7 February 2010 : Matthew 7 : 7-14
How many times have you heard someone asserting their own goodness, disavowing any sort of faith in Jesus, and summing it all up : I believe in doing unto others as you would have them do unto you. How ironic that even the atheist can do no better than to quote the words of Jesus Himself, as we read in Matthew 7.12. That tells you all you need to know about the brave new world of secular humanism … it’s just a poor, pale copy of the Christian gospel, but without access to the grace to make it happen.
Twice Jesus summarises the Law and the Prophets in one succinct sentence. This is one of them – treating others as we would like to be treated. The other is the command to love God with everything we are and everything we have, and to love others as we love ourselves. This helps us to put flesh on what Jesus means when he talks about “love”. 

Our language cannot cope with the subtleties of “love” in different contexts. It is quite acceptable in English to say : I love God, I love my wife, I love my job, I love lasagne. However, I would hope that commonsense would help us to distinguish between those various uses of the word “love”. If I appear next Sunday to find a steaming bowl of lasagne on the communion table, I would be sadly disabused of that notion!

Next Sunday, love of one variety will be in vogue. But today it’s not the sentimental, emotional variety that’s under the spotlight. It’s about getting things done and treating folks right, whether or not we like them, get on with them, or even know them. God is love, according to 1 John 4.16. God is also no respecter of persons, we see in Acts 9.34, but treats everyone equally. Therefore love, in the Biblical sense, is truly blind, truly unconditional, truly universal, and earthed in treating people consistently well, without regard for who they are, what they are, and what our personal history with them is.

There are two things we can say about the way we treat other people. First, it reflects accurately the true nature of our personal relationship with God. There is no integrity in claiming to be oh-so-very-holy, whilst at the same time being obnoxious to the people around us. We are supposed to be members of the body of Christ on earth. If we, being associated with the church, are sarcastic and fault-finding, mean and self-centred, we portray Jesus as sarcastic and fault-finding, mean and self-centred. How embarrassing.

The other side of that coin is that if we are rude, critical and short-tempered with other church members, it is in fact Jesus we are being rude, critical and short-tempered to. Next time we think about making a snidey, smart-alex remark to someone, next time we want to pick an argument or score some silly point, let’s just picture ourselves at the foot of the cross addressing that comment to Jesus as he hangs there in our place, paying for our sin, because that, in effect, is precisely what we’re doing. 
Perhaps that rather sobering picture might help us clean our act up? That’s one aspect of the importance of treating people right, namely that how we treat people is the proof of the pudding of our faith and the substance of our witness to Jesus, for good or ill. 

The second aspect is our old friend seed-time and harvest. As Jesus strongly suggests in Matthew 7.12, the way we treat people will influence how they treat us. It is a fact that people do respond to the conduct of others. If we are pleasant, courteous and kind, the likelihood is that most people will reciprocate. If we are as ill-natured as a rattlesnake with a migraine, look out for fireworks, because we’ve set the tone for things to come.

In saying that, I am aware that there are some people who are exceptions to that rule, people who – for whatever reason – have a pathological inability to get on with others, no matter how much kindness we show them. How do we deal with that? Not by way of eye-for-eye, tooth-for-tooth, that’s for sure. As far as is possible without actually getting in their face and forcing yourself on them, which leads to ugly confrontation, persevere with a good attitude every time your path crosses theirs. If the opportunity arises quietly to do them a good turn, by all means take it. 
Do NOT talk about how that person is treating you – in fact, I don’t think it’s ever a good idea for Christ-followers to talk about anyone in a negative sense. If that person’s name comes up in conversation, try to say something positive, or if that’s impossible, think about changing the subject. The devil loves it when we let someone rent space in our mind that should be filled with the things of God. It’s amazing how often, if we just refuse to rise – or rather sink – to the bait, things do change, tensions do evaporate, over a period of time, without us being able to put a finger on exactly how or when.  

Moving on to vs. 13-14, this is not one of the cheeriest observations ever to pour forth from the lips of Jesus, and it does need a bit of commentary. Is Jesus saying here that more people will end up in hell than in heaven? Yes, that’s exactly what he’s saying, and I don’t think there’s any way we can dance round that. Even the New Testament, the love-song of God’s grace, speaks repeatedly of the reality of God’s judgement.

However, we need to hold that truth alongside the declaration of Jesus in John 3.17 that He did not come into the world to condemn the world, but instead that the world be saved through Him. The express will of God, who has no favourites, and is no respecter of persons, is that He wants all men and women, of all nations, to be reconciled to Him, to be restored to the embrace of our Heavenly Father, and through the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ God has made the full and final provision for that to happen.

If anyone ends up in hell, it is not because God wanted them to be lost, it is not because God arbitrarily rejected them, it is not because God didn’t think they measured up on some scale of goodness or holiness. It is not God’s doing. It is because that person has made an incredibly foolish decision to ignore God, to reject the payment that Jesus has made to settle the account of their sin, to go it alone in an act of breathtaking arrogance and trust in their own flawed, feeble goodness instead of God’s perfect goodness.  

The offer of new life, without limit and without end, is on the table for every human being of every race. It is on the table for thieves, murderers, terrorists, drug dealers and perverts. It is offered free – but the franchise on salvation is exclusive to Jesus.

The only way to be saved from our own inadequacy is to hand over our lives to the One who has paid the price to save them, Jesus Christ. He alone has the power and authority to declare us forgiven and restored to the family circle of Father God. That free gift of a whole new life is available to anyone who will come to Jesus, welcome Him as Lord and Saviour, and receive all He wants to give us. 

But that’s the very thing that sticks in the craw of so many, who are too proud, too full of themselves, to accept that they are not God, they are not perfect, the universe does not revolve around them. They dress it up, of course, in all sorts of noble-sounding words. They extol the broad road, the road of tolerance of all shades of opinion, the road of inclusion, the road of non-judgementalism – the road, basically, of abolishing the concept of objective truth. That is a road of deception and hopelessness.
Anyone who insists on going down the broad road, the road without Jesus, is taking an immense responsibility upon his own shoulders. To go that way is to make yourself answerable for your own imperfection, and the Bible teaches that if you break one tiny little bit of the Old Testament law, you’ve broken the lot. It’s like you’re in a plane at 36,000 feet and suddenly a 1cm-wide hole appears in the fuselage. Anyone know that plane’s in big trouble? Only a wee hole, but the entire plane’s toast if that happens!

Or imagine you’re standing on the edge of a cliff, with a hungry lion approaching fast, licking its lips. 36 feet away, the length of a bus, is another cliff, safety … but between you and safety is a ravine hundreds of feet deep. If you, an Olympic athlete, jump, and you miss the other side by a few inches, are you any better off than stiffy old me, who jumps and falls 20 feet short? No, we’re both a sticky soggy mess at the bottom! 

We’re either perfect, or we’re not – there’s no grey area in between. And the truth is that none of us, off our own bat, are perfect. Therefore we cannot justify ourselves, and so we need a saviour to do that for us. The truly exciting and liberating thing about the gospel of Jesus Christ is that all the wonderful gifts of God come to us completely and utterly independent of any vacuous claim we might have to virtue in and of ourselves. 
The gospel of Jesus Christ is so practical, so realistic. It takes seriously the limitations of carnal human nature and still reaches out to us, offering beauty for ashes – the free gift of right standing with God, in place of sin and guilt, condemnation and judgement. Paul wrote : God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us, that in Him we might become the righteousness of God. Jesus became like us, took all our garbage, carried the can for us, so that we might become like Him

And He did that so that when God looks at us, what He sees isn’t the mistakes and the botch-ups, but Jesus. If you have given your heart to Jesus, you are as precious to God as Jesus is, you will do the things Jesus did, you will receive the reward of everlasting life that Jesus has, you will inherit the Kingdom along with Jesus. 

But we must choose the narrow road. One way. Jesus. 
