Sunday 2 August 2009 : Matthew 5 : 27-37  
More meaty material from Matthew today as we are reminded that the gospel of Jesus Christ has an authority that goes far beyond a Sunday morning and right into the heart of everyday living. This is why so many people reject His message, because it gets in their faces. It challenges their “right” to do what they like, be it in the bedroom or the boardroom, to do exactly what they please with their stuff, their money, their time.

When Jesus was healing the sick and doing miracles, he was popular. The only people whose noses were out of joint were the religious leaders whose ineptitude was hung out to dry. But when he started teaching, oh boy, the crowds deserted him in their droves, they went away muttering – how dare he say that about us! And because they wouldn’t receive his words, they missed his salvation, they missed his gift of life.

And carnal human nature hasn’t actually changed much over 2,000 years. If a minister wants to be popular, he tells people what they want to hear rather than what they need to hear, and steers clear of anything that might be deemed controversial, non-inclusive. If I stood up here and blamed all the ills of the world on the government, the Scottish Parliament, Borders Council, the EU, or even 121, no-one would be unduly upset.

But to suggest that we ourselves need to look into the mirror of God’s Word and deal resolutely with what we see, that’s a more perilous path. That makes the saints nervous. That speaks of taking personal responsibility, not passing the buck, and not everyone can handle that. I’ve referred in recent weeks to Deuteronomy 30.19 where the people of God were offered the choice of death or life. It seems obvious, doesn’t it?

Yet I can tell you from personal experience that I have known people to reject God’s offer of peace instead of stress, health instead of disease, joy instead of despair, life instead of death, heaven instead of hell, because the price of choosing life was too high. It meant acknowledging the sovereignty of Jesus Christ over their whole being, with the inevitable consequence of change to certain areas of their thinking.

They chose to suffer and die prematurely and risk judgement without Christ, rather than enter into God’s gift of everlasting life in all its fullness, bought by the blood of Christ, because the cost of following Jesus would be to sacrifice certain attitudes, opinions, feelings, habits, which were opposed to the Word of God, but which they would not let go. For them, sadly, Christ was crucified in vain. In Proverbs 14.12, and again in 16.25, we read : There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.   
So today let’s be open to what God’s Word has to say, and if necessary to take it on the chin and deal with it, because Jesus didn’t speak this stuff to be mean and to beat the people up for the fun of it. He said it because he knew that the wrong thoughts, wrong feelings, wrong attitudes that we’ll deal with today, were the very things that the devil was using to keep people in bondage, and to cheat them out of the wonderful heritage of born-again spirit-filled new life that the cross and the resurrection were to bring.

So first let’s tackle adultery. I can’t imagine anyone here this morning could possibly believe that having an affair is anything other than wrong. But what Jesus says, in an uncomfortable echo of what we heard last time about murder, is that there is no difference in principle between the thought and the actual deed. All that stands between contemplation and commission is opportunity – which the devil will gladly send our way, because if there’s one thing he gets a real kick out of, it’s Christians blundering into sexual sin, whether through naivety or complacency.

Famous last words : it’ll never happen to me. Today I’ll give a few practical pointers to help us stay well back from the edge ; better safe than sorry every time. I’m going to offer good advice, I believe godly advice, but the fact is that each of us is responsible for our own actions, and the more we get into God’s Word, and the closer we walk with Jesus in prayer, the less likely we are to stray off the reservation by mistake. 

As we’ve said before, you will be tempted. The further you walk in your discipleship life, the more subtle, the more plausible, the temptation will be. The devil won’t hold a revolver to your head to force you into an illicit liaison. Remember in the Garden of Eden he didn’t come as a sabre-toothed tiger to terrorise Adam & Eve into disobedience – but as a snake, a subtle creature, a plausible liar. Do not be deceived. 

So, first bit of guidance. There is no such thing as harmless flirting. Whatever may or may not be socially acceptable, it is not Biblically acceptable. To dress revealingly, to make suggestive remarks – even in jest – to be all kissy-cuddly, to be over-attentive, all that is just plain stupidity. It is asking for trouble. If you douse yourself with petrol and hand satan the matches, don’t be surprised when he obliges with the light.

Second, take seriously what Jesus says here about the eyes. We desire what we look at. If your pulse quickens at the sight of someone you are not married to – or, worse, who is married to someone else – you’ve got about 3 to 5 seconds to decide whether you’re going to stand on the Word of God and tell the devil to take a hike, or let your eyes linger and end up playing spiritual Russian roulette. So here’s what you do. You look away, and jump with both feet, wearing tackety boots, on that seed of desire, pronto.

Remember, in that situation, you’re not on your own. Jut as Jesus promised, the Holy Spirit will be working within you to bring to mind scriptures such as the one we’ve read this morning, and the one I shared with you last time from 2 Corinthians 10 about casting down vain imaginations and taking every thought captive. Get hold of that, turn your eyes or your brain off that other person, and you’ll kick the devil’s rear-end.

Next, it’s not clever for a man and a woman who are married to someone else to be friends with each other, to meet for tea and buns without their own spouse – I have my spies out, I’ll catch you! And I’d be concerned if a man tells me his best friend was a woman other than his wife, or vice-versa. Something’s out of balance there. It’s asking for trouble for a man to share intimate confidences with another woman, or vice-versa, especially if you haven’t shared it with your own spouse. That’s emotional adultery.

Frank, you’re being ridiculous. Everybody’s doing these things! It’s harmless, it’s OK. No, it’s not! For a start, you’re not everybody! You are a child of God, bought by the blood of Christ, redeemed from sin and death and destruction, set apart for a life of holiness to do the good works that you were created for. Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, not to be abused by getting into compromising situations, no matter how much modern culture – which doesn’t respect God’s Word – might tell you it’s OK.

And sometimes you’re going to have to make a choice between keeping other people happy and keeping God happy. Integrity will come into conflict with popularity, that’s a certainty. A personal story. A few years ago, the football authorities decided that men and women should be given equal opportunity to be referees and started putting mixed teams of match officials on games. No separate changing facilities, work that one out!

I was appointed to a game one night, the best game on the card, but I noticed the other assistant was female. And … competition rules decreed that, to save expenses, match officials had to share transport! Not only share a changing room with a woman official but share a car late at night! I got on the phone right away to come off the game. I had to take the risk of being laughed at, talked about, or even dropped from the league, but I followed my conscience. As it happened, I was later appointed to the Cup Final … !!

Actually, even in the church we’ve opened doors to stupidity by going in for parish groupings and team ministries and all that sort of stuff. Mark my words, there is no way I’d work with a female colleague in ministry unless that female colleague is Alexis, as we go out together as a team to minister in healing. End of story. No discussion. 

I know some of you think I’m “way out there” on all this, but let me ask you a question. Do you want to fulfil God’s destiny for your life? Do you want to experience the rich fullness of what the blood of Christ has bought for you? If so, do you really want to risk blowing it over something as silly as a fluttering eyelash or well-turned heel? 

Andrew Wommack told a great story about a man who was being pushed and cajoled to compromise – a wee bit of flirting won’t hurt etc. His response was to bake chocolate brownies and as the folk were gratefully wolfing them down, he said, there’s an extra ingredient in those brownies. I added just a pinch of dog dirt. I thought, you’re right, a little bit doesn’t do any harm, everything in moderation. It fair spoiled their appetites!! 

It’s really no surprise that Jesus moves on from adultery to the still more shark-infested waters of divorce. How often, today, does one lead to the other, with calamitous effect? You may be surprised to learn that divorce is not a modern phenomenon. At the time of Jesus, a man could pretty well treat his wife like a car, when she was past her best, he could just trade her in for a younger and more attractive model. It was this selfish attitude, which only applied to the men, the women had no similar escape clause, that was a stink in the nostrils of God, and Jesus came down on it like a ton of bricks. 

Nowadays we live in a throwaway society, but we mustn’t treat people as commodities to be used and dumped when we’re fed up with them. That’s what breaks God’s heart. The Bible does not actually say that divorce is always wrong. If, unfortunately, you married someone who has cheated on you, and discarded you like an old fish-and-chip wrapper, Jesus does not command you to stick around for further humiliation. 

What the Bible does say is that we’re not supposed to bail out the first time we don’t get our own way, the first time we don’t get to watch our favourite TV programme, the first time our wife or husband disappoints us. Scripture says that two become one, but that becoming is a process that may take years of perseverance, not a magic wand. 

Marriage in the Bible is likened to the relationship between Christ and His church, a covenant based upon sacrificial love. I tell couples being married that, since Jesus is the source of all love, to try to build a home without him is to settle for second-best, and on your wedding day there is no place for second-best. King Solomon said that a threefold cord is not easily broken – a husband and a wife who choose to be bound together in a shared love for and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ have invested wisely in their future, and are far less likely to see their wedding video end up in the bin.   

Finally, about the swearing of oaths. Coarse or dirty talk, we know, isn’t a good witness and although the odd oath may be emitted from time to time, especially when we’re at the steering wheel, let’s try to minimise these utterances. A foul-mouthed Christian is not the best advert for the gospel. But that’s really not what this is about. It’s really concerned with making rash promises that we can’t keep.

There’s a cautionary tale in Judges 11, where a man called Jephthah swore an oath that, if the Lord gave him victory in battle, he would, as a sacrifice of praise, kill the first person he saw. Point 1 – it was stupid thing even to think that murder glorified God. Point 2 – it was even stupider to take a foolish thought and swear a solemn oath on it. Point 3 – when he saw his only daughter dancing toward him, he was stupider still not to say : forget it! Yes, being an idiot, full of pride, he stuck with the oath and killed her!

Most of us thankfully don’t get into that deep a mess, but don’t dig a pit for yourself with your tongue. Don’t make open-ended promises, or sign blank cheques, for fallible human beings, no matter how much you love them. For God, yes, for anyone else, no.

And there I’ll stop. What I’ve offered you this morning may not have pleased you, but I believe it’s good advice, and I believe it’s God-advice, but as ever, we must all make our own decisions and live with the consequences. Psst … Dt 30.19. Choose life
