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Walk This Way

Mathew 7:1-5, 12, 21-29

Seventh in the Sermon on the Mount Series

Sunday, November 21, 2010
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Today we are going to wrap up our series on the Sermon on the Mount. I feel a little guilty about it because after seven weeks, it feels like we haven’t even begun to scratch the surface of its meaning and implication for our lives. I feel like a skipping stone that managed only to glance the water seven times.

I hope that it at least caught your attention enough to want to go back to these three chapters in Matthew and use them in your study and devotional life. I am convinced that in the Sermon on the Mount you will find all you need to know about the ethical and moral responsibilities of one who wishes to be a Christ follower – of one who wants to experience the life-giving existence of the kingdom of God whose reign is not something we need to wait for, but can experience it now.

We began this series with the acknowledgement that the Sermon on the Mount is not Christianity 101. It is not the place to begin your walk with God, although it shouldn’t come long after either. But the Sermon on the Mount may not make much sense until the spirit has moved within us to understand that we are not self-sufficient for life, that we have this emptiness until we let God into it. And when we realize the extent to which God will go in order to be a part of our lives, it moves us to want to be different. It moves us to want walk in the way of Christ, to be part of God’s movement, which is happening all around us all the time. It is called “kingdom living.” And it has different priorities than what the world chases. And it has special blessings especially for those whom the world would like to dismiss.

That’s what we learned at the very beginning of the Sermon on the Mount when we looked at what is known as the Beatitudes. God wishes to bless everyone. And in the kingdom of God how special that feels especially to those whose life normally doesn’t experience blessing – the poor, the mourning, the meek, the peacemakers, and those who are generally treated badly in the world. The Beatitudes are our first glimpse that the “good” God has in store for us is a radical departure from what we might think is good for ourselves.
We then learned that God places a lot of trust in you and me and all those who wish to call themselves Christ-followers. For you and I are the only way that the world will know about the love of God in Jesus Christ. You and I are the only means whereby God’s kingdom will find expression on earth as it is in heaven. In spite of all our foibles and miscues, when we walk with Jesus, we are the light of the world; we are the salt that will bring out, as Eugene Peterson puts it, the God flavors on earth. 

Then we got to a place in the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus seems to expect the impossible.

· You have heard it said, don’t murder. But I say to you don’t be angry.

· You have heard it said don’t commit adultery. I say don’t lust.

· You have heard it said make your retribution in kind, and eye for an eye. But I say don’t resist. Turn the other cheek.

· Asking us to be perfect as God is perfect.

What we learned is that Jesus is asking us to shift away from stressing behavior and emphasize attitude. Because one can have correct behavior and still not love. But one cannot truly love and behave poorly.

Jesus continues that thought by helping us understand that motive matters. Even though it will be hard to hide our good works when we live out God’s kingdom priorities, therefore we will be like that beacon on a hill, our good works should not be for the purpose of gaining the worlds favor. So as much as possible, exercise your righteousness in secret.

Then Jesus drives right to the heart of the matter by helping us understand that the most significant stumbling block to living presently in the kingdom of God is idolatry. When we let something other than the love of God occupy the center of our lives then we miss out on the grace, peace, and joy God wishes for us. And there is nothing that does that more effectively (in a negative way) than our possessions. Learn to trust God, Jesus says, not your money, your wealth, your possessions.

This leads us to the seventh chapter of Matthew and the last part of the Sermon on the Mount. And like any long sermon, Matthew seems to have Jesus looking at his watch thinking, I have so much to say and so little time. This last part of Jesus’ sermon seems more like bullet points of major ideas that don’t always seem to connect, but they need to be said.
· Don’t judge.
· Don’t give dogs what is holy or throw your pearls in with the pigs.

· Ask God for what you need.

· Be intentional about living the kingdom priorities, for while the kingdom is open to all, few people access it as if there is a very narrow gate, while the road seems wide and smooth that leads away from God

· Jesus then throws in the Golden Rule: Do for others what you want them to do for you.

· Beware of false prophets, and you will know them because they don’t produce good fruit, they don’t act out with kingdom priorities.
· Just because you shout and praise my name doesn’t mean you are participating in God’s kingdom, only the one who does the will of God is part of God’s kingdom.

· And if you are listening to me people, and do as I say, Jesus admonishes, then you are a wise one with a sturdy foundation.
It’s a lot to digest. The writer of Matthew probably could have given over a chapter to each bullet point. There are probably eight twenty-minute sermons to be preached here and not just one (although at the end it might feel like you just endured eight). More importantly I don’t think Jesus or Matthew expected any one of us to hear this “Headline News” and have it make a difference. It is not in the hearing. It’s not in the accepting. It is in the doing the will of God that expresses the advent of the kingdom of God. And the doing is a life-long challenge for everyone who calls themselves Christian.

The Sermon on the Mount is the invitation and the challenge to follow Christ. Not just give lip service to, but to walk the talk. Jesus ends his sermon with the admonition, “If you are wise, you will hear the good news I have to give and walk this way.”
What does it mean to “walk this way?” Many would say that it is summed up in verse 12 when Jesus recites what we have come to know as the golden rule. “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” But I don’t think that is good enough. Jesus, too, amended that later when he said “Love one another.” Not “love one another as you want them to love you,” but, “Love one another as I have loved you.”

I think the way Jesus wants us to love begins with the way Jesus begins chapter 7. Do not judge. But he doesn’t just say do not judge. He says, “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.” That is, Jesus isn’t callings us to be void of moral discernment. As Christ-followers we have to discern daily between right and wrong; good and bad. What I believe Jesus is helping us understand is that we can’t presume to take the role of judge without understanding that we also stand in judgment. Never try to correct the behavior of another without understanding that your behavior also falls short of the Glory of God.

Clarence Jordan paraphrases it this way: “Don’t become a preacher for the purpose of not being preached to, for with the same sermons you preach you shall be preached to, and the same conduct you prescribe for others shall be prescribed for you.” (Sermon on the Mount. Pg. 101).
And so I think you would agree with me without much explanation that it is not “judging”, but self-righteous judging, against which Jesus warns his disciples. And as is almost always true, judging says more about the one who judges than about the one being judged.

There is a story about a man wishing to find a nice place to settle down. He drove to a nice quiet rural community and inquired of an old farmer what kind of people lived there. In reply, the farmer asked, “Stranger, what kind of people live in the community you came from?”
“They are bad people,” he said, “Gossips, slanderers, cheapskates.”

The old farmer shook his head, “You might as well move on, because that’s the kind of people who live here, too.”

Later on, another man came through seeking a place to live, and he asked the same old farmer about the people. “How are the people where you came from?” inquired the farmer.

“Wonderful, simply wonderful,” he said. “They were thoughtful, kind, loving. I surely hated to leave them.”

“Unload,” beamed the farmer, “Because that’s the kind of people you’ll find here.”

Not only may others size up a person by the judgment with which he judges others, but a person’s condemnation of others becomes his own most severe punishment. The faults in others, which offend you most, are in all probability your own faults coming home to roost.

So Jesus warns, “know thyself.” Don’t worry about the speck in the eye of another, until you’ve worked on the log in your own.
In a way we have sort of come full circle. The kingdom of God is about our humility in the presence of a loving, accepting God. We first learned that we are most blessed when we are meek, mourning, and poor – when it is hard to do for ourselves, God steps in which represents true kingdom living. And we do not need to prove our worth by judging others rather we are fellow sojourners on this journey and we need each other’s support, not condemnation.

In the end Jesus says listen to and act on these words of mine. If you do, you have strongly secured a home in the kingdom of God, even as of today.

We’ve covered a lot of ground with this Sermon on the Mount. Jesus covered a lot of ground in this Sermon on the Mount, but the take away is this: It is not just another set of rules by which we need to try to live our life. It is an understanding of being. God isn’t calling us to a set of propositions. God is calling us to a way of life that gives life and creates piece in our hearts.

So if you find yourself struggling for meaning, if you find yourself struggling for a purpose and a place, if you are experiencing a void in you that is difficult to name or fill, consider yourself blessed because you are very close to the kingdom of God. All that remains is that you open your heart and let the spirit of God fill you with the grace of Jesus Christ who says to you and to me, “Come, walk this way.”

I pray it will be so in your life and in mine. Amen.
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