes with your acceptance of the free gift of eternal life that can only come through Jesus Christ.  The next step is to begin to bring your life into conformity with what God wants, which is done on a daily basis as we develop an increasingly close relationship with Him.  In other words, when you look into your spiritual mirror, do you see Jesus or do you see yourself?  That’s the righteousness that Jesus is talking about here.

You see when you define your terms properly; the meaning of verse 20 comes into sharp focus.  The only question remains is where each one of us stands when we pause to meditate on its words.  We cannot hide behind the façade of religion and hope to come out all right in the end.  By Jesus’ own words, it is all about the person you see when you look into your spiritual mirror.  Is it Jesus or is it you?  Is what He wants of us the most important thing in life to us today?  Are we in a relationship with our creator that is real and vitally important to us?  Those are the questions that are begging to be answered today.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Is Jesus really first in your life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 3rd

My Righteousness Has to Exceed What???

Matt. 5: 20-22
There are a lot of people out there who believe that in order to get into heaven, there has to be a large “to do” list.  I meet them all of the time.  They stumble over the fact that the Bible clearly states that a person can’t do enough good things in a life to earn their place in heaven.  As Paul said, “Saving is all his idea, and all his work. All we do is trust him enough to let him do it. It's God's gift from start to finish!  We don't play the major role. If we did, we'd probably go around bragging that we'd done the whole thing! (Eph. 2: 8, 9 Msg)  Among the people who stood firmly in the “work your way to heaven club” were the twelve men sitting at Jesus’ feet.  They had been taught all of their lives that the ultimate example of someone who was approved by God was the Pharisee.  Now Jesus just told them that even the Pharisaic life was not good enough.

Turn back in your Bible to Matthew 5: 20 and reread it.  I know we talked about this verse yesterday, but it is the key to understanding, not only the rest of the Sermon on the Mount, but also most of Jesus’ teaching.  Let the words of Jesus make their way into your brain, “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Remember we talked earlier about the fact that the Sermon was an oral message.  Jesus motive in this verse was to create an impact upon His listeners so that they would remember His words forever.  Jesus is about to get real personal for the rest of chapter 5 in an attempt to put some meat on the idea He states in verse 20.  That’s why it is so important that you understand how verse 20 impacts your life.

What Jesus does next in His Sermon on the Mount is a section I like to call the “you have heard, but I say” section.  Jesus repeats those words each time He introduces a different topic.  His point is to underscore verse 20.  Jesus knew His disciples had been steeped in the idea that you had to obey the Jewish Law, with all of the oral traditions that had been passed down, if you stood any chance of having a pleasant life after death.  He is about to show them what God had originally intended when He gave Moses the law in the first place.  He was about to show them how God wants them to live while they are here on earth.  He will deal with six common areas of life; anger, adultery, divorce, oaths, revenge and having love for your enemies.  These are all areas where people have been stumbling since the beginning of time.  I’m sure you have already seen several of these areas where you have struggled in the past.

I am going to spend the most time on the subject of anger because it is one of those issues that is universal to all.  Everyone is going to get angry at some time in their lives.  Actually to be angry is not a sin.  Notice that Paul said, “In your anger, do not sin.” (Eph 4:26)  Even Jesus was angry on occasion, yet He was without sin.  I think that most people reading this know that anger can easily lead to sin, and would like to learn how to deal with that anger before it leads us to a place they don’t want to be.

Let’s start off by understanding what anger is all about.  There are times when anger can actually disguise itself.  Most people recognize anger when it bursts forth.  I had a boss once who, when he got angry, yelled loud enough so that most of the town knew about it.  I bet you didn’t know that depression can also be disguised anger.  With its cousins, guilt and self-hate, it is sometimes just anger that is turned inward.  In other words depression is really anger directed back towards you.  Psychologists also tell us that anxiety, fear, frustration and disappointment are also common forms of hidden anger.

God designed anger as a feeling to alert us that something is wrong.  Actually He originally designed anger to mobilize the force of love within us; to tear apart problems not people.  The problem is that people tend to view anger as an urge to attack, usually when “their will” is threatened.  It usually comes about when someone violates a person’s desire for justice and fairness, when someone attacks their desire for importance, when their desire for power and control are threatened, or when their desire for perfection is violated.  The truth is we all choose to be angry.  There is no one on earth who can make us angry against our will.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you now recognize how much anger exists within you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 4th

Anger in our Society

Matt. 5: 21, 22
We are right in the middle of looking at the role of anger in our lives.  I’m sure that you don’t have any problem with anger, but I know I get angry at times.  I would like to understand how I can be angry and still stay close to Jesus Christ.  As we were talking about yesterday, Jesus is enlarging on the idea that He brought up in Matthew 5: 20 where He talked about our righteousness exceeding that of the Scribes and Pharisees of His day.  Take a moment now and read verses 21 and 22 of the same chapter of Matthew.

Jesus traces wrongdoing right back to its source, the heart.  Isn’t that where sin always begins?  The Pharisees and teachers of the Law taught that you couldn’t murder someone.  So as long as you didn’t take out a machete and hack someone to pieces, it was all right.  Jesus here is revealing the inadequacy of such teaching.  He wants to lead us into “kingdom thinking” with this first step.  It is not the prohibition of murder that should guide you in relationships.  Do you notice that Jesus uses the same phrase, “subject to judgment” to both apply to murder and anger?  That’s because they are both related and actually part of the same spectrum of emotion.

Don’t we usually become angry when “our will” is crossed?  Someone has the audacity to step on “my will” and my body automatically alerts me to the violation.  Alarms are sounded within me before I have a chance to even think rationally about it.  It is at that point that I start making choices.  I can recognize the anger for what it is and deal with it, or I can receive the anger and actually indulge it.

In society today, we are seeing an incredible display of anger and outright rage.  We are seeing people shoot up schools and work places.  Think about it.  “Going postal” is now a part of our vocabulary.  Do you really believe the current rash of “road rage” and people gunning down each other on the freeway and in our neighborhoods comes from a single incident?  My feeling has always been that people are continually carrying an ever growing bucket of anger around with them at all times.  They never deal with it, it just sets there simmering until the pressure builds and the top of the pot blows off.  There are too many people putting every bit of their emotional resources to nurture and tend to the anger that resides within them.  We are constantly reminding ourselves of how wrongly we have been treated in order to keep the pot bubbling.  When anger rules our lives in this fashion, murder is not that far behind.

Jesus is clearly teaching us that anger is the gateway to murder.  Any homicide detective understands this.  He knows that murder is usually a crime of passion.  It is usually a long simmering anger that has blown the top off the pot.

Now it is time for a little personal reflection.  How do you do in this area?  Do you find yourself spending a good part of your day nursing an angry spirit?  Are the words, “I forgive you” even a part of your vocabulary?  If you look around the world at the conflicts that keep on festering, you see the same thing happening to people.  The conflict between the Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland was over things that happened six hundred years ago.  A follower of the Sunni sect of Islam is gunned down in the street and what do you hear his relatives say in response?  When is the impulse to gain revenge ever satisfied?  Perhaps Jesus is going to show us a better way to live.  We’ll continue this discussion tomorrow.  See you then.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you have an anger problem?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 5th

Anger’s Bedfellow, Contempt

Matt. 5: 21, 22
You cannot read Matthew 5: 21, 22 without understanding that Jesus is leading His listeners on a steady track downward.  In other words He gives three examples of the wrong that can come out of anger.  Each one is worse than the previous and the punishment for each gets worse as you progress through both verses.  If you get angry with your brother and don’t deal with it immediately, you will be subject to judgment.  That’s what we talked about yesterday.  Today, we want to take a look at anger’s bedfellow, contempt.

So what is the difference between anger and contempt?  When I am angry at you, I want to hurt you in some way.  When I hold you in contempt, I don’t care if you are hurt or not.  My feeling is you’re not worthy of any consideration one way or the other.  Do you see the difference?  The term Jesus uses here is “Raca” which is a word in Aramaic which means “empty head.”  Of course today, we wouldn’t use the word raca; we would find a host of other words that communicate our feelings in a more culturally relevant way.  Actually the word, raca, is quite descriptive.  It was that culture’s attempt to duplicate the sound of someone preparing to spit in the face of another.

So as I thought about what our culture would use in the place of the word, raca, I came up with several of the “put downs” that are so prevalent today.  I thought of everything from moron and idiot, to those with a cultural or racial element to it.  Think of the last comedy, either on television or in the movies, that didn’t use some sort of “put down” in order to gain a laugh.  If that character were talking to you, how would that make you feel?  You get the point.

Cultural observers are noticing that there exists an interesting phenomenon happening today.  It seems that we are being surrounded by an increase in the use of filthy language, especially among our young people.  It’s also interesting to notice that these observers didn’t find a reason to criticize the phenomenon; they just noted it as a matter of personal choice.  Yet such filthy language and name calling are always an expression of contempt.  Dallas Willard, in his book Divine Conspiracy, notes, “The current swarm of filthy language floats upon a sea of contempt in which our society is now adrift.”

I can remember a time when I viewed one of those “60 Minutes” type shows that are always on television.  In this particular show, they were interviewing adolescents who were in jail for murder.  They talked to these kids about why they had done the deeds that had landed them in jail.  During the interview, the camera was zooming in on the faces of these kids.  The commentators later described what was in those kids faces as evidence that they had no emotion whatsoever about ending the life of another human being.  I can remember seeing an emotion on those young faces.  It was contempt.  You could see it in their eyes as if to say, “Why are you even asking me if I am sorry for killing?  The person I killed was not worthy of my being sorry.” 

Jesus here is saying that if you exhibit contempt for another, you must be brought before the highest court in the land during His day, the Sanhedrin.  That’s because the crime is serious and so the punishment must also be serious.  It is worse than wielding a knife at someone, for you are slicing at the very heart and souls of people.  Contempt has no place in the Kingdom of God.  If we are to attempt to imitate Jesus, we must also imitate the way He approached everyone He came in contact with.  Time after time, we see Jesus exhibit compassion for even the lowest people in the social strata of His time.  Think about what you’ve read today and the example of Jesus Christ, the next time you are tempted to put someone down.  

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Has God convicted you by what you’ve read today?  What are you going to do about it?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 6th

The Fool Says in his Heart

Matt. 5: 22
For the last few days, we have been looking at a continuing cycle of anger that leads to a state of extreme rage.  Jesus has been talking about the steps anger takes in leading to the act of murder and telling His disciples that even taking one of these steps is the same thing as the act of murder itself.  The final step is where a person combines withering anger with freezing contempt.  Why not take some time out to read Matthew 5: 22 once again.  The problem that we have in this day and age is that we have lost the meaning of the word, “fool,” that existed in the first century.

Picture in your mind what your idea of a fool is.  I imagine it would be of someone who goes around life without a clue.  Comedian Billy Engvall has made a great deal of money by promoting that such people need to go around with signs around their necks that read “I’m stupid.”  In almost all cases, a fool is thought of as someone who exhibits some kind of benign folly as they go about in life.  What we really mean is that a fool tends be someone we know who doesn’t act as intelligently as we think we do.  That’s not true in Bible times.  In Jesus’ day, a fool was someone who combined stupid perversity with a rebellious attitude towards God.  In other words a fool was willfully perverted and knowingly wicked.  Do you see the difference?

For example let’s take a look at what David and his son, Solomon, said about the fool.  In Proverbs 26: 11, Solomon says, “As a dog returns to its own vomit, so a fool repeats his folly.”  Again Solomon said of the fool, “A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control.”  Finally David said, “A fool says in his heart, there is no God.”  In other words, if you called someone a fool in Jesus’ day, it was so devastating that Jesus said in verse 22 that the words warranted consigning you to a place called Gehenna.

The Greek word, Gehenna was used a dozen times in the New Testament to describe the second death that John talked about in Revelation 20: 14.  It is a place where those who reject the free gift of salvation are consigned for all eternity.  Israel had just such an object lesson when anyone in Jesus’ day wanted to get an idea of what Gehenna looked, felt and smelled like; they just had to visit the garbage dump that serviced the City of Jerusalem.  Located in the Valley of Hinnom, the place served as the public incinerator.  If you stood on the hillside above this valley, you would see a perpetual smoky, burning fire that never seemed to be extinguished.  If the stench didn’t knock you over, the constant withering heat would.  One commentator I read said, “The smell and filth became a breeding cesspool for a loathsome worm that was difficult to kill.”  In other words, the place was not known as a popular tourist destination in Jesus’ day.

So what about you?  Have you ever been truly angry at someone in your life?  How did you deal with it?  There are those who believe that there are two different responses to anger, to openly attack, or to bury it inside your heart where it is allowed to fester.  Yet if you really believe that you serve a risen savior, shouldn’t He be involved in some way in resolving any conflicts you have with others?  The moment you spend any time with Jesus, you notice that He dealt with issues in a totally different manner than you have been used to.  In my opinion, the main issue with dealing with our anger is one of perspective.  I have always believed that the reason Jesus looked down from the cross and forgave those who put Him there, was that He looked at them from an eternal perspective.  He recognized that there were people in that crowd who would be with Him in eternity as a result of His sacrifice that day.  Jesus knew that things weren’t always about Him and what was due Him as the King of Kings.  In His love, He looked at others and decided that some things were more important than His comfort.  To Jesus, it was worth it to undergo indescribable torture, if it meant saving you from Gehenna.  When you have in your mind a picture of Jesus hanging from a cross, don’t you think it would be a small thing to cut your brother or sister some slack.  Knowing that our God has a sense of humor, you never know which of the people you will run into this week will be with you for all eternity in heaven.  Now, that’s something worth thinking about.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How are you now going to view people differently?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 7th

Interrupted Offerings

Matt. 5: 23, 24
What follows Jesus’ teaching on anger are two illustrations that He gives to drive home His point.  We will deal with one today and the other tomorrow.  The first illustration can be found in Matthew 5: 23, 24, so you can turn in your Bible and quickly read these two verses.  

Take a moment to picture your self standing in the middle of the great Temple in Jerusalem.  The gleaming white stones of that magnificent place surround you.  Standing before you is the great bronze altar of sacrifice, with its fire burning hot.  You are leading a goat up to its steps so that the penalty can be paid for the sins of all Israel.  Such sacrifices are offered on two days each and every week, but it is still one of the holiest days of your life.  It is obvious that nothing should interrupt such a holy time except something that is more important than the ceremony at hand.  Suddenly, your mind leaps to a friend of yours who has a grudge against you.  You picture a soul that is tortured by the anger that he has been nursing against you so that his spiritual life is all but bankrupt.  Your feelings of compassion outweigh the importance of what you are about to do.  It is at that point that you let someone else lead the goat to be sacrificed while you go and make it right with your brother.  Jesus is teaching His disciples and each one of us about that kind of thinking.  Jesus is teaching us about kingdom thinking.

God has always emphasized the moral over the ritual.  Through the prophet Hosea, God said, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings” (Hosea 6: 6.)  So I want you, in the quiet of this moment, to think about what kind of thought life would the person have if he valued the moral over the ritual?  What kind of deliberations and choices would that person make in life?  When you begin to see that God values relationships over religion, you will not be far from the kingdom mind.

For those who have been part of Christianity long enough, you may have already turned on your legalistic thinking.  You are asking, “What if the brother doesn’t accept my apology?  Does that mean I can never step foot in a church again?”  Let me answer that by saying Jesus is not giving us a Law here.  Do you see any “Thou shalt nots” in His words?  This is an illustration.  Always remember to get your doctrine from the clear teaching of the word, not from illustrations.  Illustrations are in the Bible to give you examples of how to apply clear teaching.  What Jesus wants to teach you is found in verses 21, 22.

The point that Jesus wants you to learn is that you must come to terms with what is in your own heart.  There is no way that anyone on earth can always control the outcome of what they do.  The Bible never teaches that you are responsible for the way your brother thinks or reacts.  You are only responsible for your own thoughts and actions.  Though you do not control outcomes, you do control your contribution to those outcomes.  Jesus’ point is that you come to terms with what is in your heart.  Have you done all that you can to patch the relationship, or have you already written the relationship off?  Do you refuse to substitute religious activity for genuine love?

It’s now time for you to go back and read Matthew 5: 20 once again.  If you want to get beyond the “righteousness” of the Pharisee, you must get beyond the form of religion and immerse yourself in God’s ways.  There is never a single reference in the entire Bible where you find that God puts religious ritual ahead of relationships.  It’s not there.  You must imagine what Jesus would think and do in every interaction between yourself and others.  That is what kingdom thinking is all about.  The disciple of Jesus seeks to develop the habit of thinking like Jesus.  That’s what discipleship is all about.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you need to mend a relationship in your life?  When are you going to do it? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 8th

To Sue or Not to Sue

Matt. 5: 25, 26
The second illustration Jesus uses to teach us about dealing with our anger and our interpersonal relationships involves a subject with which I am most familiar.  For most of my professional life, I have worked in the field of credit management.  Unfortunately in doing that job, I have had to take a number of people to court to collect a debt that was legally owed.  From first hand experience, it is not an easy experience for anyone.  In order to be aware of what Jesus is talking about, read Matthew 5: 25, 26.

If you have ever been a defendant in a lawsuit, you can relate to this illustration.  At the point where you’ve just closed the door after a process server has given you the legal papers, you undergo many different emotions at once.  The normal response is anger and yet there is usually some fear that is also present.  After all, there is no way that you can predict what will happen in a court of law.  The key to understanding Jesus’ illustration is that He has given you another alternative, that of love.  Imagine choosing love as your primary emotion.  How would that change the way you approached your adversary?

The point of the illustration is that in choosing love as your motivator, you avoid having to be affected by the vagaries of civil law.  Jesus says that if we stubbornly cling to the idea that we are right, we will endure the bitter fruit of our choice.  If you lose, you will have to pay many more times the amount originally owed.  If you win, what is the chance your adversary will ever be positively influenced by the kingdom of God?

Let’s say, for argument’s sake, that we act towards our adversary in love.  In that case, we stand within the reality of God’s kingdom and all of His resources.  It is more likely that our adversary will be drawn into the reality of that kingdom.  Even if he isn’t impressed, you will have maintained a right standing with God, which is more important anyway.  What you have to remind yourself is that God is sovereign.  He is in control.  He even knows the events that led up to your anger, and has the power to help you face any situation in a way that is constructive and gives glory to Him.

Now, once again let’s avoid legalism.  There are those who use this passage as proof that God never wants us to sue someone.  If you look at the passage in its context that is not what Jesus is saying.  To be honest, in my personal life, I would really have to pray and think about it a long time before I initiated a lawsuit, but Jesus is talking about someone suing you, not the other way around.  The point Jesus is trying to make is how I respond when something like this happens to me.  Do I let anger, rage, and bitterness take control of my life?  The alternative is to act in love as I am prepared to sacrifice my interests for someone else, if that is what I believe God would have me do.

In looking at both of the illustrations that we have been talking about for the last two days, we get our first glimpse of kingdom goodness.  Do you see how Jesus was offering a radical approach to what His disciples had been taught all their lives?  He is taking these men a lot farther than they would have ever gone in the religious system they grew up with.  How about you?  Can you give up yourself so that you can promote God’s kingdom in this world?  Would you be willing to put aside your idea of justice to see God’s kingdom advance?  Like I said in the beginning, there is nothing about what Jesus has to say in this chapter that is easy.  Following Jesus is not easy.  Sometimes it is a hard thing to do.  It’s not easy to sacrifice yourself for the sake of the Kingdom.  Yet that is exactly what Jesus calls each of us to do.  If we are His disciples and call Him Lord, then it is absolutely vital that we do what He says.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What are you willing to put aside to see God’s kingdom advance?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 9th

The Origins of Sexual Harassment

Matt. 5: 27, 28
Most guys I know hate Matthew 5: 27, 28.  I suppose that is because they find themselves doing the very acts that Jesus condemns in this section of scripture.  They may have already justified it in their minds as “just looking,” or they may constantly beat themselves up about it.  Yet if Madison Avenue and Hollywood are to be believed, we are seeing more women in our society actively lusting over men.  I suppose what Jesus had to say in these two short verses can no longer be just applied to the lives of men.

I have always found it interesting that Jesus chose two of the most pressing problems of our day in the opening of this section of His sermon.  Most people today would say that sex and violence are right at the top of the problems that exist between people.  Jesus starts right out by quoting one of the Ten Commandments that dealt with adultery.  Adultery is defined as having sexual relations with a person you aren’t married to.  As in the topic of murder, it is cut and dried; not a lot of gray area.  But as in murder, the mere fact that you did not have sex with someone does not mean that your relationships are all that they should be, or the way you relate to your own sexuality is God honoring.

Jesus was keenly aware that those who professed innocence in this area were the same ones who would slavishly follow a woman with their eyes, allowing their imagination to run with the fantasy.  These people believed that as long as they refrained from the act, they were all right with God.  What Jesus is teaching here is that those who cultivate this kind of thinking in their heart are not the kind of people who are comfortable with the goodness that makes up God’s Kingdom.

If you think about it, there is not a lot of difference between the looking and the touching.  All of the elements are present except the overt movements of the body.  The heart element is certainly there, it only lacks the occasion.  Isn’t it the same thing as the thief who would steal if the circumstances were right?  I always remember a scene in the movie, “City Slickers” where the character played by Billy Crystal was asked by his friend if he would cheat on his wife if there was no way he would be caught.  It’s that kind of thinking.

In the looking and not touching, the body language is also there and can probably be read by others.  All too often what follows is some kind of inappropriate behavior that is now classified as sexual harassment.  It is at that point the person who is the object of such behavior has to deal with it.  Such behavior also affects the people who do not possess this “sexual edge.”  Let’s face it; those who engage in this kind of inappropriate behavior tend to favor the beautiful people.  Those who do not possess the “sexual edge” see this kind of behavior going on all the time only it is always directed at others and are constantly reminded of their inadequacy in this area.

So why is this behavior such a problem?  In my opinion, society needs to redefine its terms.  That’s because what passes as love today really ought to be called lust.  We have become a society of “instant gratification.”  We have lost the idea that mutual intimacy is to be prized because true intimacy takes a lifetime to maintain.  The reality is that intimacy is what people really want.  Yet they think they can obtain true intimacy through the constant changing of partners.  It doesn’t happen that way.  How many people do you know believe that their marriage would be better if only their spouse paid more attention to their needs?  I have always found it interesting that a lot of people enter marriage only for what they can get out of it.  That does not foster true intimacy.  Dr. Larry Crabb calls those people ticks, after the insect that attaches to you and is only happy when he is sucking you dry.  He says that the problem in most marriages today is that there are two ticks and no dog.  

How about you?  Are you a tick?  When is the last time you thought about doing something for someone else?  Intimacy is at the heart of every human’s soul.  We all need it.  The choice you have to make is do you make the effort that it takes to foster intimacy with another person, or do you go after only lust, the cheap imitation that will never satisfy you. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you tend to be a tick in your relationships?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 10th

Eye and Hand Surgery

Matt. 5: 29, 30
We come now to one of those passages in the Bible that some people have a hard time understanding.  It seems that we are just moving along through some of Jesus’ teaching that are really difficult to apply and then He throws a couple of ideas that make us want to do a double take and throw up our hands in defeat.  My advice to you is to fight that temptation and keep on reading.

Actually there are three schools of thought that I encountered when I looked into Matthew 5: 29, 30.  I have to admit these verses continue to intrigue me as to the point that Jesus is trying to make.  It appears that He is addressing the idea of sexual sin.  That is the context in which these verses find themselves.  To be sure this problem seems to be a hard one to have victory over for a male in his thirties, the age we believe the disciples to be.  So what is Jesus saying?

As I read through several opinions about these verses all of them seem to teach that Jesus is not talking about literal surgery.  He is not saying that we should take a knife to our bodies in order to remove the offending part.  That is because it is unsound Biblical interpretation to try to build a doctrine around a couple of obscure verses.  Major Biblical doctrines are plainly stated and repeated at various points in scripture.  So let’s go into three possible ways to interpret this passage and then I will let you decided what you want to do with these verses.

The first possibility is that Jesus is pointing out the inability of a Law to consistently bring about Godly behavior.  As Dallas Willard writes in Divine Conspiracy, “Jesus is saying that if you think that laws can eliminate being wrong you would, to be consistent, cut off your hand or gouge out your eye so that you could not possibly do the act the law forbids.”  Remember the one rule that God had in the Garden of Eden.  That single law did a tremendous job in keeping Adam and Eve from the tree, didn’t it?  As Paul pointed out to the Galatian church, laws are only good for pointing out sin.  Even if a person took the radical acts Jesus describes in the sermon, the stump or socket would still be connected to an evil heart.

The second possibility is that Jesus is merely pointing out that hell is such an awful place that it is to be avoided at all costs.  If that were what Jesus meant here, that means He was using the oral technique of contrast, which He so often used.  To be sure, hell is not the place where one would want to spend eternity, but this verse gives us no practical advice on how to avoid the place.  That’s why I tend to reject this theory.
My personal choice is the theory that these verses are to be read as a metaphor.  In going that route, we would interpret the passage as an encouragement for us to do some metaphorical surgery in order to cut the inappropriate out of lives completely.  In the sixth chapter of his letter to the Roman church, Paul talks about the fallacy of sinning more in order to allow grace to abound in our lives.  In other words, the more we sin; the better we make God to look.  After all, He keeps on forgiving us.  Paul reveals the fallacy of this kind of thinking when he talked about how continual sin will cause us to become a slave to sin.  Those of us who have had to deal with the same sin repeating itself over and over as you fail to gain mastery over it understand what Paul is talking about.  Here I believe Jesus is saying that we need to be intentional about removing ourselves from that which causes us to trip up.  Does that mean that we remove ourselves from all of life?  No, because I am not especially prone to all sins.  For example, if I am prone to the issue Jesus talked about in the previous verse, sexual sin, it would not be a good idea for me to visit strip clubs in order to witness, but someone else who is not prone might do quite well in that environment.

Only one question remains.  If the Christian is permanently spared from hell, why does Jesus even use this illustration to His disciples?  First the penalty for sin had not been paid at the point where Jesus is speaking.  Second, the whole point of this section of the sermon is to put meat on the idea He expressed in verse 20.  Third, these men had not already gained entrance into eternal life.  Remember one of them chose to follow Satan.  I believe these verses are a warning to those who believed that it was possible to live a life that God would approve of without Jesus’ payment for sin.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What are you going to change in your life as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 11th

Jesus and Divorce

Matt. 5: 31, 32
It’s probably a good thing that Jesus dealt with divorce after He had already dealt with murder.  If you don’t get my attempt at humor, it’s probably because you are not old enough to remember the old comedy routine that goes something like this, “I’ve never even thought about divorcing my wife, but murder???”  In Jesus’ day, divorce was no laughing matter.  In fact, it was one of the great debates of His day.  There were two great rabbinic schools in Jesus’ day, the School of Hillel and the School of Shammai.  The School of Hillel was more liberal than Shammai and allowed divorce for any reason whatsoever.  The School of Shammai taught that divorce should only be allowed for moral reasons.

If you wonder which school Jesus sided with, you only have to read Matthew 5: 31, 32.  It was common practice in those days for a man to divorce his wife if she merely displeased him.  I know it is difficult for women these days to realize how few rights women in Jesus’ time had, but that was the reality of the culture of that day.  In the matter of divorce, if a wife burned dinner or even over-salted it, she was out of there.  Rabbi Akibah, writing at the time, allowed divorce if the husband merely saw another woman that he thought would please him more than the wife he already had.  They had come quite far from what Moses originally taught in Deuteronomy 22 and 23.  Given today’s culture and the fact that one in two marriages end in divorce and the divorce rate within the church is not that different than the world, it is vital that we know what God has to say about the subject.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus clearly says that divorce is not a part of God’s plan for marriage.  God does not forbid it, or Jesus would have said so right here.  It’s just that divorce was never God’s intent for His people.  It was God’s intent for marriage to be the strongest bond that can exist between people.  In Genesis 2: 24, He describes it as two people becoming one.  Yet there is one reason for divorce.  I bet you are going to tell me it is unfaithfulness.  Actually that is not true.  Jesus dealt with divorce again in the last week of his life.  Read Matthew 19: 8, 9 and you will discover that divorce was allowed by God because of man’s hardness of heart.  The Greek words that Jesus used in those verses describe a heart that is dried up, hard and tough.  It seems that people sometimes lacks the incredible ability to forgive as God forgives.  Yet even that passage does not require divorce when there has been marital unfaithfulness.  There are probably some reading this right now who know of a marriage that has survived unfaithfulness.

So why does God hate divorce?  I think there are three reasons.  The first would be that it is God’s desire to protect the family.  It is fundamental to what God has always intended for society.  Second, God’s desire for His own people is always to protect Israel and His church from disintegration.  Think for a moment about those great marriages that you have seen and perhaps experience.  How do those marriages promote unity and peace within this country, but also the church?  Finally, it is God’s plan that marriage stay strong in order to prevent a person from being an adulterer.  If a married person has sex with someone else, it is, by definition, adultery.  Strong marriages are an antidote for adultery.
My own theology about divorce has changed over the years.  That’s probably because I have seen friends of mine go through it.  When I saw friends whom I knew well get divorced, I found myself coming off my theological dogma that could never understand or allow divorce.  To be sure, I have made that commitment to my wife, and I intend to live by the promises that I made during our marriage ceremony.  I once read an article by Swiss physician, Paul Tournier, which echoes my own feelings on this most sensitive subject when he talked about a friend of his going through a divorce.  He said, “I cannot approve of his course of action, because divorce is always disobedience of God.  I should be betraying my belief if I were to hide it from him.  I know that there is always a solution other than divorce to a marital conflict, if we are really prepared to seek it under God’s guidance.  But I know that this disobedience is not worse that the slander, the lie, the gesture of pride of which I am guilty every day.  The circumstances of our life are different, but the reality of our hearts is the same.  If I were in his place, would I act any different from him?  I have no idea.  At least I know that I should need friends who loved me unreservedly just as I am, with all my weaknesses, and who would trust me without judging me.  If he gets his divorce, he will no doubt meet even greater difficulties than those he is in today.  He will need my affection all the more, and this is the assurance I must give him.”

If you have known the trauma of divorce, I am sure that the cross of Jesus Christ has the power to take care of it.  If you are thinking about divorce, I am praying for you that God will give you direction and the peace that passes understanding.  Please make sure that you are following Him continually, no matter what the outcome may be.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How has your opinion on divorce changed today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 12th

I Swear

Matt. 5: 33-37
I remember reading a column by Rick Reilly, who was once a weekly columnist for Sport Illustrated, where he noted a current trend in college sports, that of banning the use of profane language.  While the various sports governing bodies and schools can impact the language of its participants, schools are having a hard time impacting the language used in its stadiums.  That being said, I have never been of the opinion that Jesus’ words in Matthew 5: 33-37 can be used as an argument against the use of profanity.  It’s not that I support using profane language.  It’s just that I don’t believe that is what Jesus is talking about in this particular passage.  I know that there are those who disagree with my own application for this section of scripture, but that’s all right too.  To my way of thinking, this passage is all about Jesus exhorting His followers to honest speech.  Honest speech is what the Christian ought to be known for.  It should be that others would say about us, “If he says it, then it must be so because he never lies.”  Do people say that about you?  Take a moment to read this section of scripture.

Albert Barnes says, “An oath is a solemn affirmation or declaration, made with an appeal to God for the truth of what is affirmed, and imprecating His vengeance, and renouncing His favor if what is affirmed is false.”  He goes on to note that the rabbis actually taught a series of oaths that were not intended to be binding on the swearer.  They taught that as long as one didn’t invoke the name of Jehovah God, and avoided oaths in large gatherings, one could avoid having to fulfill them.  It is in response to this erroneous teaching that Jesus Christ addresses His words in today’s reading.  Jesus teaches that we are not to swear by heaven for that is God’s dwelling place and to do so would be like swearing by God, Himself.  He teaches that we are not to swear by the Earth for that is God’s footstool, as God is the legal title holder.  Jesus teaches that we are not to swear by Jerusalem, the city of our God, and not to swear by your head, or any part of your body, as it is the source of your very thoughts, which are of great importance to God.

What Jesus calls for in this passage is for honest communication.  If you think about it, there is no need to swear by anything if you always tell the truth and always fulfill the promises you make.  It’s only when you tend to lie or not follow through that you have a problem being believed by people.

Actually honesty is an easy thing to preach and to teach, but it is a hard thing to do.  I suppose it is because we live in a society that believes in the value of “white lies.”  You know those small lies that are innocent, or done to protect a person’s feelings.  I mean if you really don’t like the dress your wife just bought, what are you to say?  Well, if we take Jesus at His word, you should answer honestly.  Of course if staying married is one of your goals in life, it might be wise to choose your words carefully.

One of the problem areas where I have had the most difficulty would be within my profession.  There have been times when I have had to take something I said to throne of grace and ask for forgiveness.  To be sure, it is not an easy thing to do, but something that I must do if I am to maintain an open relationship with God.  What I keep forgetting is that I work for God ultimately and after that my company.  Now there may be some reading this who think I am nuts.  You believe that it is all right to lie at times.  My advice to you is to prayerfully read today’s section of scripture and go to God and ask for guidance.  I have always found His Holy Spirit is an excellent source for keeping me on the right path.  I have every confidence that He will do the same thing for you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What can you do to improve your truthfulness today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 13th

An Eye for an Eye

Matt. 5: 38-42
We now come to another of the more famous sayings in the Sermon on the Mount, the eye for an eye section.  Rather than rely on your own remembrance of what Jesus said, why not read the entire passage and see if that doesn’t change what you think about what Jesus said.  The entire passage can be found in Matthew 5: 38-42.  The subject that Jesus is speaking about here is retaliation.  If you are interested in the actual Law that Moses passed down, it can be found in Exodus 21: 23-25.

The original intent that God had when He laid out this Law was for His people to show mercy and actually limit vengeance.  In the time before Moses, it was not uncommon for people to be killed for minor offences.  If a person was injured accidentally, it was not unknown for an entire family or village to be destroyed.  A man just had to gather fifty of his friends, arm them and terrible vengeance could be undertaken.  Thus, this law was the beginning of mercy in a merciless society.  It limited retaliation to an equivalent injury.

It is in the words of Jesus that the true intent of this part of the Law of Moses is to be understood.  When you read the entire passage, you begin to understand that Jesus is calling for a whole new mindset for those who are called His disciples.  The idea Jesus wants us to grasp is that we forgive others, not insist on punishment.  In order to bring home His point, he gives us an illustration in three different areas of life.

The first illustration Jesus gives is for injury to my body in verse 39.  If I am injured by someone, I do not use it as an occasion for retaliation.  Now I have to admit that is something that does not come easily for any person.  Our natural response when we, or people we care about, are hurt, is to strive greatly to inflict greater pain in return.  Revenge appears to satisfy that natural bent towards justice that is wired within us.  Yet, if you think about it, where does that response lead?  Think about all of the news articles concerning some who practice Islam today.  Think about the hundreds of years of violence that plagued Northern Ireland.  When I retaliate, what is the natural response of the other guy?  When he gets finished taking his revenge, what is my next response?  So, where does it all end?  Jesus is saying that I need to trust in God for my protection.  If you look at the words of the wisest man who ever lived, you will find the Solomon said, “If your enemies are hungry, give them food to eat.  If they are thirsty, give them water to drink.  You will heap burning coals on their heads, and the Lord will reward you” (Proverbs 25: 21, 22).  In other words, in following Jesus example, you will put yourself in a position where God will punish the offender and reward you.  Do you see any possible advantages to doing that?

The second illustration that Jesus uses is in the loss of my possessions in verse 40.  Do you notice that the value of the possessions that Jesus uses in this illustration is small?  Yet does His principle change with higher value items?  You have to remember who actually owns your possessions.  If you have given your heart, mind and soul to Jesus, doesn’t that also include your wallet?  The overall principle here is that His disciples are to work for peace’s sake, not for their own advantage.

The third illustration is in the area of personal liberty.  He is speaking to a practice commonly used by the Roman Army to move itself.  In those days a Roman soldier could demand anyone to carry his load for exactly one mile.  Here Jesus is indicating that we are to go beyond what the civil law tells us to do and to obey its spirit.

Once again, I must point out that these are not laws to be obeyed.  Jesus was never in the business of substituting one set of laws for another.  What He is talking about is heart attitudes.  He is looking for disciples who will follow Him, first and foremost.  He is looking for disciples who are different than the surrounding population.  He is looking for disciples who will trust their God even in the areas of personal liberty.  Are you the kind of disciple Jesus is looking for?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is God telling you to do to improve your ability to forgive?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 14th

Loving the Unlovely

Matt. 5: 43-47
Today’s section of the Bible is another of those sections where it is much easier to write about than it is to do.  We find ourselves in Matthew 5: 43-47.  Take a moment to read this part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  As I write this, the people of our country are dealing with a rash of shootings in our schools.  I’m sure that I’m not the only one who feels a combination of helplessness and rage as I see news stories about innocent children being gunned down for simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Our sense of justice must take a back seat because in every one of these cases, the gunman shot himself at the end of his rampage.  It is in this setting that we look at what Jesus said about loving others.

If you look at what the Law of Moses said about this subject (Leviticus 19: 18), it appears that God directed that love be directed towards only those of your own people.  Yet the Ten Commandments talk about loving your neighbor as yourself.  The Jews took that commandment and combined it with the Leviticus passage and taught that loving your neighbor included only the people within the community of Israel.  They did not include anyone else.  In fact, they shut out and cut off everyone who was not part of God’s chosen people.  The rabbis inferred that the Lord actually wanted them to hate their enemies.  They felt that God just forgot to add that to the Law.  If we’re real honest with ourselves, we have to admit we often feel the same way.  The idea of loving these gunmen who kill innocent children is so foreign to us that we would like to think that the Jewish interpretation of their law must be correct.

It’s into that way of thinking that Jesus now steps.  You can read His words on the subject in today’s section of scriptures, but the words really hit home when we realize that He actually did what He taught.  Jesus never let any human institution stand in the way of love.  When Jewish racial and religious hatred told him He couldn’t speak to a Samaritan, He shared the gospel with a lowly Samaritan woman.  He not only shared His gospel with this woman but commissioned her as the first missionary to Samaria.  When Jewish hatred told Him to stay away from sinners, He was known as the “friend of sinners.”  Jesus praised the counter culture of John the Baptist.  He was just as comfortable in the home of a Pharisee named Simon as He was in the home of a leper named Simon.  When He had an audience with the rich and powerful Nicodemus, Jesus treated him as any other who was in need of being born again.  To Jesus, the person was always more important than any category or label.

So with Jesus as my example, the question I have to ask is, “Who is my enemy?”  Could it be that my enemy is the abortionist taking the lives of the innocent?  Perhaps my enemy is the Hollywood producer who spends his time polluting our culture.  Is my enemy the drug dealer in the inner-city?  Could it be that it is the politician just accused of corruption or having an extra-marital affair?  Is it my next door neighbor with his dog digging holes under my fence?  It’s easy to talk about this subject in the abstract, isn’t it?  It’s much harder to realize the impact that Jesus’ words have on my life, right here, right now.

The one area that especially gets under my skin is in the area of Christian activism.  If my activism on the issues that I care about deeply drives out love, isn’t it true that I have misunderstood everything that Jesus taught and lived?  It really doesn’t matter how good my intentions are.  If I fail to love, even my enemies, I somehow fall short of being the type of disciple that Jesus wants me to be.  Remember I started out today saying this teaching of Jesus is much easier to read than it is to do.  Yet are we entitled to skip right on over it just because it is hard?  Somehow I don’t think so.  The reality is that the closer we get to real “kingdom thinking,” the closer we get to being able to understand and practice Jesus’ words to us in these verses.  When we approach the idea of loving those who would do us harm, we are approaching the mind and heart of Jesus.  

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is God telling you to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 15th

Perfect

Matt. 5: 48
I don’t know about you, but just as I thought that I couldn’t feel any more inadequate as a Christian, Jesus has to go and put a bow on this part of His Sermon.  It’s now time to read the very last verse in the fifth chapter of Matthew.  At first glance, you want to cast aside your Bible and utter an exasperated, “What’s the use.”  It’s at that point you remember to always interpret individual verses in light of the rest of the Bible.  You know there are no other passages that even hint at the idea that it is possible for any human to be as perfect as God, so you take some hope in the fact that Jesus must be saying something else.

W. E. Vine in his Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words defines the Greek word translated here as “perfect” to describe something that has reached its end.  The idea is that whatever object that is being described is done or finished.  This Greek word was used in the first century to describe physical development.  For example as you left your teen years, your body was perfect in the sense that you weren’t going to grow any taller.  Your adulthood is now complete or finished.  In the case of your salvation, you are now complete.  You will never be more saved than you are today.  Fortunately, the Bible also teaches that you will never be any less saved than you are today, but that is a topic for another day.

As I said when we began our journey through the Sermon on the Mount, this journey is not for the faint of heart.  Those who are content with just showing up once in a while and warm a seat in church should not venture here.  What Jesus has to say here is for serious disciples only.  It is for those who want to make an eternal difference in the world around them.  Yet one can’t help but feel a bit inadequate right about now.  As you think about the kind of disciple Jesus describes so far and compare that to your own life, the tendency is to give up.  That warm seat in church is looking really good about now.  Let me offer you some words of encouragement.

On those occasions where I have taught a study on the Sermon, I have always begun the study by describing a mountain.  So imagine a large mountain in front of you.  Your goal is to reach the top of that mountain, so you begin your journey.  After a few days of climbing, you notice in looking back that you have come quite a way up the mountain.  You can still see where your car is parked, and it seems small in comparison to what surrounds you.  As you look the other way, up the slope of the mountain, you can see others climbing the same mountain.  They seem excited about the climb and are busy chatting with their other companions as they take each step towards the top.  You envy them because they are further along in the journey, perhaps they can even see the summit.  So you catch your breath and resume the journey.

Such it is when you look at the Christian journey; the process known as sanctification.  It is not important to Jesus where you happen to be located on the mountain today.  You may be just starting out, or you may be quite a ways up its slopes.  What pleases the Master is that you are walking towards the summit, not back down to your car.  It does not matter to Him one bit that you are behind His other children on the mountain; for He knows that when He is done, He’s going to make sure you get to the top.  That’s His job.  Take a moment to look up Philippians 1: 6 and read the words of Paul.  He who began a good work in you will complete it in the end.  I have always taken a great deal of comfort in that thought.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Where are you on that mountain?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 16th

The Respectability Trap

Matt. 6: 1
Looking back at where we have walked before in our look at Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, we have been learning God’s answer to two great questions that all humans must come to grip with.  They are 1.) Who is really well off? 2.) Who is genuinely a good person?  In Jesus’ eyes, the good person is one who is committed to promoting the good in everyone they come in contact with.  That would include the God he or she worships, but also others that they meet in life.  The genuinely good person is never content with merely doing nothing wrong, as the Pharisees looked at life.  The genuinely good person acts as if pleasing God were the only thing that mattered.  Their confidence is in the Jesus Christ, who made it possible to draw near to that Holy God.

As we move into the sixth chapter of Matthew and the next area of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, we come face to face with two things in life that will pull us out of the influence of the Kingdom of Heaven.  If you look around you, both will be at the forefront of the society in which you belong.  We are going to be dealing with both over the next couple of weeks.  To give you a preview, we are now dealing with the trap that says that we must live for the approval of other people.  The second trap is the idea that money brings true security.  Both issues will ultimately derail your relationship with God.
All right, so let’s get into what I call the respectability trap.  Everyone wants to be thought of as a “good Christian.”  We want to avoid people using the words, “and that person is supposed to be a Good Christian,” when they talk about us.  After all, we want to live our lives so that we are a good witness to other people who come in contact with us.  If you are currently living your life with a constant awareness of how your actions look to others, Jesus has some words for you in this section of His sermon.  It is my prayer that you will come away from our time together with a new understanding on where your life needs to focus.  I’m praying that God will show you, as he has done for me, that living your life based on how it will look to others is not what Jesus wants for you.

It is common for all of us to hunger for titles and public recognition in various areas of our life.  We want to be known as “the best” in something.  You can even see the striving for titles and recognition present in some of the major denominations in this country.  It can certainly be seen in our world.  When was the last time you were able to take a look at a truthful resume?  It is at this point in His sermon that Jesus begins to point out that most things that pass as normal in our society have no value when it comes to our standing with God.

I have seen it even in my very own church.  You have probably seen it in yours.  Think back at what kind of actions are applauded publicly.  How does your church reward longevity in ministry?  When was the last time you saw someone quit a ministry because they felt what they did was not appreciated by anyone?  If we’re honest, it happens all of the time.  What Jesus will attack in this section is why we do what we do.  So, open your mind and prepare to be taught by the Master.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What truly motivates your ministry for God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 17th

An Audience of One

Matt. 6: 1
If you want to read a summary of what Jesus said in the next section of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6: 1-18), all you have to do is to go to verse 1 and read it.  Everything that comes after that is only in illustration of what Jesus says in verse 1.  So let’s open our Bible and read the first verse of chapter 6 several times to let in sink into the heart.  As I read this verse, there are two things that leap out at me almost immediately.

The first thing that leaps into my mind is the thought that Jesus is teaching that any public display of good deeds is forbidden.  My mind immediately rejects that idea because Jesus did quite a number of deeds in public.  So that can’t be what Jesus is saying here.  Then I have to go back to chapter 5 and reread what He had to say there.  Chapter 5 is all about my inner thought life.  Remember that He taught that it was more important for me to think Kingdom thoughts than it was to try to live rules.  Isn’t verse 1 a continuation of the same theme?  If you look at Jesus’ ministry, you can see that there is nothing wrong with being known.  The issue is found in looking at your motivation.  In other words, are you seen doing something good, or are you doing something good in order to be seen?  Do you see the difference?

The second thing that leaps out at me when I read verse 1 is that the motivation for doing what we do is very much determined by what we want and expect from our actions.  Most times when we do things, we expect a certain reaction from those around us.  If I do something nice around the house, I have this expectation that someone will notice and give me some kind of positive response.  If I don’t get it, then I will certainly feel a bit of disappointment.  If I am disappointed often enough, I tend to stop doing the original activity.  It’s that “what’s in it for me” motivation that is too much a part of human make-up.  I don’t know about you, but it tends to be too much of a major motivation that tends to take control of my life.

So let’s go back to Jesus’ statement in verse 1.  When I do my good deeds in order to be seen by men, I am looking for something that comes from human beings.  That can be in the form of appreciation, an elevated self-esteem or some other kind of “brownie point.”  It is at that point that God graciously steps aside and allows me to have what I am looking for.  I mean think about it, this goes right along with the very nature and character of God.  He never steps in where He is not wanted.  He does not force Himself into anyone’s life or situation.  He does not want to be somewhere where He is not wanted.

Our error is in thinking that we can have the best of both worlds.  We believe that we are so special that we can do our good deeds to be praised by both men and God.  Unfortunately, Jesus is teaching here that it doesn’t happen that way.  When we do things to please God alone, not caring if anyone else is watching, only then will He will respond to us.

My thinking on this point was really crystallized when I read a quote by Os Guinness from a book he wrote called “The Puritans in American History.”  Of the Puritans, he wrote, “They lived as if they stood before and audience of One.  They carried out their lives as if the only one whose opinions mattered were God.  Of course, they understood that this is what Jesus Christ taught them to do.”  Go back and read that quote over and over again to let it filter down into the deep recesses of your mind.  “They lived as if they stood before an audience of one.”  Obviously this type of thinking will extend into every area of your life.  We will be returning to this thought often over the next several days as we begin to examine three illustrations that Jesus gave to nail down this teaching that He wants to become a part of our lives.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If you lived as if you stood before an audience of One, what would change?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 18th

The Stealth Giver

Matt. 6: 2-4
For most of my life, Jerry Lewis has been raising money for Muscular Dystrophy every Labor Day weekend.  I can remember one occasion when a man gave a check for over a million dollars to help find a cure.  They had the man right on the show so he could hand the check directly to Jerry.  Everyone cried and there was much joy right up to the moment when the check bounced.  Later it was revealed that the man had no resources that could stand behind such a large check.  It was just someone trying to get his fifteen minutes of fame.  To such people, I dedicate today’s reading.

One of Jesus’ teachings on giving can be found by reading Matthew 6: 2-4.  So why not take a moment to start at verse 1, which is Jesus’ teaching and then read today’s passage, which is His first illustration of that teaching?  To understand today’s passage; you must understand what Jesus meant by almsgiving.  The practice originated when Moses spoke the words recorded in Deuteronomy 15: 11.  That’s where he directed the nation to always take care of its poor and those in need.  Almsgiving was always directed to the poor in Israeli society.  Almsgiving was not the tithe, nor was it the annual temple tax that was used to fund salaries or building upkeep.  If we had to look at an equivalent in today’s church, it would be the benevolent offering taken at a number of churches in this country.  Back then almsgiving was done either by the placing of coins into trumpet shaped chests located in the Court of Women or by placing money or food into dishes left in the same general area.

I want you to picture some rabbi marching into the Court of Women, complete with his entourage.  As his assistants blow trumpets, he raises his arms and allows each coin to individually clang into one of the chests.  I’m sure you get what’s wrong with this picture.  Remember there is no judgment in Jesus’ words.  The rabbi gets exactly what he is looking for, the approval of men.  It’s just that he doesn’t receive anything from God.

For those who wish to give in the right way, Jesus gives a couple of examples.  Yet what He describes cannot be done.  It would be the same thing if I were to demand that you not think of a purple kangaroo for the next minute.  There is no way that you can not think of something.  The very act of not thinking about something requires that you think about it.  Jesus is really describing people for whom giving is just a natural outcome of who they are.  They no more think about giving than they think about the act of walking.  The hardly notice the very act of giving and rarely even remember it afterward.  Giving is done out of an inner compulsion, an intense love or a genuine concern to help others.  Their mind is kept on the need, not on the benefits they share, nor any benefits they might receive.  In other words, they give not caring about the tax benefits.

When someone gives with the right attitude, God will respond.  It is at that point that you become a creative partner with the God of the universe in doing good in the world.  Imagine, being a partner with a God who owns everything, and you are close to understanding what Jesus is teaching here.  Always remember that you live as if you stood before an audience of one and the only opinion that matters for eternity rests with God.  If you give to the poor with that attitude, you won’t have any problem with giving as a disciple of Jesus should give.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Why do you give?  Who determines how much you give?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 19th

Prayer, the Good, the Bad and the Ugly

Matt. 6: 5-8
One of my favorite comic strip characters of all time just happens to be Garfield, the Cat.  I’m not sure why it is my favorite.  Perhaps it is because I have owned cats for the vast majority of my life and Jon Davis has captured what is the essence of the animal.  In the early days of the strip, Garfield had what he called, “nap attacks.”  One of the best showed Garfield eying his full dish of food.  The second pane showed him in the air about to pounce on his dinner with a bubble over his head with the words, “Oh, no, a nap attack!”  The final pane showed Garfield lying face down in his food sound asleep.  What Jesus is talking about in this illustration for His teaching in verse 1 is the same thing, only He would call it “A prayer attack!”  Our scripture for today is found in Matthew 6: 5-8.

A pious Jew would recite certain prayers at sunrise, 9 AM, noon, 3 PM, and at sunset every day.  Now there is nothing wrong with having a regular time when you pray.  What Jesus was critical of was that they would make sure that when the appointed time rolled around, they were in a place where they could be seen.  That was so others could see how devout they were.  Jesus’ point was that if public acknowledgment was what they wanted, that’s what they got.  I mean the prayer really didn’t involve God anyway, so He stayed out of it.

We see a lot of this type of prayer today.  Perhaps we have even been guilty of it in our past.  What I am talking about is measuring each word of a public prayer by how it will sound to others.  It also takes place when you make your prayers very generic because you worry that God will not answer them and you don’t want to look unspiritual.  Some Christians I have known have even been obsessed with impressing God with their vast vocabulary.  In other words, we are talking about prayer that looks out of the corner of the eye.

In verses 7 and 8, we see another example of how not to pray.  The pagans of Jesus day used to repeat the same words over and over.  Their god had to be awakened, impressed, or persuaded to act according to their wishes.  Prayer is never about our getting God to do our bidding.  Prayer is also not about mindless, mechanical repetition in attempt to impress God, or make Him tired of listening so He grants our request just to shut us up.  Prayer is a form of communication between a person and a loving, personal God, who is already predisposed to do good for His children.

Notice what Jesus says in verse 8 as He uses the word “Abba” to describe God.  “Abba” is a term of intimacy, warmth and care that was only found in families of Jesus’ day.  Jesus also teaches that your prayers have great purpose.  It is true that God already knows what you’re going to ask even before you can form the thought in your brain.  The question naturally comes up as to why you should even ask.  Isn’t it a waste of time?  If you are a parent, I want you to think back to a time when one of your children came up to you to ask something of you.  You knew exactly what they were going to ask even before the words were said.  Yet you let them ask the question.  I have to ask you, was that question pointless?  Well then, neither are your prayers pointless.  Your heavenly Father just loves hearing your voice, so go ahead and ask away.

The Christian, who lives as if he stood before an audience of one, prays as if he is talking to God alone.  He does not pray in a vain attempt to impress his Father, but his prayer reflects that fact that the only opinion that matters is God’s.  The relationship that he has with God is such that the disciple’s only desire at that moment in time is to gain insight and strength from his heavenly Father.  Are you that kind of disciple?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How would you rate your prayer life?  What do you need to change?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 20th

The Lord’s Prayer

Matt. 6: 9-15
There are not many people who need to read today’s scripture verses.  All I would have to do is say that we are talking about the Lord’s Prayer and you could probably recite it verse for verse.  That’s because the prayer has been recited in countless church services as part of the weekly liturgy for centuries.  Yet, Jesus never meant the prayer to be remembered.  He meant it to be a model of how we are to pray to a loving heavenly Father.  Remember the topic that we have been talking about for the last few days.  Jesus is teaching that “Showcase Christianity” has no value with God.  Yesterday, we looked at how prayer should not be practiced.  Today Jesus gives us an example of how prayer should be done. 

As a model, we see the various elements of prayer that God values.  As such, the Lord’s Prayer is something to be studied closely.  As its opening, we see Jesus teaching that God is the object of all of our prayers.  The primary purpose of prayer is the adoration and praise of God.  As His disciples, we are to surrender ourselves and set our hearts and mind upon the Kingdom of God and His righteousness.  The believer should bow in total and abject poverty before the holy name of God.  He is swallowed up in the knowledge and the majesty of God’s reality, and is totally dependent upon His God.

In verse 6, the disciple prays that God’s will is done right here, right now.  God’s will is already done in heaven.  Of that, there is no dispute.  Jesus’ model prayer shows us that we should be praying that His will be accomplished here.  That means His disciples will do all they can to please God in their actions, even if it requires great sacrifice.  These words also mean that we are not displeased with what God is already doing around us.  We may not understand.  It may not make sense to us right now, but we know and acknowledge that His will is best and that He will work out all things for good.  The prayer we are to undertake is one that seeks to put God in His rightful place; in charge.

It is only after this lengthy introduction that we get to the idea of prayer for our own physical needs.  Sometimes we like to start right at that point, but here Jesus is giving us clear instructions to put God first and that will put us in the right frame of mind to begin asking for what we need.  In the Lord’s prayer, Jesus is teaching us to ask for bread.  There is no mention here of a Mercedes Benz or a larger house.  Sometimes the church in America has a strange definition of the word “need.”  Perhaps it would be wiser for us to ask God to provide what we need and to be content with what He actually provides?

What follows is prayer for a forgiving spirit.  We pray for the same spirit that we want God to have when He deals with us.  Paul told the Ephesian church to “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Eph. 4:32).  There are times in life when the only way we can forgive is through the power of God.  We have been wronged to the point where it is humanly impossible to forgive.  It is at those times when prayer for God’s power is our only hope.

Finally, Jesus has us praying for delivery from temptation.  James taught us that God is not temptation’s source (James 1: 13).  Yet His power is the source we need to have the strength to draw away from temptation’s awful pull.  Jesus also teaches us to pray for God to deliver us from “the evil one.”  That is what the original Greek says.  It is clear that Jesus knew that Satan is so powerful that we need supernatural power to stay clear of his schemes.

Finally we come to the final line that we normally say or sing “For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.”  Actually that line does not appear in the earliest and most reliable translations found.  History tells us that the line was added by Henry VIII after the death of his beloved wife, Jane Seymore.  There you have it, a model to follow when we want to seek His face.  It’s all there.  All we have to do now is follow it.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Is God telling you to change your prayer life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 21st

A Teaching About Fasting

Matt. 6: 16-18
We turn now to the idea of fasting as taught by Jesus in Matthew 6: 16-18.  Now fasting is defined as going without food for a period of time due to some religious or spiritual purpose.  It is not the latest Christian diet, nor is going without chocolate for a week considered fasting.  The truth is that American Christians really have a foreign concept of Biblical fasting.  In the Old Testament, fasting was always combined with another religious observance as a payment for some sin the observer had committed.  We read that the rabbis of Jesus’ time usually called for fasting and prayer, or fasting and alms to deal with everyday sins.  To be sure, a few times in the year the devout Jew contributed a goat to be sacrificed upon the great altar, but what about all of those in-between times?

The rabbis taught that fasting represented the negative and prayer or alms represented the positive side in the sin-forgiveness process.  They taught that fasting was a self-punishment or mortification that would avert the anger of God, and thereby any calamities that God might inflict upon you.  The rabbis taught that the reason a person fasted was that he was mourning over his sin.

In Jesus’ day, fasting was routinely done on Mondays and Thursdays of each week to commemorate Moses going up to Mt. Sinai and coming back down with the tablets.  The practice had evolved to a point where it had become an external act with an entire set of rules about how to fast and what was permissible for someone to do while fasting.  As such, it is really not hard to understand why Jesus couldn’t sanction what passed for fasting in His day.  The original purpose of fasting was to put away food for a period of time because the disciple was seeking to get closer to God.  Fasting was, and still is, to be done as an act before God in the privacy of one’s own pursuit of God.  In other words, we fast when we are so concerned with seeking God that all else, including eating, becomes secondary.

If you want to do a short study in the Bible about fasting, I would suggest you look at 1 Samuel 7: 6 to see how fasting was used as a period of getting rid of the sin that separated Israel from God.  Look at Ezra 8:23 or Joel 2: 12 to see how fasting was used to seek a deeper prayer experience by drawing nearer to God.  Finally look at Acts 13: 2 to see the church at Antioch, where it was combined with worship in order to draw closer to God to determine the Lord’s mission for that church.  It seems that whenever God’s people wanted to know the mind of God, there was a period of time preceding that where there was fasting to be done.

So when you understand what was originally intended by God in this area, it becomes very clear what fasting is not.  We can look at annual fasts that some religious denominations promote and see the flaw in fasting simply as an annual tradition.  We can see that even when leaders in the Christian church call people to fast for some noble purpose; it is probably not what God intended.  There is nowhere in the Bible where fasting is described as something that will always magically move the hand of God.  Let me say it again; you fast because you want to draw near to God so badly and so deeply that everything else, including food, takes second place.

I was part of a church one time that was looking to call a senior pastor.  The man that we felt God wanted us to call was torn because he also had an offer to be the head of a world-wide missionary organization.  He wanted to know God’s will as to what he should do.  He and his wife checked into a hotel room in their city and fasted and prayed for four days until he clearly heard God.  To my way of thinking that’s exactly how fasting should be used by His disciples.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is God saying to you about what you read today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 22nd

What’s in Your Storage Shed?

Matt. 6: 19-24
Most Christians I talk to like to think that they are separate from the world, but when it comes down to the topic we are talking about today, they aren’t much different.  Probably the most potent teaching about Christians and their money can be found in these 15 short verses that make up the end of the 6th chapter of Matthew.  The Barna Foundation has come out with some startling revelations when it comes to the Christian and money.  His research finds that 33% of people who characterize themselves as “born again” say that it is impossible for them to get ahead in life because of the financial debt they have incurred.  More than half of the Christians surveyed believe that money is the main symbol for success in life.  For those people, it would be a good idea to take a look at a sermon spoken by Reverend Martin Luther King where he said, “Too many people are more concerned about making a living than about making a life.”

So if what I have just said in the above paragraph describes you, take a moment to open your Bible and read Matthew 6: 19-24.  What Jesus says here flies in the face of what our society believes to be important in life.  In fact, journalist Landon Jones wrote recently, “For most of human history, people had thought life was hard, brutal and tragic.  But the baby boom generation’s early influence developed in them the ‘psychology of entitlement.’  What other generations have thought were privileges, the baby boomer’s thought were rights.”

The debt load that too many Christians carry has greatly impacted the ministry of the Church of Jesus Christ.  I do not know of a single church in our area that can say they have more than enough money to do the ministry they feel called by God to do.  When you ask the average Christian why they do not tithe, the answer usually comes back that they can’t afford to give more.  It appears that the church needs what Jesus has to say in these verses more than at any time in its history.

Notice in this passage that Jesus is contrasting two very different kinds of treasure.  Now, I realize that treasure can be much more than money.  In fact, a treasure is something that we keep close to us because we truly value it.  Treasure can be money or things, but it can also be pleasure, fame, power, your job, your reputation or your security.  You can even treasure life itself.  Notice what Jesus says to those things that exist on earth.  He says they don’t last.  If you think about it, none of them are eternal.  We are not going to take anything that I listed in this paragraph with us into heaven.  So why do we put such a value on them?

Jesus is urging His disciples to take stock of themselves and begin anew to empty out the storage shed that is their lives and to begin stocking that shed with eternal treasures.  So what goes into a well stocked storage shed?  Well, let’s start out with an all encompassing love for God.  Certainly that will last for all eternity.  In the corner of our shed let’s stack up some Godly wisdom.  On this shelf goes a stack of a blameless life.  Right on the top shelf, we’re going to set a life that is abundant and overflowing.  As we look on the other side of our shed, we see a whole wall of people who have been impacted by our life and witness.  Now that’s a storage shed worth having.

How about you?  Instead of listening to the television commercial ask, “What’s in your wallet,” let’s ask what’s in your shed?  If Jesus were to walk in right now, what would He have to say about what you have stacked on your shelves?  Thankfully, you’ve still time to do some housecleaning.  Perhaps it’s time to throw away some of the temporary things in life to make room for the eternal things Jesus wants you to have.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Does your storage shed need a cleaning out?  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 23rd

A Tale of Two Hearts

Matt. 6: 19-24
I bet you didn’t know you had two hearts inside you.  It’s not that if you put a stethoscope up to your chest you would hear two beats.  That’s not what Jesus is talking about in this part of the Sermon on the Mount.  It’s the fact that there are two opposing forces within you that battle for control of your life.  In the Bible, the heart is usually used to describe the center of your physical, emotion and spiritual being.  It is used to describe that which makes you who you are on the inside.  Take a moment to reread Matthew 6: 19-24.  Yesterday we talked about what you treasure by describing what is stored inside that shed of yours called your life.  Today we are going to talk about why you stock your shed the way you do.  It all boils down to inner motives, or one’s own heart.

First notice that Jesus teaches that there is a good heart.  I know that with some people you know, you have to search a long time to find it, but trust me, it’s there.  Jesus equates the good heart with the good eye.  That’s because it is the eye that gives entrance into your mind.  As Solomon said, “A man looks at what he thinks about, and what he thinks about is what he actually becomes” (Proverbs 23: 7).  If you focus upon Jesus, who is the light of the world, then your mind will be full of light.  When your mind is full of light, then the things you do in life will also be full of light.  If you focus on something other that Jesus, then your entire body becomes full of darkness.  We remember from the third chapter of John that darkness is where sin and ugliness abounds.

A man’s heart is precisely where his treasure lies.  If your treasure is in things on this planet, then your heart is also there.  Jesus illustrates this truth by using the example of the eye.  If your eye is good and healthy, then you are able to focus upon eternal treasure and you are able to grasp the truth.  If your eye is unhealthy, Jesus describes you as being blind and residing in darkness.

I have always found it interesting how Jesus concludes His thought here.  He gives us another contrast, that of serving two very different masters.  "No one can serve two masters.  Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve both God and Money,” Jesus points out.  Serving a master in Jesus’ day was a full time job.  Actually it was more than a full time job as we normally equate full time with something just over forty hours a week.  Servanthood in those days didn’t end at 5:00 PM.  We labor for our master all day and think about it all night.  There is absolutely no time for anything or anyone else.

Think about the possibility of serving both God and your wallet.  At some point, they will come into conflict.  It is inevitable.  That’s because they have a completely different set of priorities.  They are going in totally opposite directions.  There is no way you can have more than one ultimate point of reference for your actions.  I know it’s unfair, but that’s the way life is sometimes.

So that means you have a choice in this life.  Who will you serve?  Will it be God or material things?  Matthew Henry wrote, “A man may do some service to two masters, but he can devote himself to the service of no more than one.  God requires the whole heart, and will not share it with the world.  When two masters oppose each other, no man can serve both.  He who holds the world and loves it, must despise God; he who loves God, must give up the friendship of the world.”  With God, it’s an all or nothing kind of thing.

So the question arises, how do you know which master you are serving?  I believe the fundamental question surrounds what you hope to attain by working for a living.  For most of us, we have to work because we have come to enjoy such things as having a roof to keep out the rain and eating on a regular basis.  Yet, if we were truly honest with ourselves, is that all there is to it?  Can even the altruistic goal of providing financial security for our family be a front for just being able to acquire more things?  These are not questions that I am going to be able to answer for you.  There is no way that I can delve into the deep recesses of your heart.  That’s a job that only the Holy Spirit can do.  Perhaps He is tugging at your heart right at this moment.  If that is the case, let Him in and let Him do what only He can do the best.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Which master do you serve?  What changes do you need to make?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 24th

A Tale of Balance

Matt. 6: 24
The ancient Egyptians knew that people were going to be dead a lot longer than they would be alive.  As a disciple of Jesus Christ, you are called to be an eternal being.  I don’t know about you, but I find it exciting to realize that there are a whole lot of treasures that are being laid up for me in heaven.  It might take me several lifetimes to sift through it all, but I think I might have the time when I get there.  It’s an idea that can be treasured in my heart when life and ministry here becomes too tough.  It’s something that I can think of when following God is not what I want to do right now.  It’s something I can think of when God is in the middle of some “character building” in my life.

Yet while it is nice to think about eternity, I have to live in this world right now.  I believe Jesus’ lesson here is just as applicable now as it will be in heaven.  Try to remember the kind of things that we were stacking on the shelves of our heavenly storage shed a couple of days ago.  We had things on our shelf like loving God, living a blameless life, becoming God’s child, Godly wisdom, understanding His Will, and a life that is abundant and overflowing.  Would you say there is any present value to any of these things on our shelf or are those things good only for our future in eternity?

The reality is that there is no one reading this who will immediately go out and sell everything that they own in this world.  If we are truthful with ourselves, we do like our “things.”  We enjoy having a steady income.  Though we live in a land of plenty, it is possible for us to live without guilt because of the nature of our God.  We can take comfort in the words of Paul to his son in the faith, Timothy, when he said, “Tell those who are rich in this world not to be proud and not to trust in their money, which will soon be gone.  But their trust should be in the living God, who richly gives us all we need for our enjoyment.”  Did you get what Paul said?  It is God who gives you everything.  He does it because it pleases Him and He wants you to enjoy them, just don’t let them be your master.

One of the greatest things that I have read on this subject comes from a Christian author by the name of Ruth Barton.  She wrote in an article in Christianity Today, “But a balanced perspective reminds me that money does have it limitations.  It can buy clothes but not true beauty.  An exotic vacation but not the ability to relax and sleep.  A big house, but not a happy family.  Sports fees and equipment, but not a dad.  Expensive gifts, but not love.  A Better Homes and Gardens lifestyle, but not a man who has time and energy left to play games or read stories.  A balanced perspective also keeps me from being consumed by my desires and warns me about sacrificing what really matters in life for things that never quite satisfy.  Contrary to the myth of materialism, it isn’t the ones who die with the most toys who win.  It’s those who’ve loved their families well and know the joy of having that love returned.  It’s those who’ve known what it is to spend their lives for a purpose greater than themselves.  It’s those who’ve known their God and look forward to eternity with Him.”

There is not a lot that I can add to the wisdom of Ruth Barton.  For me, what she wrote here has always said it all.  Think about these words the next time you just have to have some thing you just saw on television.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Does your life need a rebalance?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 25th

Worry is a State of the Heart

Matt. 6: 25-32
How do you account for the fact that the “baby boomer” generation, the first generation in American history to be given all the necessities of life, seem to worry more than any other generation?  As I prepared for this part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, I went on the website for Christianity Today and did a search on the words worry and anxiety.  The search turned up over 500 articles.  Most of the articles I found were written about were the things that we tend to worry about; like children, the environment or the future.  Now I am sure that most people would agree that Christianity Today’s target audience consist of Christians.  My research says that even Christian seems to worry about things.  So I have to ask, where does God fit into all of this?  How does He feel about Christians who worry about things?  

Take a moment to read Matthew 6: 25-34.  If you go back a few verses to 21, Jesus is teaching His disciples about our heart.  Remember it is the heart that is the center of all that we are physically, mentally and spiritually.  The Christians who treasure the things of this world in his heart are the target of today’s scripture reading.  
So what does today’s passage teach us about worry?  First of all, it teaches that worry is unnecessary.  In verse 27, Jesus teaches that worry won’t make me taller, warmer nor will it make me live longer.  There is nothing I can do about any situation in life by simply worrying about it.  Jesus isn’t teaching us that we need to lay back and let God take care of things.  The birds that Jesus describes here are some of the more industrious creatures that God created.  It’s just that you don’t see a lot of birds checking into hospitals with stress disorders.

Second, Jesus teaches us that worry is improper.  It ignores the fact that God is my provider.  It ignores that God even has a hand in my life.  It says that we believe that our God is either too big or too impersonal to care.  Jesus tells us in verse 26 that you are more valuable to Him than birds, yet He cares for their needs.  Perhaps we carry the ideas around in our head that God cares about us, but we’ve failed to let our heart know.

Third, Jesus teaches His disciples that worry is unproductive.  In verse 34, he tells us that worry is a waste of time.  Brian Heckler of Southeast Christian Church writes, “According to our nation’s Bureau of Standards, a dense fog covering seven city blocks to a depth of a hundred feet contains less than one glass of water.  All of that fog, if it could be condensed into water, wouldn’t quite fill a drinking glass.  Compare this to the things we often worry about.  Life’s fog (a.k.a. worries) can thoroughly block our vision of the light of God’s promises, but the fact is, most times the things we worry about have very little substance to them.”

Look inside yourself.  What do you tend to worry about?  I have found that a majority of the time, people worry about things that haven’t yet happened.  It seems to me a tremendous waste of time worrying about things in the future because those things might not even happen or happen in a different way than you envision it.  Just think about all of that energy wasted on something that never happens.  We’re going to be talking about the answers by the time we’re through so hang in there.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What have you spent time worrying about this week?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 26th

The Antidote to Worry

Matt. 6: 33, 34
Yesterday we talked about how worry is not what God wants for His disciples.  So there needs to be an alternative.  What else are we to do to occupy the time we spend worrying?  Jesus gives us the answer in Matthew 6: 33.  As a part-time musician, I will tell you that this verse has been put into more songs than any other that I can think of.  I’m sure most of you have sung this verse but have you ever thought about what Jesus was trying to teach you?

Whenever you look at a verse, it is always important to read it in its context.  Remember the Bible was not written with verses included.  If you were able to read the original manuscript as written by Matthew, it wouldn’t even have the chapters that we have all come to expect in the Bible.  It was just one long document.  The verses and the chapters were added much later to give a point of reference to the various ideas that are contained in the Bible’s pages.  If you look at verse 33 in its context, Jesus is teaching us to depend on God for our very sustenance.  He has talked about the birds and the lilies as examples of how God feeds and clothes His creation.  Since we are the only creation God made in His own image, Jesus tells us that God will do even more for us.  Jesus just taught us to keep our focus, that which we treasure, on heavenly, eternal things, and not on the things of this world.  Now He puts a cap on that teaching in verse 33.

To begin, let’s start by defining our terms.  The verse’s meaning should come clear once we understand the terms that Jesus used.  The first term we need to focus on is our old friend, the Kingdom of God.  We have talked before about the Kingdom of God, as that was a common subject of Jesus’ earlier messages.  If we think about a kingdom, we commonly think of someone ruling.  In other words, a king spends most of his day ruling a kingdom.  What the king says within his realm is what happens.  He’s in charge.  The kingdom Jesus is talking about has a very different ruler, for this is the Kingdom of God, where God is in charge.  Remember our discussion on the Lord’s Prayer, “Your kingdom come, Your will be done.”  It’s the same idea in the sense that we are seeking His kingdom here on earth.  Yet from history we know that there has never been a physical kingdom here on earth that had God as its absolute ruler.  The best definition that I have ever come across for this verse was, “The rule of God in someone’s heart.”  At least that’s the definition that makes the most sense in the context of this verse.  I am to seek God’s rule in my heart.

The second word that needs a definition is the word, righteousness.  What does it mean to be righteous?  I can exclaim after an excellent meal, “That was one righteous piece of meat,” but I don’t think that’s what Jesus had in mind.  When I look up the Greek word Jesus used in Vine’s Expository Dictionary, he defines the word as the sum total of God’s will in your life.  As I let that definition roll around in my brain, suddenly verse 33 comes into sharp focus.

Jesus’ antidote for worry lies in what I seek, or earnestly strive for.  If I go after the material things of this world, then I am on my own.  Jesus has taught me that they are temporary at best, so the joy I receive from them will also be temporary.  If I earnestly seek after God’s rule in my heart and God’s will for my life, He will provide the physical things that I need to go about the business of living.  After all, if I am going to be a tool for the Master, He doesn’t need a blunt tool.

So why would God do all of this for me?  Peter wrote, “Cast all your anxiety on Him, He cares for you” (1 Peter 5: 7).  I guess that sums it all up.  Of course what we’ve talked about today is much harder to do than it is to say.  Isn’t that true of most things of value?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What are you going to do to worry less and trust more?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 27th

Here Comes the Judge

Matt. 7: 1-12

Have you ever felt the sting of a judging attitude from someone else?  It probably angered you in some way.  You may have been angry with the other person with a, “Who are you to talk,” response.  Perhaps your response was to turn the anger on yourself by taking a “perhaps if I were a better person,” response.  There have been times when we have all been on the receiving end of a judging spirit.

Perhaps you have found yourself on the other end of the equation.  Is there ever a time when we can be justified in “straightening out” another believer?  Surely there must be a time when judging someone else is allowed?  In our study in the Sermon on the Mount, we’ve come a long way from Jesus words of 5: 20, where He made the statement that our righteousness must exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees in order to gain entry into His kingdom.  There are people reading this who believe, “What good does it do to achieve that level of righteousness if we can’t flaunt it?”
As we enter the seventh chapter of Matthew, we see Jesus turning his subject back to how His disciples are to relate to other people who come into their lives.  We’ve found out that we have to do our religious duties with a right attitude.  We had to get rid of materialism and worry.  Now we can’t even judge someone else.

Paul teaches in Galatians 6: 1, 2 that it is our duty to restore another believer who is caught in some sin.  He teaches that we are to bear each other’s burdens as a way of fulfilling the Law of Christ.  Jesus in Matthew 18: 15-17 even gives us the three steps as a roadmap on how to do it.  So there must be a difference between what is taught by Jesus in His Sermon on the Mount and the Apostle Paul.  Over the next several days, we will make an exploration of the subject and see what Jesus has to say.

Actually, Jesus is alerting us to an attitude within us that makes us all too human.  It is an attitude that tends to isolate us from the Kingdom of God.  What He deals with in this section of the Sermon is our tendency to manipulate other people by blaming or condemning them.  That’s what happens when we try to force our “wonderful solutions” to their problems upon them.  After all, we know the way they should go, what path they should take.

Let’s pause and take a look at the entire section of scripture.  If you have been reading these devotions, you know that I am a stickler for taking scripture in context.  So take your Bible and read Matthew 7: 1-12.  Normally verses 1-6 are taught as a lesson and then 7-12 are taught as a different and unrelated topic.  I’m not so sure that is what Jesus intended; for both illustrate the inner texture of the Kingdom; both illustrate a positive characterization of the kind of love described by the Greek word AGAPE.

When you read verse 12, you found yourself reading a very familiar verse called “The Golden Rule.”  There are some who will take this verse and make it out to be the sum total of all the Jesus taught.  They feel that if we were to do just this single verse, life would be wonderful.  Yet if you look at the first word of verse 12, you once again see Jesus using the word, “therefore.”  That means the teaching He gives in verse 12 is contingent upon all that He said in the 11 verses of this chapter we just read.  It all relates.  Jesus intended the Golden Rule to be an illustration of the teaching in the first part of this chapter.  Remember the rule to never take your teaching from an illustration; you take your beliefs and your doctrine from the pure teaching that came before the illustration.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What are you going to do to show love today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 28th

The Doctrine of Judging

Matt. 7: 1, 2
I turn on the tube and what do I see 
A whole lotta people cryin' "Don't blame me" 
They point their crooked little fingers at everybody else 
Spend all their time feelin' sorry for themselves 
Victim of this, victim of that 
Your momma's too thin; your daddy's too fat 
Get over it

What you’ve just read are the lyrics from one of my favorite songs by the Eagles.  I guess I really like the song because it addresses a fundamental problem that exists in the society we live in.  Sometimes I wonder if our children will call my generation the “blame generation.”  Don Henley is right when he sings about the prevalence of blame that exists all around us.  We see it in television news broadcasts, in our situation comedies and in our movies.  When is that last time you saw someone on television or on the silver screen actually say, “It’s my fault?”  Even when they do, the show’s plot usually involves psychiatry.  We’ve been fed the line that to take responsibility for ones own action is somehow a mental illness.

Now you’re probably wondering where in the world I am going with this?  To understand why I started today’s reading in this manner, you have to understand the meaning of the Greek word that Jesus uses in Matthew 7: 1 that is translated to judge.  The first definition of the word is to properly distinguish or decide.  In looking at the context of what Jesus was talking about in this section of the Sermon, the first definition doesn’t fit.  What fits better is the second definition of the word, which is to avenge, condemn, damn, decree or call into question.  I found it interesting to know that it is from this same Greek Word, Krino, where we get the English word “criticize.”  It describes someone who finds fault with others, or is being picky.  Right at the start of the 7th chapter of Matthew, Jesus is teaching that we must abandon the deeply rooted human practice of fault finding, condemning and blaming others.

People in our society seem to have a great deal of confidence in the power of condemnation to straighten out the people they come in contact with.  I suppose it’s because it puts them in a position where they can’t lose.  If the criticism works they gain a person who conforms to what they want them to be.  If the criticism doesn’t help, they can always take the high ground by making it clear that they stand on the side of righteousness.  Yet when they condemn in this manner, what does it really communicate?  They are really saying that the target person is somehow bad or unacceptable.  When we criticize, we sentence others to exclusion from the club of the “righteous.”  Surely people can learn to live well and even happily without behaving this way?

I have no doubt that you’ve run into someone with this “gift.”   Those who feel it is their obligation to correct others.  Perhaps you’ve been the object of their stinging condemnation.  When that happens to you, how do you respond?  The normal response is to fight back, to defend your self.  Look at what Jesus says in Matthew 7: 2.  Many people feel He is talking about God doing the judging in this verse, but I also found some sources who say Jesus was also referring to men.  Read the verse again with that in mind and you will understand what I mean.  It’s the “who are you to talk” response.  That response is usually accompanied by anger, and we already know that anger usually attacks right back.  That’s why judging never works as a method of correcting others.  The response is almost always given in a wrong manner.  There is a better way and Jesus is about to give it to you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you sense God is telling to change today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 29th

Specks and Logs

Matt. 7: 3-5
Once when I was younger, I had an eye issue.  It started with constant tearing.  That lasted a few days and then turned to great pain.  I called my doctor, but was referred to an Ophthalmologist who couldn’t see me for a couple of days.  I can still remember living in great pain for those two days.  When I finally got in to see the eye doctor, he took a look, said I had a tear duct blockage and put some liquid in my eye.  By the time I got home from the doctor, the eye had cleared up and I had no more problems.

I remember that incident every time I look at today’s Bible passage.  It can be found in Matthew 7: 3-5.  If you ever need someone to verify that the eye is a sensitive area of the body, I can always drop by your house to tell my story.  I think the eye is probably the most sensitive area of the body except for another part of most people that is even more sensitive than the eye.  That part would be the ego or their self-esteem.  It is that part of us that is probably damaged the most easily and unfortunately takes longer to heal.  It is that part of us that feels the most pain when confronted with the subject that Jesus is talking about today, criticism from other people.  

When you look at today’s verses, the understanding comes clearer when we take a look at the original Greek words that Jesus used here.  The first word is translated speck or mote.  It is a small, dry stalk that could easily fly into an eye during a windy day.  I suppose most of the people reading this piece can relate to getting something in the eye during a windy day.  Here Jesus is using the word metaphorically to describe a small flaw that is seen in another’s character or actions.  The second word in today’s illustration was used in Jesus’ day to describe a large log of wood that was commonly used to anchor a house.  This was one massive chunk of wood.  So we see that Jesus is using the oral technique of contrast to drive his point home in today’s illustration.

There are some differences in the way that this particular passage is interpreted.  The most common interpretation states that log represents a particular flaw in my own life that gets in the way of my freedom to do a little eye surgery on someone else.  The log is usually a flaw that is similar to the speck because it is usually those traits that I have a problem with that annoy me most in others.  Another application of this illustration that I found believes that the log in our own eye is condemnation, itself.  Condemnation, when accompanied by anger and contempt, blinds us to the realities that lie in the other person.  Yet getting the board out of our own eye, so we can be free to condemn others is not what Jesus is saying.  In this interpretation, we must get rid of condemnation entirely.  You can take either interpretation because if you look at them both, they still require us to do some self-examination and confession before we even begin to help another person.

The mine field that we cross here is that we live in a society that ignores the spiritual side of people.  The Christian can understand that it is possible to condemn the sin and still love the sinner.  Unfortunately that doesn’t work in today’s world because most of the people you meet don’t see it that way.  They feel that, “I am my actions.”  So if you reject my actions, you also reject me.  That is why this kind of spiritual “correction” normally doesn’t work.  So the question that begs to be answered is how do I discern right from wrong in people without condemning them?  Stay tuned and we’ll get to that answer. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How will you approach others today that is different than yesterday?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

April 30th

When Good Becomes Deadly

Matt. 7: 6
We turn now to one of the more difficult verses in the Sermon on the Mount to understand.  Look in your Bible at Matthew 7: 6.  You may have to read it several times.  The tendency is to read this verse and say, “Huh??”  There are some who read this verse and conclude that there are some people in this world who are not worthy of Godly wisdom.  There are others who use this verse to argue against compulsory religious education.  They believe that someone must become worthy in order to warrant God’s truth.  The problem with that interpretation is that it doesn’t square with the rest of the Bible and it is completely opposite from the message that Jesus came to bring.

I believe the idea that Jesus is attempting to convey is that we tend to push the truth on people whether they want it or not.  We tend to spout off Godly wisdom even when the listener is not ready to hear it.  I can remember a time in my immature Christian years when I was talking about God with a friend of mine.  He made the statement that he couldn’t accept the God of the Bible because of all of the eating restrictions found in the Old Testament.  Unfortunately I used my newly found Bible knowledge to teach him about the different dispensations in the Bible and how Jewish dietary restrictions no longer applied.  When I tried to describe the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, I would see in my friend’s eyes that he thought I was out of my mind.  I have always used that lesson to remind me that when I am talking to someone outside the family of God to stick to the blood of Jesus.  The real issue was not Jewish dietary rules.  The real issue is what my friend was going to do with Jesus Christ.

The problem of pearls for pigs is not a question of worthiness at all.  It is a question of helpfulness.  The last time I checked, pigs could not digest pearls.  Dogs cannot eat Bibles or crosses.   As good as those things are they are not what the animal needs.  That’s why in Jesus’ illustration, these animals turn on you.  At least you’re edible.

The issue is that Christians tend to approach the non-believer with a sense of superiority.  After all, we have all of the answers.  According to David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons in their book, “Unchristian,” this is the reason the next generation isn’t walking away from Christianity, they are running away.  Dallas Willard in his book, Divine Conspiracy, writes, “What we are actually doing with our proper condemnations and our wonderful solutions, more often than not, is taking others out of their own responsibility and out of God’s hands and trying to bring them under our control.”  What Mr. Willard is saying is that we need to let God be God and restrict our involvement to being a tool.  You will never argue or convince anyone into the Kingdom of God.  That has never been, nor will it ever be, your job.  The reality is we are actually doing a lot more harm than good.
Just after Jesus had fed the five thousand, John records that the crowds wanted to crown Him king.  Instead of taking a crown, He gave them a short sermon that we now call The Bread of Life sermon.  During that talk Jesus said, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6: 45).  I have always found that verse extremely profound.  What that verse has always said to me is that God must be drawing someone to Himself before that person comes to know Him.  In other words, Salvation is always God initiated.  It doesn’t come by my witness.  I meet so many Christians who pray that they would be able to be a witness for Jesus.  What the Bible says is that our prayer must be that we remain sensitive to His Holy Spirit as we live out our day.  I believe it is to the spiritually sensitive that God will lead the seeker who will become His future children.  It is for those who remain spiritually sensitive that understand that it is not by their words that a person is saved, but by the power of God.  They just get to be a tool.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How has what you have learned today going to change your prayer life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
