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Are You Sure You Want To Be a Christian?

First in the Sermon on the Mount Series

Matthew 4:23-5:2a

Sunday, September 19, 2010
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
I don’t know if many of you watch “The Daily Show with Jon Stewart.” I don’t regularly stay up late enough to catch it, but it is a hoot. He is probably as an astute political pundit as anyone on TV or radio. Although, perhaps he is more honest, since his show appears on the Comedy Central station, where most of the political pundits should be.

Jon Stewart is pretty funny. At least he used to be until he started messing with United Methodism. It was when Chelsea Clinton got married this summer to Marc Mezvinsky. Stewart was talking about the interfaith marriage. Marc is Jewish and Chelsea is United Methodist. Stewart was describing how the wedding ceremony had elements of both faiths. 
It featured many Jewish traditions: the couple married under a chuppah or canopy; the groom wore a yarmulke or skull cap, and tallis or prayer shawl; friends and family recited the Seven Blessings typically read at traditional Jewish weddings. Jon Stewart then asked, “What were the United Methodist elements of the wedding?” They went to a clip where on some news program someone simply stated that “a Methodist minister was in attendance.” It was obvious that the clip was quickly cut off.
Jon Stewart responds, “Being a Methodist is easy. It’s like the University of Phoenix of religions. You send them fifty bucks and you click ‘I agree’ and you’re saved.” The audience got a hoot out of that. I did too, but embarrassingly so. I guess for some, if you don’t draw hard lines, build walls, shun certain people or draw certain distinctions as to keep some people out of community, or to be so dogmatic as to be irrelevant to the world, then you are not religious enough.

But usually what makes something so comical is the truth that resides in the caricature. Is it too easy to be United Methodist? Or for that matter, in our culture is it too easy to be a Christian?

We are going to spend the next several weeks with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in the Gospel of Matthew. Not only am I going to be preaching on it, but the Sunday’s Cool Disciples are studying the Beatitudes this month, which is the first part of the Sermon on the Mount. Also, those of you who are in the short-term study and small groups studying “The Divine Conspiracy” by Dallas Willard will notice that it is based upon the Sermon on the Mount. And it is not too late to join one of those groups or to form one yourself.

I think what we will find as we study the Sermon on the Mount is that Jesus calls us into a different kind of understanding, and different kind of relationship with God and with one another. Definitely different from the way the Pharisees and Sadducees were seeing it. I also think we will find not only the grace and the love of God, but the challenge and intentionality it takes to live out the grace of God. We are not called to a passive receptivity. The kingdom of God is a life changing reality, which moves us away from simple pronouncements to living out our lives with God’s kingdom priorities.
My not so tongue-in-cheek title for this sermon and perhaps the overarching question for this series is, “Are you sure you want to be a Christian?” Because in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus talks about how different living out the Kingdom of God is from living out of our natural tendency. And as life-fulfilling the Kingdom of God is, it is not an easy place to get to. Perhaps we mislead ourselves if we think United Methodism, or Christianity, is easy. It is life giving, but not easy. It takes intentionality to know God, love others, and serve the world – i.e. to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.
It is important to understand that the Sermon on the Mount is not Christianity 101. Christianity 101 is about coming to understand that “God so loved the world that he gave his only son, that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life. Indeed, God did not send the son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him” (John 3:16-17). That’s Christianity 101 and it’s a vital first understanding. If you need to know more about this, do not hesitate to contact me, or one of the other pastors. But if you are new to the concept of Christianity, or even if you have been around for a long time but it has been awhile since you have intentionally studied the material, you might feel like a freshman who found themselves in a graduate level course as we study the Sermon on the Mount. Don’t let that scare you. You will not be graded, and I am not the one who will give the final exam. Let us together learn what we can, and there is nothing wrong with having to take the course over. I do that with my faith constantly.
In fact Christ’s call on our lives requires us to be life-long learners. It’s necessary to go back to school and get those continuing education credits. Life happens and circumstances change, and often we have to reassess Christ’s call on our lives – i.e. where is he leading us now?
There is actually some debate on who Jesus is addressing with the Sermon on the Mount. Matthew 4:24 tells us that Jesus is getting quite a name for himself with his preaching and healing. Throngs have come from all over the region to hear and be healed. Chapter 5 begins by telling us that when Jesus saw the crowd he went up the mountain and sat down. Then his disciples came to him, and that is when he began to teach them. It is not clear whether Jesus is speaking to the crowd or to the disciples, or is it both?

Luke has a similar passage to the Sermon on the Mount. It is often called the Sermon on the Plain because Jesus was up on the mountain with his disciples and came down to a level place. There the crowd was mobbing Jesus and the disciples, trying to touch him for his power. Luke then has Jesus turning to and specifically addressing his disciples as he begins to teach. But it is also clear that it is within the hearing of the entire throng. This also seems to be true for Matthew who at the end of the Sermon on the Mount tells us that when Jesus had finished, the crowds were astounded at his teaching, for he taught as one having authority, not as their scribes (7:28-29).

Robert A. Guelich in his book on The Sermon On The Mount, questioning whether Jesus’ discourse was for the disciples or for the entire crowd, comes to the conclusion that we cannot take the Sermon as being directed primarily towards humanity in general. In fact, he would claim that it was never intended to be a general statement which could be readily heard and practiced by everyone. Rather he sees the Sermon as the dividing line between those who will follow and those who won’t, between disciples and those unwilling to live their lives in accordance to the kingdom of God. For Jesus, the kingdom is not some future event, but begins now, with him.
So let me ask you again, are you sure you want to be a Christian, a disciple of Jesus Christ, a Christ follower? If so, you need to have ears to hear, because it does have demands upon your life.

Clarence Jordan, famous for his “Cotton Patch Gospel,” wrote a book on the Sermon on the Mount in which he claims that Jesus first starts with the request that we repent. And it is important to understand what the classical understanding of repentance means. You have heard it before. Repentance is more than just feeling sorry for the bad things that you have done. Repentance means changing your life for the good. Jesus’ call for repentance began with the Pharisees who were the great religious figures of the day. Yet Jesus felt, of all the people, they had the greatest need to change their ways. Or, perhaps, because they were so steeped in the Law of God and spirituality, he had greater expectation of them. But he also told the aristocratic, the wealthy, the unscrupulous Sadducees, to change their way of living. He called on the super-patriotic, military-minded Zealots to change their attitudes. He faced all those, as he does their spiritual descendants today – you and me – with that one word: repent!
However, Clarence Jordan states that no one has the right to call on people to change their ways unless they have a more excellent way to offer. “The call to repentance,” Jordan says, “must always be accompanied by the glorious announcement, ‘for the kingdom of God is here.’ Jesus proclaimed it as ‘the good news.’ For him, it was the way, the only way for [people] to live. Only when [a person] had accepted the kingdom, could it be said they had truly repented.” (Sermon on the Mount, Clarence Jordan, pg 13)

It is this kingdom with which the Sermon on the Mount concerns itself. And Clarence Jordan claims that if we really want to understand this great discourse, then there are four things that we need to understand about the kingdom:
1. Its foundation is the revelation that God is creator of all that is, and Jesus Christ is, in a unique and mysterious way, God’s son and rightful to be the authority of our lives. And as we identify with Jesus, we, too, become sons and daughters of God.

2. In this new relationship we can have no conflicting loyalties. Our occupations, possessions, dreams, and passions are secondary to kingdom goals.

3. The kingdom is not a department of life set off by itself. It extends to every nook and cranny of a person’s life. The kingdom of God is more than a religious interest. It becomes a way of life.

4. The doors of the kingdom are open to all. And all means all. There are no partitions in the kingdom. If one wishes to erect them, then they declare themselves outside.

So, let me ask you again. Are you sure you want to be a Christian? Of course you do. And so do I. But no one said it would be easy. We may not always be successful in our kingdom living, but that is where we have the assurance of God’s grace and patience in Jesus Christ. So walk with me these next few weeks to discover how we can more closely live as citizens of God’s kingdom, that we might know God, love others, and serve the world.
ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT TO BE A CHRISTIAN?
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