9 November 2014 : Matthew 5 : 1-12  
It’s 100 years since the start of World War 1, 75 years since the start of World War 2, and some people are theorising that we’re coming close to the start of World War 3. For me that’s idle speculation, driven by fear rather than faith, promoted by those who put sensationalism above truth, and I’ve no intention of wasting my time or yours on it.
What I will concede is that the attitudes prevalent in the world today are far more conducive to conflict than to peace. Most commentators would agree that the biggest single threat to peace and stability at present is militant Islam, but I have to say that the mixture of God and guns never makes for a happy ending. 
Historically, religion and politics have always made a volatile cocktail, and it must be admitted that the hands of the church have often been far from clean in this respect. Even within our own age, in our own nation, we’ve seen the toxic effect of sectarian bigotry and bitterness, a very poor witness to the Jesus we exist to proclaim.
This has given rise to the comment that religion causes more wars than anything else, a mantra that’s been taken up with great zeal by those who have been trying so hard and so relentlessly in recent years to push the Good News of Jesus out of our national life, formally out of government, out of schools, out of health care, informally out of the workplace, out of the media, preferably out of sight and out of mind.

The secular argument – religion has caused wars, therefore religion is bad and should be banned – has, of course, more holes in it than a goal net. It is about as logical as saying : some marriages are unhappy, therefore marriage is bad and should be banned ; some children are ill-treated, therefore having children is bad and should be banned.

Nonetheless, if the church is to give a persuasive answer to this accusation, however mischievous if not downright malicious it may be, we do need to be very clear that what we say and how we conduct ourselves is in line with what Jesus said and how Jesus conducted Himself. He is identified in Isaiah 9.6 as the Prince of Peace.

Jesus promises to those who believe in Him : John 14.27 : Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. And in Matthew 5.9 Jesus says : Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

The Message gives an interesting spin on Matthew 5.9 : You’re blessed when you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete or fight. That’s when you discover who you really are, and your place in God’s family. Embodying and exemplifying a life of peace is a major part of the ministry and mission of the church, and of each and every one of us who is a member of the church. 

How much time and energy do we waste competing and fighting with one another – even in churches – for  attention, for recognition, to impose our opinions and ideas at someone else’s expense? It’s not a great witness. Father God wants us to get our eyes off ourselves, off our desires and ambitions, off what we think we need to be happy, and to refocus our attention on Him, the sole distributor of joy and peace and security.

Psalm 37.4 says : Delight yourself in the Lord, and He shall give you the desires of your heart. But here’s the thing. When we truly delight ourselves in the Lord, and not the affairs of this world, when we focus our eyes and our mind on Him, the desires of our heart change to become the desires of His heart. This is grace at work, enabling the son or daughter of God to renew our minds and become more like Jesus.
And when that happens, blessing follows blessing. We find ourselves liberated from the bondage of making unreasonable demands upon people – and that’s an activity the Babylonian world out there specialises in. No wonder there’s conflict when people feel they have to bend over backwards and do cartwheels to please others. That’s a pretty reliable recipe for frustration and resentment, which will eventually bubble over.

There’s a fridge magnet that reads : I can please only one person per day. Today is not your day. Tomorrow’s not looking good either. At Selkirk High School this year, the theme of the assemblies is rights and responsibilities. I shared with the senior students a wee story that shows the need to keep the right perspective on this.

A normally happy couple called Fred & Fiona
Fred comes home late one night, trips over Fiona’s shoes and wakes her up

Fiona is NOT happy having her sleep disturbed

Next morning a sleepy Fred leaves the tube off the toothpaste

A crabby Fiona bites his head off

Fred storms out in a huff, jumps in his car, roars off like Lewis Hamilton …

… almost knocking down Jacqueline who’s taking her daughter to school

Jacqueline, furious at this madman driver, herself drives off in a rage to the Co-op …

… arriving just as Roger, in his new BMW, take the last parking space

In a temper, Jacqueline runs her car key right along the door of Roger’s new BMW

Roger, incandescent, jumps into his newly-scratched car and drives to work …

… where he jumps down his secretary Irene’s throat for not having his coffee ready

Irene is tempted to give Roger his coffee, over his head, but manages to bite her tongue

Until the photocopier breaks down and she has to wait 3 hours for the engineer …

… whom Irene then blasts for his useless rustbucket bag-of-spanners machine

The engineer is not impressed, storms out and heads to Greggs the Bakers …

… where he demands a Scotch pie, only to discover they’ve sold out!

Still less impressed, he tells Jean the manageress precisely what he thinks of her shop

Jean decided she’s had enough, puts her coat on, and heads for home

By the now the rain’s bucketing, and Jean’s bus is held up in road-works

When the bus arrives, 20 minutes late, a soaking Jean lambasts the driver Alex

Alex fumes and frets till the end of his shift, then drives home for a bit of peace

But his daughter Tracey is home early from school and has her Ellie Goulding CD on.

Full-blast. Alex explodes and demands that Tracey “puts that garbage off”

Tracey, whose boy-friend had dumped her that day, bursts into tears …

… when her brother Mark comes home and annoys her, she punches him on the nose

Mark runs downstairs and drop-kicks the neighbour’s dog over the garden fence

The dog yelps indignantly and bites the first person it sees on the backside …

… who just happened to be Fiona, whose temper tid kicked off this litany of woe!  

Anyone along the path of that trail of misery – okay, I’ll exempt the dog, it didn’t know any better – could have pulled the plug on it by making a quality decision NOT to take out their irritation on someone else, but instead think : okay, that person is obviously having a bad day, I’ll let it go. Are we big enough to do that/
Keep demanding your rights, keep insisting on your own way, and it will cause a trail of devastation that, sooner or later, will come back to bite you on the posterior. I have a bit of a problem with much of what passes for human rights nowadays, but don’t get me started on that! Thank God that He doesn’t deal with us on a human rights basis, but by the far greater and more wonderful principle of grace, undeserved favour.

Better still, He is a covenant God, who has made so many wonderful promises to His people and has bound Himself in blood to fulfil those promises. Loving and giving isn’t just what God does, it’s who He is. Which is wonderful, but He calls us also to be a covenant people, following in the family business of loving and giving. On this day of all days, we remember the giving by those whose names are on the war memorials, to the point of shedding their own blood and laying down their own lives, for others.

We have a covenant God, who calls His children to be a covenant people, with a lifestyle of loving and giving. This is a wake-up call to change our attitudes toward God and toward others. I’ve not found any verse in the New Testament that gives us an entitlement to demand anything from any other human being. I can find plenty of verses that invite and indeed urge us to receive from Jesus. Ask, and you might receive if I can be bothered and it’s not my lunch-break. Is that what it says in Matthew 7.7-8?
Praise God, no. It says : Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened.
I can find all sorts of verses that call us to receive from Jesus, but in terms of other people the emphasis is always on giving. Love one another, as I have loved you. Freely you have received, freely give. Forgive one another as God in Christ forgave you. Some of you may be old enough to remember Marvin Gaye & Tammi Terrell, singing : The world is just a great big onion, and pain and fear are the spices that make you cry. And the only way to get rid of this great big onion is to plant love seeds until it dies.

Can you see the pattern emerging for starting to turn the tide of this world? Not for a moment would I dare to under-estimate the ability or readiness of God to intervene in a supernatural way to improve matters dramatically, and indeed I pray for it, but the way He planned things to happen, and His Kingdom to come, after Jesus went back to His Dad in Heaven, is for the church, His body, to carry on the good work.

With all due respect to lovers of the famous Kelsae Onion, the onion and its attendant pain and fear have got to go, and the way ordained by the Word of God for that to happen is for God’s children to plant seeds of love exactly where we are. Let’s be the ones not to fight back, not to insist on our rights. Let’s be the ones willing to forgive and move on, to choose to think the best and give the benefit of the doubt.

Let’s be the ones ready and willing to give generously of our God-given time, abilities and resources, and not to seek any credit for it. Let’s be the ones who, in a quiet and unassuming and consistent way, see every day as an opportunity to love others with the love we ourselves have received from Jesus as a gift by grace.

The path to world peace may be a long one, but it will be completed one step at a time as we, who know the peace of Christ, determine to sow the peace of Christ. Let me finish by quoting another song, and again you can praise God to the rafters that I’m not trying to sing it : Let there be peace on earth, and let it begin with me.     
