Sunday 21 February 2010 : Matthew 7 : 24-29  [p. 972]

It’s nearly a year since we launched into the Sermon on the Mount. Today, with a trumpet blast and a roll of drums, the big finale – but what a way to go! This message, rightly heard, will start either a revival or a riot – not sure which! Jesus is emphasising, once again, the immense value of not only reading the Word, and knowing the Word in an academic sense, but living and breathing and doing the Word. With his usual flair for painting an arresting word picture, Jesus turns to the house-building industry to illustrate his point, and he compares the Word to the foundations of a property. 
Maybe you can quote umpteen scriptures from half-a-dozen different translations, or even – if you’re a real swot – from the original Hebrew or Greek, but that does not of itself guarantee that those scriptures are doing anything worthwhile in our life. I’m told by those who know all about these things that there are two Greek words translated as “word” in the New Testament. One is “logos” – the objective written word. The other is “rhema” – where it gets up close and personal, God’s personal revelation to you.

A “rhema” word will never contradict the “logos” word of the Bible, but what it will do is bring new life and power to a particular verse of scripture that we might have read 1,000 times before without the penny ever dropping, but now the Holy Spirit has switched the light on in our mind and heart, and we will never be the same again.

When Paul writes in Romans 10.17 : Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God : it’s the rhema-word that he uses. It’s not that we get faith just by grinding our way through a certain number of chapters of the Bible a day as a grim duty, or just by sitting in church for a certain number of services, and God will automatically press the download button to give us the kind of faith that will turbo-charge our life.
It’s when we listen attentively, and chew over the scriptures we hear in church or read at home, seriously think about them, and really press in to find out what God wants to say to me, here and now – that’s when revelation knowledge comes, and with it, the gift of faith that gets things done, that changes our life, and rolls that change over to others.

And so I ask these questions today, of myself as much as anyone else. Can we genuinely and honestly say that we make time to reflect upon the Bible texts we read, the messages we hear preached, to the extent that we extract the juice from them? Can we point to any particular revelation God has given us out of His Word, say, since the turn of the year? What has God said to you, to me, in 2010?

It’s important to nail this if we are truly to walk in faith. One text God smacked me in the face with a couple of years ago is the Amplified Bible version of John 10.10 : The devil, who is a thief, comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy. Jesus came that we may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. 
You’ve heard me quote that on umpteen occasions since then, but I’ve needed that text to try to make sense of some truly horrible pastoral situations in recent times. And if we don’t know, really know, John 10.10, which reveals very clearly the true nature of God, and the true nature of the devil, it would be all too easy to get very confused and, in fact, into serious error about why bad things happen to people.

We’d end up asking questions like : Why did God do that? How could a loving God let that happen? Or make stupid comments like : It must have been their time. God moves in mysterious ways. Worse still, we could take a text out of context and manufacture a pious pretext : The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away. All things work together for good. Saying these things is a sure sign that we haven’t received the revelation of the true nature of God that Jesus came to bring, or of the spiritual battle we are in.

John 10.10 teaches, quite plainly, that anything good is of God, and anything bad is of the devil. Seemples! You’d need a university degree to be able to misunderstand that! You’d need to start redefining good and bad. Well, what we think is good may not be what God thinks is good. God is sovereign. If he sees we spend too much time playing sport, he’ll break our leg to make sure we don’t fall into idolatry. What utter garbage!
Willie Barclay was a very gifted Biblical scholar at Glasgow University, who mastered the knack of putting difficult Biblical truths into plain language for the ordinary man to understand. But some of what he taught offended certain people, and when his daughter died tragically in a boating accident on Loch Lomond, some idiot had the temerity to write to him and say that her death was a blessing in disguise because it saved her mind from being corrupted by the heresies Willie taught. Sick! It nearly destroyed him.
That’s what a religious mindset, with no revelation knowledge of the Word, no inkling of the true nature of God, can do. Jesus refers to the unforgivable sin, in Mark 3.29, as blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. But what actually is it? When you look at it in context, you will see that it’s the sin of calling good bad, and bad good. 

And who was guilty of it? Not the mob that hung about the bookies all day, drunk as skunks, shouting obscenities at passers-by. Not the kids that hung about street corners, smashing windows and setting fire to phone boxes. It was the religious leaders, the ones who thought they knew better than Jesus did, the ones who – as Jesus said – made the word of God ineffective through the mindless traditions of men. Sobering thought.

They thought they were so well-educated, so clever, but they never opened their minds to the revelation of God’s true nature in the life of Jesus that stared them in the face. Please, let’s not make the same mistake they did. Let me say, for the benefit of anyone who may have any doubt : cancer is never the work of God. Premature death is never the work of God. These are evil things which have the mucky pawprints of the devil – who steals, kills and destroys – all over them.

And I don’t admitting to you I’m furious at the devil. I hate him. I want to amputate his cloven hooves, rip off his horns and ram them up his warty nose, strangle him with his own forked tail, and smash his ugly face in with a baseball bat. That’s just superstition. I don’t believe there is a devil. What planet are you living on? Jesus knew there was a devil. Do you think you know better than him? Either there’s a devil, or we have a “god” with severe bipolar disorder and a saviour who hadn’t a clue what he was doing! 

Get this straight once and for all. The ultimate author of anything that steals, kills and destroys, be it strokes or tsunamis, is the devil. The ultimate author of anything that brings life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, is God. It really is that clear-cut. Both God and the devil always, always, always, act according to their character – and in the Bible we can see their character writ large. The life of Jesus portrays God’s nature precisely. That’s what Paul writes to the Colossians : Jesus is the image of the invisible God, and God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Jesus.
Jesus heals the sick, all the time. Therefore, God’s will is to heal the sick, all the time. Jesus sets the captives free, all the time. Therefore, God’s will is to break bondage, be it to drugs, alcohol, triple chocolate cheesecake or wrong relationships, all the time. Jesus accepts and befriends the outcast, all the time. Therefore, God’s will is to welcome and befriend the person that everybody else looks down their nose at, all the time.
I could go on, and on, and on … but actually each of us needs to get a revelation of this direct from the Word ourselves. And here’s why. You and I know only too well that far too many people in God’s world are NOT enjoying life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. Far too many people are struggling to survive in grinding poverty, scraping litter-bins for scraps to feed their kids, sleeping on the streets at the mercy of all sorts of gangsters, stuck in miserable and abusive relationships. Every week, people are getting bad news from their doctor, from their bank manager, from their child’s teacher.

Well, why doesn’t God do something about it? Give me a break! What more can He do, other than take away the right to make choices that is an essential part of what it is to be human and downgrade us to robots? If God wanted to press buttons and let things run without risk of foul-ups, he would have built a model railway, not a universe – though I doubt if even He could make trains run on time! – and He would have been alone.

God has already done all He can, in Jesus. He has beaten the devil : For this purpose Christ was revealed, to destroy all the works of the devil [1 John 3.8]. He has beaten sickness and disease : Christ Himself carried our sins in His body to the cross that we may die to sin and live for righteousness, and by His wounds we have been healed      [1 Peter 2.24]. He has beaten poverty. By grace, Christ, though He was rich, for our sakes became poor, so that through his poverty we might become rich [2 Cor 8.9]
He has undone the damage caused by human sin : Christ took away the curse the law put on us. He changed places with us and put himself under that curse, so that God's blessing promised to Abraham might come through Jesus Christ to us [Galatians 3.13f]

And now the devil is defeated – yesterday’s man, a great big round fat zero. God placed all things – ALL, the devil, cancer, diabetes, high blood pressure, ALL – under the feet of Jesus and made him head over everything for the church, his body [Ephesians 1].

Now, has that registered? We are the body of Christ, with Jesus as the head, and the devil under our feet! So why do we still let him break into our lives and make himself comfortable, stretched out on the settee, dirty feet on the coffee table, his sulphurous bad breath and BO making the place stink, playing with the remote control to mess our lives up. Why are we not crushing Him under our feet the way we should be?

Because, to do that, we need to do what Jesus says in Matthew 7 and walk tall and bold in the Word. We need to go beyond a quick skim-read of God’s Word, and then forget it, but instead digest it, nourish ourselves on it, encourage and strengthen ourselves with it. We need a revelation, a rhema-word. Listen to what Jesus says in Matthew 7 – those who don’t just hear the Word but take it to heart, make it part of themselves, and put it to work in their lives day by day, are like the wise man who built his house on the rock. 

When the devil starts his nonsense, we can turn loose the Word on Him. Submitting to God, believing His Word, we can resist the devil and he WILL flee. Numpty that he may be, he’s smart enough NOT to mess around someone who KNOWS who and what they are in Jesus Christ, someone who KNOWS that they are precious in the sight of Father God and part of a blood-bought covenant of forgiveness, sonship, health and prosperity in every imaginable way. Your house will stand firm in the storm.
But if you fillet out the Word, and reject the parts that don’t fit your religious tradition : That’s just Frank riding his hobby-horse again. I don’t believe healing and prosperity are for us today. I believe we have to take what God gives us, we can’t do anything about it : if that’s what you think, you’re shooting yourself in the foot! Now, you can still be loved by God, and still get to heaven without engaging fully with the Word, but you’re likely to get there many years too soon, without fulfilling God’s plan for you.

One the devil’s slickest deceptions is that we are entitled to our own opinion. God isn’t interested in our opinion. Shock! He’s interested in our obedience. He’s interested in us believing and trusting what He says enough to let His Word rule our lives. Galatians 5 spells that out. And if we try to act as judge and jury over what God says in His Word, especially the life and ministry of Jesus, we’re actually questioning God’s integrity!

If we’re not letting the Word into our lives to really work there, if we’re not receiving the revelation of what God has done for us in Jesus, we’re like the man who built his house on quicksand and when the rain, inevitably, came – it fell down. The devil will come along and try it on with us, and we won’t have a clue how to deal with him.

I hope and pray that this message has come as a revelation of God’s will for you to have a better, healthier, more prosperous, more fulfilling life, as His Word takes root and bears fruit in your life day in and day out, in His service, by His Spirit, to His glory  
