Sunday 20 July 2008 : Ephesians 5 : 1-8 & Matthew 12 : 30-37  

Welcome back to the faithful remnant who survived last week’s blast and are brave enough to come back for more. Let me just check my list and see who hasn’t turned up from last Sunday!! Will this week’s message be a bit gentler on the ears? Sorry, but no. Today we move on to another touchy topic, what we say. Paul warns us that obscenity, foolish talk and coarse joking are out of place. The fact that he has to say this suggests to me that at least some of the church at Ephesus, for all their professions of faith, still thought it was OK to act like they were a stand-up comic at a sportsman’s smoker. 
I’m afraid it isn’t. Speech is a gift to the human race, intended to be used responsibly. What we say out of our mouth is a pretty fair indication of what is going on in our soul. In our gospel lesson this morning we hear Jesus giving the Pharisees and teachers of the Law, the religious folks, a good telling-off for the way they abuse this gift of speech, and he sums it up by saying [v.34] : out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.   
One of the blessings God has given uniquely to the human race is speech, and Paul tells us that the best use of speech is for giving thanks to God. Not for telling smutty stories, not for inserting gratuitous 4-letter words into every other sentence, not for gossiping or back-stabbing, not for stirring up trouble, not for griping and whinging. We need to be very careful that the words we say reflect faithfully the conviction we claim. Like it or not, we are ambassadors of Jesus Christ, so our conversation is very important.

Work-places can be difficult for Christians. What do we do when everyone else in the place is tearing the boss, or another colleague, to shreds? Do we just join in for the sake of being accepted? Do we put on a nippie-sweetie face so that our icy disapproval is there for all to see? Or do we make the effort – sometimes against everything our flesh is screaming at us – to put another side to the story, and say something positive about that person? Even if our flesh agrees with what the rest of the folks are saying!

The home can be a tough test too. Some days we get home exhausted from being nice to everyone at work – in Jesus’ name, of course! – but we’re too tired to be bothered making the same effort for our wife and children. We bite their heads off for silly wee things we would put up with from everyone else. But, as we’ll see later in Ephesians 5, the Lord expects us to give the best treatment to the people we love most, not the worst. 

I think that’s one of the reasons why PK’s often find it hard to come to faith in Jesus. My children saw me at my worst, the days when I’d 2 sermons, 3 funerals, and a church magazine to get ready, and I did NOT want disturbed, no matter what, or else! I often thank God for his promise in Joel 2.25 to restore the years the locusts have eaten!
Again, it’s not good, for our welfare or for our witness, to be complaining all the time. Let me qualify that by saying that righteous indignation against genuine injustice is not just the right of a Christian but a duty. I’m not talking about appropriate protests against poverty and injustice, but basically mindless moaning. I’m dying of a cold. Excuse me? Do you really mean that? Is it your confession of faith that these sniffles will kill you?
No-one enjoys being in the company of a moaner, someone who is always bellyaching about other people, or feeling sorry for themselves all the time, or who always makes sure you know you have hurt them, and it is your fault. That’s no way for a Christian to act. The Bible teaches us that words have power for good or ill. In Proverbs we read : the tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit.
What you allow to come out of your mouth matters. No-one else may be listening to you, and if you’ve grown a habit of whinging, probably no-one else is listening to you – but your brain has to listen, and it’s been shown time and time again that you can talk yourself into success or failure. You build your own destiny with your own words.
When the scratchy throat and the bunged-up nose come, you can go round bewailing the fact that you’ve got a cold, you don’t feel well, it might actually be bird flu, anyway it’ll go into your chest and you’ll need antibiotics, you read about someone in the paper last week who had this and died. Or you can go round saying : The Bible says in Psalm 107 that God sends his Word to heal me. 1 Peter 2.24 says that by the wounds of Jesus I have been healed. God promises in Psalm 91 that I need not fear disease or disaster.

The bank statement comes in the same post as the car insurance reminder. You can go on about how broke you are, how you’ll need to get three jobs to pay all the bills, how unfair it is that all these scroungers sponge off the state and here’s me bursting a gut, and I’ll never have any money, and when I die they’ll need to put me in a black bin-bag and bury me in the back garden because they’ll be nothing left to pay for a funeral. 

Or you could claim the promise of Jesus in Luke 6.38 that when a Christian gives, there is multiplied overflow back to us, then stick a few fivers in an envelope and send it to Water for Life, trusting the Lord’s Word to Jeremiah that nothing is too difficult for him, and Paul’s teaching in Philippians 4.19 that when I choose to walk in love and obedience, my God shall supply all my needs through his riches in Christ Jesus.
We have a choice – what Paul calls foolish talk, which goes against what God’s Word teaches, sends confusion to our mind, and interferes with the outworking God’s best plan for our lives ; or a word of faith, which asserts that what is seen is only temporary but what is unseen is eternal, therefore I know that these difficult present circumstances are not the final word. They may be a fact for the moment, but they are not the truth. Facts change. God’s promises don’t. They are fresh and new every morning. As I assert and speak out my faith in God’s Word, I release his power to change those facts, to heal that disease, or that broken relationship ; to solve that distressing problem. 
But we need to be able to find our way around God’s Word. We can’t speak out in faith a word from God we’ve never made the effort to get to know. The more we have God’s promises at our fingertips, the more divine power and authority we can release in the name of Jesus, the more peace and stability we’ll have in potentially stressful situations … the less we’ll open our mouth and put our foot in it! There was a saying in wartime : Careless talk costs lives. Are we all aware that we’re right in the middle of a war-zone? And I’m not talking about Iraq or Afghanistan. 
The battle for the eternal welfare of the human race has been ratcheted up a few notches recently. You may be aware of very exciting happenings in Lakeland, Florida, where there’s been a major outpouring of the Holy Spirit fronted by the Canadian evangelist Todd Bentley of Freshfire Ministries. What began as a week’s mission in a medium-sized church has become a worldwide event stretching over three months, with tens of thousands of people brought to living faith, commissioned as evangelists, healed from every imaginable type of disease, delivered from every imaginable type of bondage.

Most remarkable of all, there have been more than 30 medically authenticated cases of people being raised from the dead. One such was a still-born baby who responded after 27 hours of impassioned prayer. This is something that has not happened on anything like this scale since the days of the New Testament. We’ve been watching on God-TV, where it’s been shown pretty well every night since the beginning of April, and I have to say, in words that Trekkies could follow : it’s church, Jim, but not as we know it.

At this crucial time, we need to be aware that, as we read in 1 Peter 5.8, our enemy, the devil, is prowling about like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. I urge you, in the name of Jesus, do not let that someone be you. The most frightening aspect of this is that the biggest enemy of what God wants to do is being revealed, and it is none other than traditional, formal, closed-ear, closed-mind, closed-heart religion.

Listen, every part of the carnal Frank struggles with the unorthodox way the meetings are conducted. Look at the state of him turning up to preach in a biker’s t-shirt and jeans! What are all those tattoos about? Does that worship leader need to scream over the songs like Mariah Carey on helium? Why do they keep singing the same songs over and over again? Why does Todd have to shout? Why is it all so over-the-top? What’s with all this falling down on the platform, laughing and shaking? I don’t like this at all.

Then the still small voice of the Holy Spirit says : But, Frank, I like it. You do, Lord? Yes, I like the fact that 20 wheelchairs will be on ebay tomorrow because the people that came in them to the meeting don’t need them any more. Remind me, Frank, how often has that happened in your church? That’s not the point, Lord! It is for me, Frank.

But what’s all this commanding cancers to shrink, commanding blind eyes to open?  That’s not right, Lord! It’s not humble! The Spirit replies : Yes it is. Humble is agreeing with me, and that’s what he’s doing. He is? Yes, he’s walking in the authority I give in my Word to all believers. You know what’s not right, Frank? The fact that you’re not!

Okaaaay! And then he brings to mind a scripture teaching that by their fruit you will know them. Their fruit, not their tattoos! They are getting results. The name of Jesus is being lifted up and glorified. It’s what Jesus, in Matthew 11, told the followers of John the Baptist when they asked – look, John needs to know, are you the real deal or not? Jesus replied – Go and tell John what you’ve seen. The blind see, the lame walk, the sick are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the good news is preached to the poor – and blessed are those who do not take offence because of what I am doing. 
However much I want to take offence and judge Lakeland by my conservative religious little prejudices, what matters is that these guys are bearing much fruit, so my response must be to lose my attitude and learn from people whose ministry obviously delights God the Father.  If this is God, and it clearly is, I want it. I want it by the truckload. Of course there will be opposition. When God is doing mighty things, opposition is sure. 
The people who are most critical of any initiative of grace and power by the Holy Spirit are always the ones who like things done the way we do it, the way it’s aye been. Never mind the fact that their church is dying on its feet, the youngest of their 12 members has a bus pass, and they haven’t seen anyone born again in living memory. Never mind the fact that no-one living near the place would dream of going to a service there, so drab and gloomy the décor, so dull and archaic the style, so devoid of content the preaching.  
It was ever so. It was that way in Jesus’ time, as we see in the gospel lesson today with the scribes and Pharisees. They hummed and hawed and mumped and moaned that Jesus didn’t play by their rules. But why should he? What did they have to teach him? They didn’t see anyone saved or healed or delivered or set free. He did, day in, day out, by the dozen. Have you ever wondered what this thing called unforgivable sin was? You know, that thing called blasphemy against the Holy Spirit in Matthew 12.31? 

I think it refers to the attitude of the religious leaders. They had an unteachable spirit. They refused to countenance the possibility that God could do anything outwith their little box, and so they called the good they saw in Jesus bad, and the bad which was their own blinkered foolishness good. Their sin, which was essentially self-righteouness of the crassest order, was unforgivable because they would not accept that it was a sin and would have been mortally offended at the thought they needed forgiveness.

It wasn’t that God wouldn’t have delighted to forgive them. It was that they believed they were right and everyone else was wrong. That’s a pitfall we also must avoid, now. I believe the Lord our God has served notice on the church that traditional religion will no longer do. We need to grasp the revolutionary concept that God is no longer willing to accept, in the name of worship, a stale hymn sandwich ; that God is calling us to be passionate about something much more important than saving ancient buildings we can neither fill nor maintain. It’s people God longs to see saved, saved in every way.
God challenges us to recognise our high calling to be world-changers, to be the bearers of good news to the poor, to be the ones who step out in his anointing and break the grip the devil has over our friends and neighbours, through illness, fear, stress, guilt, addiction, depression, or just plain apathy. The existing denominational church has to get with God’s programme, or become as redundant as did the temple at Jerusalem. 
Dead religious tradition will not cut the mustard. Only living faith in a living Saviour will do the job. Let’s resolve today that we are up for this, we will do whatever it takes, we will pay whatever it costs, to bring glory to God and salvation to his people in this place, at this time. And no foolish words, please, that we can’t do it, or it’s too hard. We have God’s promises, he has never failed to deliver on them yet, and he never will.
