ALE & TEVIOT UNITED CHURCH

ANCRUM & LILLIESLEAF : Sunday 19 April 2009

Welcome & Church News

Tuesday girls

Prayer Group

Mini-CLAN

Call to Worship

May my tongue sing of your Word, Lord, for all your commands are righteous.

 [Psalm 119.172] 
HYMN 412 : The strife is o’er

Children’s Talk [as required]

Prayer

HYMN 426 : All heaven declares
Lesson : 
Matthew 5 : 1-12  [p. 968]

HYMN 417 : Now the green blade riseth

Sermon

HYMN 420 : Earth, earth, awake
Offering & Dedication

HYMN 411 : Christ, the Lord, is risen today
Blessing [together]
SERMON

Last week, Easter Sunday, we had the mystery of the empty egg and the disappearing Smarties. This week, in a sense, desire for food still gets in on the act, as we continue what has become, shall we say, a leisurely stroll through the Beatitudes. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they will be filled.
Righteousness is one of those words we use hardly anywhere except within these four walls, so let’s be clear what it actually means. Righteousness is, above all, an attribute of God, rather than of man. No fewer than ten times in Psalm 119 alone does it refer to the Lord and his words as righteous. It was God who, in the very beginning, established what was right and what was wrong, as we saw on Maundy Thursday when we spoke of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the Garden of Eden.
For human beings to eat of this tree was forbidden, as to do so was, in effect, to try to take to ourselves the authority to make judgements on right and wrong, an authority that rightly belongs only to God, and that, as we see every single day, is the ultimate in destructive behaviour. The burglar eats from that tree as he makes the decision that his selfish desires are more important than your right to live secure in your own home, and sooner or later eating that forbidden fruit will choke him. 
Only God, who is no respecter of persons [Acts 10.34], is truly free from a self-centred agenda and so is able to take full account of the needs, the aspirations, the rights, and  the responsibilities of every human being on this planet in assessing what is right and what is wrong. You or I try to do that, without reference to Him, we’ll get it wrong. It is simply not possible for anyone to be righteous without a close loving relationship with God, who is the source and the sole distributor of all righteousness. 
There are many people who claim that they are good people, nice people, who try to do their best, and not do any harm, and so they don’t need God, but that’s wishful thinking and humbug. It’s what the Bible calls self-righteousness, a particularly unattractive personality trait. In Isaiah 64.6 it’s dismissed as “filthy rags”. I don’t fancy going round in filthy rags all my life. I believe our Father has better plans for us.

The first time we see righteousness applied to a human being is in Genesis 15.6, where it says in the Amplified Bible : Abram believed in, trusted in, relied on, remained steadfast to the Lord, and God counted it to him as righteousness, right standing with God. If, as the Beatitude urges us, we hunger and thirst for righteousness, the way to find it is to believe in, trust in, rely on, remain steadfast to the Lord.
And that’s the very thing that so many of us find so desperately hard to do. We like to think we can fix things for ourselves. We prize independence. We are deeply suspicious of any sense of relying on anyone else for anything. And whilst that stubborn streak of do-it-yourself isn’t always wrong, by any means, the one area where it is at best useless and at worst dangerous, is the most important of all, our relationship with God.
That was where the people of the Old Testament went wrong. They missed what God had said about Abraham, that the basis of his acceptance by God was faith and trust, and instead got bound up by a mass of rules and regulations. From the original set of 10 commandments, they ended up with a whole bureaucracy trying to set out in the most intricate detail exactly what you could and couldn’t do, for example, on the Sabbath.

From the faith of Abraham, which recognised and rejoiced in his powerlessness without God and his utter dependence upon God, they slipped into a religion based on fear, of dotting ritual “I’s” and crossing traditional “T’s”, all based on the forlorn hope of doing enough good things to balance out the bad. That’s always what happens when we lose sight of the righteousness of God and slither into the trap of trying to save ourselves. 

That’s why Jesus ended up in one battle after another with the Pharisees and teachers of the Law. They saw their job as one of damage limitation, of erecting barbed wire fences around the lives of God’s people so that, by sticking to the law, they might not stumble into the minefield of sin. Let’s be fair, their intentions were honourable enough, but they made two major mistakes. One, sin and the drive to commit sin is not somewhere out there, it’s in the heart, and the only way to deal with sin is a heart transplant. Maybe that’s not an image you expected to encounter, but someday soon we’ll come back to it.
Two, fear can never succeed in drawing us close to God, because fear is the currency of the devil. That’s his territory, his technique. But what does the Bible say about God? God is love – 1 John 4.16 – and a couple of verses further on we hear John elaborate on that : There is no fear in love. Perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.
The conflict between the religious establishment and Jesus, which set the stage for what we celebrated last week, Easter, was essentially a head-to-head, winner-takes-all, clash between faith and fear, between a God who loves us and longs to pour out his richest blessing upon us in every way, and a devil who bullies us and desires to deceive, cheat, and destroy us in any way. Faith, love and life … or fear, self-centredness and death. 
We are an Easter people. We celebrate the glorious outcome of that epic confrontation, in which the forces of evil threw their strongest and dirtiest punch, yet that stone rolled away from the mouth of the empty tomb flattened them, and Christ stepped right over them, as he rose from the dead to live and reign forever. Where, death, is your victory? Where, grave, is your sting? We may add – where, fear, is your power over us?

Are you one of those who hunger and thirst after righteousness? Then the good news is that you need no longer be hungry or thirsty, for Jesus comes to give you righteousness, right standing with God, as a free gift. He, who had no sin, on the cross became sin, for our sakes, so that in and through Him we might become the righteousness of God – the glorious divine exchange, of which Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5.21. There is no need to go on beating ourselves up about our own failures. Jesus has taken care of all that, and now we are to cast our cares upon Him, because He cares for us [1 Peter 5.7]

But Frank, you don’t understand what a mess I’ve made of my life. You don’t know all the things I’ve done, all my guilty secrets. No, you’re right, I don’t know, I don’t need to know, I don’t want to know – but Jesus knows, and Jesus knew when he went to the cross 2,000 years ago that you would botch up, and Jesus went to that cross because he knew 2,000 years ago that you would botch up. He went to the cross to save us exactly because he knew, from the beginning, that we needed saved and can’t save ourselves.

And if the thief crucified beside him, who had wasted his entire life but repented at the 59th minute of the 11th hour, could be assured : today, my friend, you will be with me in paradise : if Saul of Tarsus, the self-appointed hammer of the early church, could not only be plucked from the edge of hell but become the apostle to the Gentiles, you can take it to the bank that you will be made welcome under the umbrella of his grace too.

Someone I’ve had dealings with by letter, phone and e-mail, but never face-to-face, walked up to me the other day and introduced herself as : I’m beyond saving. I replied, though I don’t know if I was believed : not at all!  I told the folks at Crailing last week a wonderful illustration I’d heard in Ed Young’s Easter message. Ed’s wife Lisa was in the supermarket, while he sat in the car – sounds like us, gentlemen – just watching.
And Ed saw all these characters, the good, the bad and the ugly, rolling up to the door of Asda, or whoever, and as soon as they approached the entrance, the door opened and let them in. Didn’t matter 2p who they were, what they were, bishops or bank robbers, if they approached the door, the door would open and let them in. What does Jesus say in John 10.9? I am the door. Whoever comes to me will be saved. I love that!!
I’ll give you another scripture to reinforce it, Romans 3.21ff, in the New Living Bible : But now God has shown us a way to be made right with him without keeping the requirements of the law, as was promised in the writings of Moses and the prophets long ago. We are made right with God by placing our faith in Jesus Christ. And this is true for everyone who believes, no matter who we are. For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard. Yet God, with undeserved kindness, declares that we are righteous. He did this through Christ Jesus when he freed us from the penalty for our sins. For God presented Jesus as the sacrifice for sin. People are made right with God when they believe that Jesus sacrificed his life, shedding his blood.

If you believe the Easter message, you are as righteous as it is possible to be, and the great thing is that you and I have nothing whatsoever to contribute to that righteousness except say : Thank you, Jesus! Isn’t that awesome? Faith appropriates the victory Jesus has won, and fulfils the Lord’s own promise in John 6.35 : Whoever comes to me will never be hungry again. Whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.
Today, let’s give fear, and its cell-mate self-righteousness, the red card once and for all, and step out into the glorious freedom of the children of God, made righteous for all time by the blood of Christ shed for us. Let’s walk in faith and love, joy and peace, health and strength, prosperity overflowing into generosity, and never look back. 
