Wade Street Church 18.07.10 am

“THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT - 10"
Matthew 7:7-14

Those of you who can remember back to when we staéiniecseries on Jesus’ great Sermon On The
Mount may be able to recall that we said a couple oérgkthings about it which have provided a bit of a
thread throughout the subsequent weeks. Firstly, we satidHis is a sermon which is much admired,
even by people who wouldn't think of themselves as Ganir even religious, people who are wanting
to live “good” lives and see this as a pretty good guideet@viour. We also said that it’s not really about
how we behave — about modifying our behaviour — but itsualkransforming our attitudes, about
adopting a completely different way of looking at the @avith the help of God’s Holy Spirit.

Well, we're approaching the end of the sermon now adsdlit starting to get a bit serious. It's time to
make some decisions. Jesus’ teaching is reachingnitaxchnd he is getting to the point of asking his
listeners — and, down through the centuries, his readersnake a response. Donald Carson, in his little
book on this sermon, writes this:

“Nothing could be more calamitous than to meditate long and hard on Matthew 5:7d12

then to resolve to improve a little. The discipleship which Jesnsres is absolute, radical

in the (etymological) sense that it gets to the root of human conduct ahd toat of the

relationship between God and men. A person either enters the Kingdondoesaot ...

There is no third way alternative.”

Jesus is speaking to people who are interested in wingshi® say, people who have recently been invited
to join him, people who are disciples in the sensettigt are learning from him, but they are people who
have yet to commit themselves wholly to following tiay. That’'s probably the position many of us here
are in this morning. We find the way of Jesus attract We like this talk of the Kingdom of God and
appreciate its values. We recognise that we need tovéaieeseriously what Jesus has to say and that his
teaching is something that is very different from tbbany other teacher. But we haven't quite decided
what we’re going to do about it yet. Well, for youstls where the proverbial rubber hits the road.

A couple of weeks ago we heard about the attitude we sh@wd to judging others and we've
discovered quite a bit about our attitudes since Liz kickéavit the Beatitudes back in April. But it's
very difficult, isn't it, to get those attitudes ingl in our lives, to get to the point where we are thupki

in a Christian way even before we start speaking atwgacWell, here Jesus tells us what we need to do
to try and get ourselves into that way of thinkings Bxactly what James tells us in his lettlamges 1:%

— we need to ask God for the help we need. That’s wkbaetfirst sentences of our reading this morning
are all about. You see, you have to look at the comtexhich Jesus says this.

Many people just want to pull these words out of the thiegsis says around them and make them fit any
and every situation. This isn’t about simply asking Gmdafthatever you want and getting it. Experience
will tell you that it doesn’'t work like that. This i$rihe kind of slot machine approach to prayer that has
caused so much difficulty for so many people. This isiata@nting to have our attitudes transformed and
praying persistently that God will enable that to happ&he words Jesus uses — not just asking but also
“seeking” and“knocking” — are suggestive of people who really are serious abotinggah answer to
their prayers for a transformed set of attitudes, pespereally do want God to change them.

| suspect that many of us are actually quite happy witlgshas they are and an occasional prayer at the
end of a powerful sermon or a challenging chapter inok laoe somehow enough to keep us thinking that
we’re going in vaguely the right direction. But Jesusiking here about fervency, persistence, keeping
on praying for God'’s help. It's so easy to allow ounkimg — which is powerfully but subtly influenced
by the values and attitudes of the world around us — tdatg into the old ways, the selfish ways, the
ways which are inimical to what Jesus is asking ofare.h So we need to be constantly on our guard and
be constantly asking God for his help in this.



And, Jesus goes on to sayw9-11 we can always be sure that he will respond to usayrslgi and
lovingly. If even flawed human fathers know how to diweir children what they ask for, how much more
will God, the perfect Father, give us those things wWeaneed! He will answer our prayers because we are
asking for the things he wants us to have anyway —ftnaned attitudes and new ways of living and
behaving. And that's a promise. The veteran preaghdrNew Testament scholar John Stott, in his
comments on this section of The Sermon On The Maemhnds us that the difficulties we have with
prayer are usually because we concentrate or‘mrayer problems” rather than orfChrist’'s prayer
promises” We focus on how we should pray and the reasons wé¢ sieerm to get what we want and
getting the words right and all that, rather than orptieenise that Goaill answer and give us the things
we need to live as he wants us to.

And when he does respond — Jesus $ags..” at the beginning of12— our transformed attitudes will be
demonstrated in the way in which we relate to othdisis little maxim — the so-called “Golden Rule” — is
the one which so many people find attractive in t@sn®n On The Mount, the saying which everyone
would like to be able to stick to, the words which mpegple maintain show that Jesus’ teaching is the
same as that of the other great religions. The probligh that is twofold. Firstly, it is not at alasy to
keep. And secondly, in pretty well all other religions istated in the negative'Bon’t do to others what
you wouldn’t want them to do to youRNow that’s much easier, isn’t it?

William Barclay puts it like this:
“It is perfectly possible for a man of the world to observe the negdbrm of the golden
rule. He could, without any serious difficulty so discipline hes fifat he would not do to
others what he did not want them to do to him; but the only man who can evetolsgisfy
the positive form of the rule is the man who has the love of Ghntigs$ heart.”

As with so much of what we have read in this Serndesus goes far beyond what others have said. It's
very easy to legislate for the negative of this —'shahat most of our laws are about: “Don’t do this or
that.” But there isn’t much that encourages us to dedsgive stuff. (In fact, an awful lot of legislation
over the last three decades has actually driven us tobe selfish.) We are talking here about wholly
unselfish actions. This isn’'t even do what othersehdone to you — if they give you a gift, give them one
back; if they scratch your back, scratch theirs. Bhabout doing what you'd like them to do to you, even
though they haven’t done it, or might be very unlikeldtwit. It's the attitude that characterised all of
Jesus’ ministry, that is at the very heart of alld@olaws, proclaimed and expounded in the Old
Testament. And, at the risk of being very repetitieeme say it again — this is not just about modifying
your behaviour, it's about a root and branch transfdomeof attitude, about thinking as Jesus thinks,
about being increasingly in tune with God and his ways.

And that leads us to the choice that Jesus lays bhferisteners, the stark choice with which we are
confronted today iwv13,14 This is where it all starts to get really sericetgrnally serious. You've got
to come down on one side or the other — there is Nfdlenivay. John Stott write¥:verybody resents
being faced with the necessity of a choice. But Jesus will not aidavescape it.”You cannot reply to
Jesus, “Oh, | don’t mind,” or “I'll take the middle wayThere is no middle way.

The image Jesus uses here to illustrate the choia# ially that important. Many people have read an
awful lot into this idea of two ways and two gates.m8mf you may have come across the picture on the
screen and there’s a framed copy of it here if you \waribser look afterwards. The Broad Way is on the
left, crowded and full of such appalling things as a lottartheatre and so on. The Narrow Way is on the
right, very austere and almost deserted. We used todmevéanging on the inside of the cupboard at
Sunday School when | was small and it scared theudif@bme every time | saw it!

Anyway, what is important is the destination and ttegkmess of the choice. Jesus is simply saying,
“Right, you've heard what I've got to say. Are you witle or not?” You cannot dither. You cannot



leave the choice to the last minute because you dooWkmhen that will be. You cannot avoid the
choice or kind of explain it away. John Stott pointd that hereé'Jesus cuts across our easy going
syncretism.” It’s either/or. And although it comes as a veraclénescapable couple of alternatives, it's
very much in the tradition of the Hebrew Scriptures, Old Testament. Moses tells the people of Israel
that they have t6Choose life” in his sermon ilbeuteronomy Joshua later tells the people that they have
to “Choose this day whom you will servePsalm 1makes the choice explicit once again. And it's there
right down to Bob Dylan’'§You Gotta Serve Somebody”

What's your choice? Are you going to make that conscitwasce to follow Jesus, to follow his narrow
way and work for his Kingdom, allowing him to transfoywur attitudes and values, so that eventually
you will join him for all eternity? Or are you going wander off down the broad way with everyone else,
content to let your values and attitudes be shaped byritwties and desires of this world — this world
which is so heavily influenced by the powers of daffesss and evil — and spend eternity, as you have spent
your life, cut off from God and all the good things he foais/ou? Let me say again, you have to choose.
To refuse to choose is to follow the broad way tordesibn, | can't really put it any more clearly than
that. Jesus uses a couple more illustrations whicimyesed Gordon will explore in the next couple of
weeks, but | can’t elaborate or expand on this simplesidacany further — it's up to you to choose.

Maybe you've chosen already — you chose to follow tlg wf Jesus, the path of the Kingdom — but
without realising it you’ve been drawn back to the otheth and now you're in danger of getting stuck on
that again. You need to do some of that asking, seekahgratking this morning, praying that God will
help you back to where you know you belong. Maybe youaxenthought about that choice. Well,
here’s the opportunity to make it before it’s too late.

We were going to sing a hymn that sums up that decisign;n just going to read you one verse of it —
Bryn Rees’s hymn about the Kingdom of God (it's on$beeen or at 651 iNlission Praisef you want
to refer to it later). This is verse 3.
The Kingdom of God
Is challenge and choice.
Believe the good news,
Repent and rejoice!
His love for us sinners
Brought Christ to the cross,
Our crisis of judgement
For gain or for loss.

Your “crisis of judgement? How will you respond?



“THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT - 10"
Matthew 7:7-14

Jesus’ teaching is reaching its climax and he is getting to the point of asking his listeners to make a
response. Jesus is speaking to people who are interested in what he has to say, people who have
recently been invited to join him, people who are disciples in the sense that they are learning from him,
but they are people who have yet to commit themselves wholly to following his way.

Jesus tells us what we need to do to try and adopt the attitudes he is setting out in this sermon — we
need to ask God for the help we need (see also James 1:5). That's what the first sentences of this
reading are all about. This isn’t about simply asking God for whatever you want and getting it but about
wanting to have our attitudes transformed and praying persistently that God will enable that to happen.
The words Jesus uses — not just asking but also "seeking”and "knocking”— are suggestive of people
who really are serious about getting an answer to their prayers for a transformed set of attitudes,
people who really do want God to change them.

And, Jesus goes on to say in w9-11, we can always be sure that he will respond to us graciously and
lovingly. If even flawed human fathers know how to give their children what they ask for, how much
more will God, the perfect Father, give us those things that we need! He will answer our prayers
because we are asking for the things he wants us to have anyway — transformed attitudes and new
ways of living and behaving.

When he does respond our transformed attitudes will be demonstrated in the way in which we relate to
others. This “Golden Rule” is often stated in the negative — "Dont do to others what you wouldn't want
them to do to you.” But Jesus goes far beyond what others have said. This is about a root and branch
transformation of attitude, about thinking as Jesus thinks, about being increasingly in tune with God and
his ways.

Which leads us to the choice that Jesus lays before his listeners, the stark choice with which we are
confronted in wi13,14. This is where it all starts to get really serious, eternally serious. You've got to
come down on one side or the other — there is NO middle way. And what is important is the destination
and the starkness of the choice. Jesus is simply saying, “Right, you've heard what I've got to say. Are
you with me or not?” (Look at Deuteronomy 30:19, Joshua 24, Psalm 1.)

Questions for discussion

1. Do you see vv7,8 as a general promise or a promise about being able to live as God wants? What
led you to that conclusion? How does it work in practice?

2. Verse 12 is often called "The Golden Rule”. Why do you think that is? Is it better/easier in the
positive form (as here) or the negative form (as in many other religions)? Why is it so difficult to
observe in the positive form?

" on

3. In what ways does “The Golden Rule” "sum up the Law and the Prophets”?

4. How much attention should we pay to the detail of Jesus’ illustration about the two gates/ways? Is

he saying that there are very few people who will actually be saved? What are the implications for
our evangelism?

5. Why do people resent having to make such a stark choice?



6. What do you find the most difficult aspects of Jesus’ teaching in The sermon On The Mount? Why?



