Sunday 19 July 2009 : Matthew 5 : 21-26  

Well, are we into some heavy-duty cheery stuff this morning as we continue our study of the Sermon on the Mount! If it sends a shiver down our spine to hear these words of Jesus today, imagine how it felt for the people who heard him “live”, as it were, 2,000 years ago ; people brought up to believe that all that really mattered was what you did with your hands, but what went on between your ears was entirely your own business.

Suddenly Jesus turns their whole world upside down with the shocking revelation that God is every bit as concerned with our heart, and our attitude, as our actions. There are no secrets from God. As we sang in that psalm a few minutes ago, where can we flee from your presence, Lord? Nowhere – and you know something? I’m very glad.

I’m glad there isn’t a no-go area for God. I’m glad his love and protection go with us everywhere we go. I’m glad of his promise that he will never leave us nor forsake us. I’m glad there’s no place we will ever go, no situation we’ll ever face, but that God is right beside us. Even the places we shouldn’t go, the situations we shouldn’t have got ourselves into, God is still there, holding out a hand to rescue us and get us out of there.
But the other side to that coin is that God knows everything about us, not just what we do and say, but what we think and how we feel, the things we try to keep hidden away from other people and, most of the time, from ourselves. When we put on that cheesy smile and say all the right things to someone that, deep down, we’d cheerfully push into the nearest cement mixer, what do you think God notices? The sham, or the reality?

When we go through the motions of being a hard worker while the boss is looking, but when he’s out of sight we’re playing games on the computer, or making long-distance calls on the firm’s expense, do you think God’s impressed? When we turn up at church sporting our Sunday best to bellow the hymns lustily, but when the Word is taught, our mind switches off, we grab 40 winks, or we set to thinking about someone else who needed to hear that message, do you think that humbug brings joy to the Father’s heart?

What Jesus teaches here is actually one of the most important principles of Kingdom living, and if we don’t get this, we miss God’s best. What goes on between our ears will determine the outcome of our lives. Dr Creflo Dollar, senior pastor of World Changers Church International in Atlanta, spells it out like this : What you think determines how you feel. How you feel determines what you choose. What you choose determines how you act. How you act determines what habits you form. Your habits determine your character. Your character determines your destiny. It’s a logical flow. Think about it. 
There will always be people we find hard to get on with, people that seem to know just the right buttons to press to spoil our day, people that have a 1st class honours degree in getting up our nose. It happens to everyone. What matters is knowing how to deal with that, how to not fall for it every single time, how to turn that test into a testimony and send the devil away with his forked tail between his legs to pick on someone else.

If we let a dislike for someone take root in our heart, water it regularly by going over for the umpteenth time what it is we don’t like, fertilise it with some nice juicy gossip, we are cultivating a spiritual triffid in the garden of our soul. One day, sooner or later, that thing will burst out of there, we will say or do something which we will regret for a very long time, and our credibility as a Christian will be in tatters. Count on it.

The radical point Jesus is making here is that the difference between anger and murder, or indeed between any private negative thought and a very public negative action that, once done, cannot be undone, is not one of principle, but only of opportunity – and take this to the bank, the devil will be only too happy to provide the opportunity.

So how should we deal with nasty thoughts about somebody? First of all, don’t come into condemnation simply because they flash through your mind. Temptation comes to saint and sinner alike. It is not, in and of itself, a sin to be tempted. We know this from the Bible, which teaches that Jesus was tempted in all points as we are. The further you walk with Jesus along the path of discipleship life, the more you will be tempted.

The question is what you do with the temptation. I mentioned Hebrews 4.15, which says that Jesus was tempted in all points as we are … yet without sin. That’s the key. Until the day you go home to be with Jesus forever in heaven, the devil will keep on hammering at the door of your heart offering you his lousy goods – greed, anger, lust, resentment, bitterness, and so on. You’ll never be short of offers. Just don’t take them. 

Don’t buy his garbage. If you are a believer, you have authority to tell the devil to take a hike. James 4.7 : Submit to God, trusting in the power of His Word, resist the devil, and he will run away from you like the sad little coward he really is. If I’m getting a pounding in the temptation department, if unruly thoughts of certain individuals having a close encounter of the piranha kind drift unbidden through my head, I find it helpful to recall 2 Corinthians 10.5 : I cast down all vain imaginations that oppose the [true] knowledge of God ; and I take every thought captive into obedience to Christ.

When we choose – and it is a choice – to let our thoughts be shaped by God’s Word, it has a knock-on effect, cascading through emotions, decisions, actions, habits, character and finally take us to a destiny shaped by God’s Word, a destiny of fulfilment, of peace and joy and victory, of love untainted by self, of being blessed in being a blessing. 

But if we don’t make that choice, if instead we buy the devil’s garbage, if we let him play with our heads and feed us the spiritual poison of bitterness and jealousy, grudges and resentment, we’re actually trashing our own future. Did you notice that, in these verses, Jesus tells us how we can sort out our enemies? Anyone ever wanted to sort out someone? Will I tell you how you can do it, and not let Jesus down? Simples!

If you are in church, and remember that there’s someone you’re at loggerheads with – leave quietly, go round to that enemy’s door, and do whatever it takes to be reconciled to them. Then – oh no, not finished yet, come back to church and put in your offering!

I don’t think much of that! I thought you said you’d tell me how to fix my enemies! I just did! If you do what Jesus says, that person is not your enemy anymore. You have been set free from the bondage to those negative thoughts and feelings. And you’ve backed up your action by offering your tithe to the Lord. And if you have done all you can do, according to Jesus’ teaching, but that other person still hates your guts – whatever!
It’s no longer your problem. Let it go. Don’t even think about it. Treat that person as if there was nothing wrong. If they still cut you dead in the street, don’t let it bother you. Take every opportunity to bless them. Remember to send a Christmas card. Don’t stop talking to them, and don’t even think of talking about them. 
Eventually, if you are consistent, and maintain your good humour with integrity, not just to be annoying – remember God knows our motivations and our attitudes – your witness will be noticed. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5 that Jesus gave the church a ministry of reconciliation, and in view of all the tensions and divisions in the world today, I can’t overstate just how vital that ministry is. 

Recognise that your life is an open book before Father God, whose love for you is overwhelming, whose commitment to your very best life now and forever is absolute, even though he knows all about you. You are no surprise to him. The Father knew what he was getting with you before time began, just as Jesus knew before time began that he would have to lay down his life to reconcile you to Father God.    
Recognise that Jesus took away all your sin, all your guilt, all your garbage, 2000 years ago, so stop thinking you still have to carry the burden for it. You’re free, by the power of His love, His sacrifice, so live in the freedom that’s been so expensively purchased. Recognise that you are a new creation in Christ – as we sang last week, ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven – the past gone and forgotten, the future glorious.

And then be what you are, freely pass on what you have freely received. Forgive others just as God in Christ forgave us. Take the initiative to be reconciled to your enemies just as God in Christ took the initiative to be reconciled to us. Choose to have the mind of Christ, and to reject any and all of the devil’s nonsense. What we sow in our minds, we shall undoubtedly reap in our lives. Let’s make sure we plant nothing between our ears but the good seed of the Word of God, and let His promises shape our destiny.
