19 February 2012 : Matthew 18 : 1-9  
As we push on into the latter part of Matthew’s gospel, we detect a very different tone from those early days when it was miracles a-plenty to draw in and teach the crowds. Now the emphasis is very much on Jesus cramming into the disciples some vital, but often tough, lessons so that they will be ready to take over the family business. Soon.

Sometimes, it seems, the 12 are so far off-base with their thinking that it’s as if they’ve never really got the message Jesus has been trying to hammer into them. Today is one such text. They – I’m not sure quite what individuals, and Matthew kindly spares their blushes – ask Him : who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?

Not the most perceptive of questions, spiritually. Given that Jesus had told them the Kingdom is said to sprout like a mustard seed, the smallest and humblest of all seeds, and that it’s characterised by love, faithfulness and service ; greatness – at least as the human brain comprehends it – really isn’t the issue. But Jesus handles it graciously.
He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he said : I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. I have no idea what the disciples made of that, but it might just have sent their minds into lunar orbit. Greatness exemplified by a little child? What is all that about? What is it about little children that is so pleasing to the Lord?
Just this. Little children tend to be, by nature, trusting. It is built in to the essence of childhood – and, I believe, built in by God – that children trust the adults whose duty it is to care for them. A tiny infant who is hungry will let you know, and it will never for a moment cross that little un’s mind that food will not very soon appear. A small child is in no doubt whatsoever that mum and dad can and will meet his every need, pronto, and has no crazy idea that somehow he has to earn that provision by good behaviour.

Do you see where I’m going with this? The attitude towards God that Jesus commends is the simple – you might want to say naïve – faith and trust of a tiny child. We are to have, even when we’re grey-haired and spare-tyred, the uncomplicated, uncluttered conviction that Our Father can and will meet our every need just because He loves us, not because we’ve done cartwheels and tied ourselves in knots trying to earn His love.

It should never for one instant cross our minds that anything we may have done wrong would cause Father God to be angry with us, deny us His grace and goodness, cause Him to send us to a bed of sickness and disaster without any supper. Yet I’m sure 95% of us have had precisely that thought. When something goes wrong, we ask ourselves – what have I done to deserve this? Anyone ever beat themselves up like that?

That attitude is called sin-consciousness. It is driven by fear, not by faith. It is the polar opposite of what Jesus wants to see in us, and what Jesus died to see in us. It is directly opposed to what the New Testament teaches us. 

I am aware that there is no shortage of tub-thumping preachers who love to rub all our noses in our mistakes and terrify us into constantly analysing our behaviour by the hour, falling over ourselves to repent of this, that and the next thing, even the things we didn’t realise we were doing wrong. That’s not God’s way. It’s not our sins God wants us to focus on, but the radical life-giving power of blood of Jesus, shed once, on the cross for us all. In Hebrews 10.3 the Bible says that if we truly believed in the love of God, and accepted His grace in Jesus, we would no longer have sin-consciousness.

Jesus Himself states in John 16 : when the Holy Spirit comes, he will convict the world of its sin, and of God’s righteousness, and of the coming judgment. The world’s sin is that it refuses to believe in me. Righteousness is available because I go to the Father. In other words, the Holy Spirit doesn’t come to beat people up because of swearing and gambling and tax evasion, but comes instead to address the real issue at the heart of all sinful behaviour – a lack of faith in Jesus.
And how does the Holy Spirit deal with the problem? By convicting people of God’s righteousness – the free availability of right standing with Him by grace, through the blood of Jesus, to be received freely and unconditionally by child-like faith. The last thing the Lord wants us to do is squander that faith by trying desperately to earn, all over again, by our own efforts, what is already ours for eternity by God’s free gift.

Are you with me so far? Can you see that what Jesus is looking for in us is that same simple, uncomplicated trust in Our Heavenly dad – totally devoid of embarrassment or self-consciousness – that a tiny infant has toward his earthly mum and dad. To do that, we need to renew our minds – Romans 12.2 – by the word, and remind ourselves, and encourage ourselves, constantly of how good and loving and trustworthy our Father is.

Now you can see why the devil is determined to do all he can to destroy the innocence of childhood. What is so precious and beautiful in the sight of God, the devil hates and fears. The enemy seeks to destroy childhood in any way, whether by the wicked abuse and neglect by individuals, or the systematic abuse and neglect that leaves millions of children with no access to wholesome food, clan water, basic health care or education. 

I might add that the devil is a deceiver. There is another, more subtle, way he uses to undermine the innocence of childhood – by over-zealous and over-protective attitudes, where children are basically taught to be afraid to speak to adults and, I’m sorry to say, adults have now become afraid to speak to children. The devil lives in the extremes. Do NOT let him steal, kill and destroy in your life and your family’s life. Over the past few weeks we’ve talked about faith-filled words that move mountains. Use them. 
You, as a blood-bought child of God and Spirit-filled believer in Jesus Christ, have the power and the authority to speak protection each and every day over your household. If you can’t think of anything else, start with Psalm 91. Say it out loud, first thing in the morning before you go out the door. 
Remind yourself of God’s promises to you and your family and, as it says in Isaiah 55, those words will not come back empty, without achieving the purpose for which God spoke them. I tell you that to comfort and reassure you. It’s a tough world out there, but God is on your side, and He who is in you – Jesus – is greater than he that is in the world – the devil. All right?

So we’ve established that the child-likeness that opens the door of  Kingdom living is simple faith and trust in the absolute and consistent goodness of Father God, freely available to us 24 hours a day through the shed blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. That’s great feel-good stuff which builds us up and sets our hearts and minds at rest.

But there’s a distinctly chillier wind blowing through the second part of our text this morning, when Jesus gives a stern warning to those whose actions destroy faith rather than build it up. Jesus is the Good Shepherd who gave His life for His sheep, and woe betide anyone stupid enough to try to steal those sheep away from Him.

Which, of course, the devil will try to do. He gets a very nasty migraine whenever anyone finds child-like faith in Jesus. He will throw his toys out of the pram, and do anything he can think of, any old how, to stop that new believer from ever coming to maturity as a victorious Kingdom warrior. A favourite trick is discouragement, and this is where we, the church, the fellowship of the faithful, need to adopt the role of a comfort blanket for a new believer – and I’m convinced we’re going to see some soon.

People new to church don’t always behave the way we behave. They might be noisy, raise their hands during the hymns, shout amen during the sermon, join volubly in the prayers, write cheques during the offering or ask if we take visa or mastercard. Sometimes that kind of enthusiasm makes us a bit uneasy, but don’t let that be an excuse to frighten them off, freeze them out, tut-tut at them or snigger about them. 

It’s okay to be enthusiastic about Jesus, and we ought to be as delighted as He is that a new child of God has come to birth. When there’s children around, it can get messy. Anyone who’s a parent or grand-parent noticed that? Especially if it’s a new-born? Well, a new-born-again can make church life a wee bit interesting too, and it’s great. 

There’s a phenomenon now called “Messy Church”. It’s a new way of reaching out and relating to young families. It does what it says on the tin. Picnic meals, making banners on the church floor and so on. But, actually, it’s Ok for church to be messy! When Jesus was around, there wasn’t much calm dignity in the services, with lepers being healed and demons being driven out. Jesus was fine with that. So should we be.

Let’s finish for today with vs. 6-9, when Jesus speaks very strong words about those who let the devil use them to lead others, especially vulnerable new believers, astray. As I wrote these notes, the media headlines were about Whitney Houston, who died at the painfully young age of 48. Whether or not you were a fan of her music, there’s no escaping the fact that this was the tragic waste of a life that had such potential.

Ms Houston was brought up in the Baptist Church and learned to sing in the church choir where her mum was choir-mistress.  She had a sound Christian upbringing, yet at the very time when her career was at its height, her personal life hit the buffers. Steal, kill and destroy? Oh, the devil did that. Substance abuse was highlighted, as it was with another singer, Amy Winehouse, who died last year even younger.

In my opinion, drug dealers come pretty near the top of the list of those whose conduct is called to account in these verses. A world away from the celebrity lifestyles, in the back streets of the Border towns, destructive addictions wreak havoc in the lives of people who aren’t especially wicked, but are weak and vulnerable. Children, whatever age, led astray. I’ve no intention of speculating on the eternal consequences for those who exploit those weaknesses. I think v.6 is capable of standing on its own.

But there are other, less obvious, instances. Anywhere you turn in top-level sport, you get gambling shoved down your throat. How many benefit cheques go that way, in the hope of a miraculous win, rather than on rent, food, heating? And there are those in the food industry who quietly add certain ingredients that will make the product more-ish, a product already disturbingly high in fat, sugar, salt and chemicals. Exploiting the vulnerable is something that breaks the Lord’s heart, and He will not be mocked.

Finally, what’s all this about cutting your hand off or pulling your eye out? Gross!! Bear in mind that Jesus had a gift for colourful, arresting turns of phrase. What He’s giving out here is wise advice for dealing with temptation – and I needn’t remind you, I’m sure, that Lent starts on Wednesday. When in doubt, steer clear. Simple as!
If you have a problem with eating too many crisps, cakes and chocolates, don’t use the possible visit of the grandchildren as an excuse to buy them. If they’re not in the house you won’t eat them – sorted. If you find yourself going overboard on the weekly shop, buying things you don’t need and can’t afford, don’t go to the shop where you can be tempted by what you see. Order on-line and get the stuff you actually need delivered.

On a more serious note, since we’re talking about computers, there’s a lot of good stuff on the internet, but there’s also a load that isn’t so clever. Social networking sites are not a good place for the emotionally vulnerable. If anyone is going through a hard time in a relationship, they don’t need to be doing Friends Reunited, reliving a fantasy, contacting an old flame from 40 years ago. Reality check. It didn’t work out for you then. It won’t work now. I realise this probably isn’t directly relevant to any of us, but there may be someone you care about that needs a candid friend, sometime soon.
To summarise the message Jesus is giving us here – your relationship with Him is far too important, far too precious, far too dearly-bought, to put a risk over some silly and passing fad. You don’t need to go there. You don’t need to give in to temptation. Jesus that is in you is greater than he, the devil, that is in the world. Submit to God, resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Just don’t make it hard for yourself by going places and looking at things and associating with people that could lead you astray. 
