Sunday 13 September 2009 : 
Matthew 6 : 1-14  
Today the words of Jesus draw attention to a vital distinction that, for far too long, has been fudged, to the detriment not only of the church but also of the wider community in which we are called to serve and witness and be the body of Christ. It is the distinction to which Paul also refers, in 2 Timothy 3.5 – having a form of godliness but denying its power – a monstrosity about which the apostle warns us : have nothing to do with it.

Put simply, it is the distinction between a religion that seeks to impress people, and a faith that seeks to honour God. Jesus warns us here not to parade our religious stuff, our goody-goody doings, for public consumption, because God can see straight past all that into our heart. God knows not just what we do, and what we say, but the motivation and the attitude with which we do and say it.

I think we tend to make things more complicated than they need to be. What God wants from us is actually simple and straightforward – to know Him for who He is, to have an attitude of genuine thanks and praise for all He has done in the past, and to believe that He will be true to His promises for the future. Or you might want to think of it like this, an attitude of gratitude, and a readiness to trust and obey.
Above all else, God just wants us to know Him, enjoy Him, recognise Him for who He truly is. But that raises a number of big questions. What is our idea of God? And what has shaped that idea? Is it what was beaten into us in childhood? The scary creature used as a bogey-man to frighten us into getting our act together? Or is it the picture we developed in the school of hard knocks, a callous cosmic disher-out of misfortune who sends illness and tragedy to teach us a lesson and punish us for unclean thoughts?

Or is it the indulgent old uncle, the Santa Claus of Santa Clauses, who really doesn’t care how we live, but is bound to let us into heaven because we’ve tried to live a decent life, we’ve tried not to do any harm, we’ve never done any really big sins, we’ve turned up at church every so often and paid our membership fee. All of these views of God are utter unadulterated rubbish, totally unbiblical, yet I guarantee that all of them will be represented in this congregation, and every other congregation in Scotland, today.

Why is that? Because we all have our own opinions, and many of us simply will not allow the Word of God to mess with them. That is something I have found on my rounds, as I meet people, church members, whose present quality of life is painfully short of what God has told us in His Word that it could be. But when I try to share what the Word says so that, as Jesus promised, they may know the truth and the truth may set them free – what I find, time and time again, is that these folks will want to debate with me, as if their opinion was at least as valid as what God has said in His Word. 

I have this picture in my mind of a bunch of Presbyterians, on our first day in heaven, queuing up to speak to the Boss and tell him where he got the Bible wrong! Somehow, I can’t see him replying : Wow, I see where you’re coming from. I never thought of that

I really struggle when visiting people with serious, even life-threatening, illness, and try to share the promises of God about healing – but instead of receiving God’s Word, they keep butting in about what their beliefs are, or what latest wacky alternative therapy they’re trying as if that’s just as good. And I’ll be honest – I feel like shaking them and telling them : Look, right now, you don’t have the luxury of renting space in your head to that garbage. You need the supernatural power of God and you can’t afford to settle for anything or anyone less. Your life’s at stake. But I’m too polite – so far anyway! 
Jesus said that He does only what He sees His Father doing. He also said that those who believe will do the things that He did. It’s in the book, in black and white. The God we find revealed in the ministry of Jesus to the broken and the outcast and the suffering is a God whose greatest joy and delight is to forgive and reconcile, to heal and restore, to make new and bring to new birth. That is what Jesus did during His ministry on this earth, and it is what Jesus commands the church that bears His Name to do now.
Commands – not suggests, not pipe-dreams, not wishes, but commands, and if we don’t get with His programme, we’re wasting our time and, in effect, letting Him be crucified in vain. Is that command of Jesus being obeyed by the church in Scotland today? No. Why not? Because of a deadly epidemic of doubt and unbelief, because our idea of God is so small and so inadequate. That’s why, all too often, we fall into the trap of making a big deal about things that don’t matter one bit – I’ve heard it called carnal Christianity

When our God is too small, our flesh becomes too big, and that’s when we get into that form of religion with no power that the Word warns us against. What are the symptoms of that spiritual disease? When we can remember what all the hymns were, and whether or not we liked them, but can’t remember what the sermon was about, or even what the Bible reading was. When we come away thinking, or talking, about what some other person did or said or didn’t say to us, rather than about the Word that God spoke to us.
When we develop a critical spirit toward, or get offended about, some aspect of church life, or even someone in the church. When we sing the offertory hymn : When I survey the wondrous cross, especially that line – love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all – and yet what we put in as an offering whilst singing it was less than what we paid for the Sunday paper, or will pay for the Sunday lunch.

If we are honest, I think we’d admit that all of us go through a phase from time to time of feeling stuff like that. The devil will always try to distract and discourage us from hearing the life-changing message of God’s love, and we’re very blessed indeed if we haven’t had to struggle against some of the things I’ve just mentioned. Has the devil had a go at me in these ways? Better believe it, every one of them at various times!
And I’m sharing it so that we can be aware of the danger, and fight against it. How? Make time, as soon as possible after we recognise what’s happening, to get alone with God, lock ourselves in the loo if we have to, and spend time thanking Him for all He has done for us through Jesus Christ. Get back into an attitude of gratitude. 

Another symptom of empty religion is when we do the right thing for the wrong reason. It’s great when people want to be actively involved in the work of the Kingdom of God, so long as it’s for the glory of God, with a humble servant heart, not caring 2p if anyone thanks us or even notices, because it’s a love-offering to the Lord who saved us.

But if it’s to be noticed, to be appreciated, if it stems from a need to be needed, or from a desire to impress another human being, then it’s really not about lifting up the name of Jesus, is it? Now, that’s something that only ourselves and God will know, and it’s no-one else’s job to stand in judgement over us for it, but if we know deep down that our motivation is essentially about ourselves, rather than God, that too can change.

Again, the minute we become aware of what’s going on, get before God on your own and have a chat with Him about it. Don’t be afraid to admit to the fear, the insecurity, that lurks behind that kind of people-pleasing attitude. As we said last week, the first decisive step out of the pig-sty is admitting that we’re in it! Let the love of Jesus Christ embrace you and enfold you and just wash away all that stuff. Let Jesus affirm to you how much you are worth to Him, and you don’t have to turn yourselves inside out in frantic activity to prove it. The cross proves it. His love for you put Him there.

I’m not speaking out this stuff this morning just to have a pop at people. I’ve also been there, done that, got the t-shirt. But I am becoming increasingly conscious that very few people in our nation seem to have any interest in the message we say we believe in, and I think we have to face up to the fact that the folks out there will not be convinced by a form of religion without power. They want to see the real deal, church life the way the New Testament describes it, the blind seeing, the deaf hearing, the lame walking.

If we’re going to win this parish back for Jesus, our life has to be have something of Christ about us 7 days a week. If we’re just going through the process for an hour on a Sunday, and then we’re overheard crabbing and complaining about this and that as we go home with a scowl, we can’t be too hard on the non-churchgoer for writing the whole thing off as a load of bogus hocus-pocus. We are called by God to be a credible witness to the people round about us – what a responsibility! And what a privilege!

So today let’s decide – no more splashing about in the puddles. Let’s get in deep, right over our heads, immersed in the Word of God that speaks of the sick healed, the hungry fed, the captives released. Let’s rejoice that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever, and what He did through Peter and John in the New Testament church He longs to do here and now through you and me. Let genuine joy, peace, humility, love and compassion be so much in evidence in our lives that no-one can miss it. 

Let’s decide right now to get our “selves” off our minds once and for all. Let’s be 100%, sold-out, over-the-top, no-turning-back Christ-followers, not a care in the world about the petty things that got us so hot and bothered yesterday, but trusting that the God who loved us so much that He gave His Son’s life in our place, is still on our side, and in our hearts, and faithful to bring all His promises to fulfilment in us. 
