11 September 2011 : Matthew 15 : 1-20  [p. 982] 

There are certain moments of history that make such an impression that you will never forget where you were when you heard about them. Kennedy’s assassination. Princess Diana’s death. Dunblane. And 10 years ago today, the attack by Al-Qaeda on the USA. I’d been in Carlisle with Alistair, for his motor-scooter proficiency test. 

It was a beautiful late summer day, and as we drove home Alistair mentioned that a plane had hit the twin towers. At first, I recall, I thought he meant a light aircraft had accidentally struck the famous portal to the old Wembley Stadium. If only. He put me right. We got home, put the telly on, and watched the horror show in shocked silence. 

Afterwards I heard many people ask : Where was God on 9/11? Why did God do this? Let me tell you, God did not “do” 9/11. This was not part of some great foreordained plan, some moving in a mysterious way. If God was culpable at all, it is only to the extent that He made the human race in His own image, responsible beings, free to love Him or hate Him, free to obey Him or disobey Him, free to cry Hosanna! or Crucify!

Had God wanted a creation that He could control and command at will; and without dissension, He would not have made human beings, He would have gone to Harburn Hobbies and bought a model railway. He could have sat in heavenly glory, pushing buttons, pulling lever and flipping switches, and everything would have worked just exactly as it was meant to. But He would have sat in heavenly glory alone.

God’s plan was greater. He wanted children. But, as we all know, whenever we have children, much as we love them, we know they will push the boundaries to breaking point, often to their own detriment. Let’s face it, we all did it ourselves. It is a fact of human life that children won’t meekly accept the accumulated wisdom of their parents – the often painfully accumulated wisdom of their parents. They’ll try their luck, find out for themselves, make the same mistakes all over again. And so will their kids!

In the trade, we call that : original sin. In essence, it’s the same mistake Adam made. Thinking we know better than someone who genuinely does know better, namely God. I am told that in a recent discussion of a currently controversial issue, a church leader offered the opinion that we now know better than the Word of God. Okaay. I think that’s an example of what the Bible calls the spirit of anti-Christ. Fairly minor in and of itself, I grant you, but different only in degree – not in principle – from those who, in the name of what they thought was God, committed the atrocities of 9/11.

We do NOT know better than the Word of God. Not on anything. Because, as we said last week, God and His Word cannot be separated. Hebrews 4.12 says : the Word that God speaks is alive and full of power, making it active, operative, energizing, and effective ; it is sharper than any two-edged sword, penetrating to the dividing line of the breath of life and the immortal spirit, and of the deepest parts of our nature, exposing, sifting, analyzing and judging the very thoughts and purposes of the heart.
The Word of God is the objective yardstick by which all our opinions, our prejudices, our emotions, our attitudes and our decisions must be and – make no mistake – will be assessed. It is not for us to stand in judgement over the Word of God. We are not more intelligent or better educated than God. Have a look sometime at Job 38-41, where the wretched Job gets a severe ticking-off for suggesting that he was. Here’s a sample.
Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer me. Would you discredit my justice? Would you condemn me to justify yourself? Do you have an arm like God's, and can your voice thunder like his? Then adorn yourself with glory and splendour, and clothe yourself in honour and majesty. 

Unleash the fury of your wrath, look at every proud man and bring him low, look at every proud man and humble him, crush the wicked where they stand. Bury them all in the dust together; shroud their faces in the grave. Then I myself will admit to you that your own right hand can save you. And lo, Job’s face was shut!
When tiresome blowhards like Richard Dawkins, or indeed the proponents of so-called progressive Christianity, a toxic left-wing anti-Christ virus now afflicting the church, are dead and gone, their prolix, pompous and pointless pronouncements forgotten, God will still be on the throne and Jesus will still be pouring out grace on all who will humbly receive Him as gratefully and as unquestioningly as little children.

Jesus had to deal with smart alecs in His own life-time. Today’s lesson from Matthew 15 finds Him in conflict with the religious leaders who were led far more by their own self-centred agenda, bolstered by their own self-centred spin on scripture – treating the Word like a Woolworth’s pick’n’mix, carefully selecting texts out of context to give them a pretext to act the way they did, and ignoring others that didn’t fit the bill  – rather than by an honest reading and understanding of what the Word actually said.  
That’s a trap we can easily fall into as well. The Bible is not like an Ian Rankin novel, that can just be read through from Genesis to Revelation without taking into account the fact that the 66 books were written by different hands, at different times, in different situations, yet all under the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit. We need to consider, for example, the relationship between the Old and New Testaments. As I’ve heard it so well said, the New is in the Old concealed, the Old is in the New revealed. 
We must read the Old Testament remembering that its writers did not, and could not, know the full extent of God’s love because Jesus had not yet come, so the promises that were tied into obedience to the Law of Moses under the Old Testament are now available to us by faith in Jesus under the New. Nor can we appreciate the full depth or significance of the New Testament if we miss the fact that it’s anchored in the Old. 
Jesus, and almost all who followed Him, were Jews, so to make sense of His ministry and His salvation, we need to see how He is the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy as the seed of Abraham, the High Priest of the order of Melchizedek, and so on. 
Hebrews 1.1-3 sums it up : God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the worlds ; who being the brightness of His glory and the express image of His person, and upholding all things by the word of His power, when He had by Himself purged our sins, sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high.

In other words, any interpretation of the Bible that does not glorify Jesus, present Him as the exact likeness of God, and proclaim His finished work as the power to save all who believe in Him, is a wrong interpretation. Those who, 10 years ago today, in the name of their religion, smacked planes into buildings, were wrong, simple as, because their actions were not Christ-like and could not be authorised by the words of Jesus.

What Jesus, echoing Isaiah, said in Matthew 15.8f of the Pharisees, is equally true of all who kill and maim and destroy for the sake of any ideology : These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain ; their teachings are but rules taught by men.
We see also in this lesson yet another warning about the heart / mouth connection, and the power of words for good or evil. Whereas the Pharisees were all hot and bothered about the disciples not washing their hands before they ate – and, by the way, washing your hands before you eat is good practice, that is not the point – any dirt or germs going into the mouth were less of a problem than dirt coming out of the mouth.

And the dirt coming out of the mouth represented dirt lodged in the heart. Jesus says in v.19 that the real issues to be addressed were things like murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These things maybe weren’t as obvious to the casual observer as someone eating their peanut butter sandwiches still with oil and grease on their hands, but in the long run they were more damaging.
If a person nurses murderous thoughts, sexually immoral thoughts, lying or thieving thoughts, then it is almost inevitable that these thoughts will eventually give birth to corresponding actions. As Jesus said in Matthew 5.28, if you’ve contemplated it, then you’ve already done it in principle and are just waiting for the opportunity.

Which, make no mistake, the devil, who is all about stealing, killing and destroying, will happily supply in due course. As he did, with tragic results, 10 years ago today, in the USA. Though on a lesser scale, I think it’s time you and I had a good hard honest look beneath the surface and considered what’s lurking inside us. Do you or I nurse wrong and inappropriate thoughts, of any sort, toward anyone? The list of nasties is there for us to see in v.19. I’m not going to ask for a show of hands, don’t worry!

But if there is something dodgy in the deep, something shabby in the soul, then today is a very good time for open heart surgery. Remember that bit from Hebrews 1 where it says that Jesus has already purged all our sins and has sat down? 
Jesus has sat down. He is at rest. The job’s done, the forgiveness and cleansing bought and paid for. 1 John 1:9 : If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.
Now is a very good time to receive that promise. It’s there for you, provided freely by grace for you to receive freely by faith. Why live in bondage to garbage when you can live in freedom in Christ? Remember what Paul wrote in Philippians 4 : the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable— if anything is excellent or praiseworthy— think about such things. You can have a heart transplant today – the heart of Jesus.

And finally, yet another warning from Jesus to watch what we say. What goes into a man's mouth does not make him 'unclean', but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 'unclean'. In the Devotional Diary readings this week, in Judges 11, we read the sad story of Jephthah, a mighty warrior who tried to do a deal with God.  If you give me a clear victory over the Ammonites, then I'll give to God whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me when I return in one piece from among the Ammonites—I'll offer it up in a sacrificial burnt offering." 
He duly won, and when he came back home, guess what? His only daughter ran out the door to greet him. Nightmare. Now you would have thought he would have had the sense to say : God, sorry I shot my mouth off. Forgive me for my foolishness. But no. Foolish pride made him carry out an oath he should never have made in the first place. What an idiot! No wonder Jesus warned against making oaths. Less said, less damage.

I wonder if some of the people who carried out the 9/11 atrocities talked themselves into it by big brave words, carried away in the emotion of the moment, and afterwards when a still small voice inside said this is foolish, you don’t need to do this – oh yes, God talks to unbelievers too, after all, He called some of us when our lives were a mess – pride and fear of losing face stopped them, with disastrous consequences

Has pride, fear of losing face ever driven us to carry on in a course of action we knew was wrong, foolish, damaging? The Spirit spoke to us, but our stubbornness drowned Him out. There’s a proverb. Keep your words sweet. One day you may have to eat them. Let’s watch our words, and not talk ourselves into trouble, making promises we’ve no business making, saying things about people we’ve no business saying. 
If we speak about someone, let’s make sure it’s something we’ll be comfortable with if they get to hear it – which they probably will. Let’s make sure it’s something we’d be OK with being said about us. And if we can’t think of anything nice to say, let’s do the wise thing, and zip the lip. Which is exactly what I’m going to do, right now! 
