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Sermon: “New Rules to Live By”

Scripture Reading

*Matthew 5:17-22; 38-48

[Jesus said] “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  

“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire. 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also;  and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well;  anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.  Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.  

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,  so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.  For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.  

Introduction: 
Even little children know that there are some things you had better get right, or you can get yourself into big trouble! This past week I came across an article entitled "Great truths about life that little children have learned." Here are some of them:

No matter how hard you try, you can't baptize cats.

When your mom is mad at your dad, don't let her brush your hair.

If your sister hits you don't hit her back; they always catch the second person.

Never ask your three-year-old brother to hold a tomato.

You can't trust dogs to watch your food.

Puppies still have bad breath even after eating a tic tac.

Never hold a dust buster and a cat at the same time.

You cannot hide a piece of broccoli in a glass of milk.

Don't wear polka dot underwear under white shorts.
Clearly, all of these truths have been learned though experience. Isn’t his the way most of our learning in life happens? When we do something that doesn’t work out, hopefully, we learn from the experience and do things differently the next time.

Well, in this morning’s Scripture reading from the Gospel of Matthew, it appears that Jesus wants to help us get it right the first time so we won’t get ourselves into trouble! 

Some of the old rules had apparently lost their “oomph” (impact.) Apparently, God’s people had become a bit too comfortable with them—to the point where some had even become smug about having obeyed them. It was time for clarification and revision. 

So Jesus, true to his nature, challenged the people. In this portion of his sermon on the mount, he took some of the laws that had been written down and some of those that had been passed down through the years by word of mouth and gave them a new spin. Let’s take a closer look…  
The time comes for every one of us 

when our old ways of thinking and behaving 

no longer work.

One day we discover 

that he rules we have been living by 

fit us no better than 

the clothes we wore as toddlers. 

And we realize that it is time for a change.
This is what age and experience are supposed to do to us
cause us—even force us 
--to reevaluate our long-held beliefs. 
It’s all part of the “growing up” process.

As we also know,

"older” is not necessarily “wiser."

Wisdom is something we have to work toward and pray for.

Jesus definitely had it. 

He knew what was best fro human beings,

 and he wasn’t afraid to speak out about it.

And when we listen to his words it doesn’t take long to discover 
that many of the central themes of the Christian faith 
run counter to 
the prevailing beliefs and values 
of society. 
Even today, ours is a culture that values material abundance and prosperity.

And yet, Jesus’ words still apply, saying, "Blessed are the poor." 
Our culture 
fears death and suffering 

and we do our best 

to avoid these things.

And yet, 

the Christian faith teaches 
that suffering holds redemptive power, 
it sees suffering and death 
as the gateway to life. 
Our culture says that it’s each man for himself

--that it’s a dog eat dog world.

But the Christian faith,

through baptism,

gathers all who believe

into one big family

--reaching out to help one another. 
--a "community of love" as St. Augustine described us. 

Our culture resists against mixing religion and politics; 
even though 

many of the things Jesus taught

were highly political.

The truth is…

Jesus’ teachings still are highly countercultural. 
Six such issues 

are mentioned 

in this section of 
the sermon on the mount.




and this morning’s Scripture reading






includes three.

That’s look briefly at each of them


and see what we can learn.

You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire. 

I especially like the way the version of the Bible called The Message says it:

I’m telling you that anyone who is so much as angry with a brother or sister is guilty of murder. Carelessly call a brother ‘idiot!’ and you just might find yourself hauled into court. Thoughtlessly yell ‘stupid’ at a sister and you are on the brink of hellfire. The simple moral fact is that words kill. 

Clearly, 

the person who made up the saying 

“sticks and stones may break my bones

but words will never hurt me”





either never read this passage






or disregarded it.

Words do hurt.


They can hurt very badly.

We don’t have to look very far in today’s society


to see the damage words can do to a person.

Just this past year 

we heard on the news

of an incident in our own country




where a young girl committed suicide




after being bullied repeatedly 

by her classmates.

The incident adds a whole new dimension of meaning 

to the statement



“words kill.”

Words can and do kill--they murder the spirit 

…and oftentimes the body.

I am reminded of an old hymn the church of my younger years used to sing,


“Angry Words.”

Some of you may remember the words too:

Angry words! O let them never,
From the tongue unbridled slip,
May the heart's best impulse ever,
Check them ere they soil the lip.

Love is much too pure and holy,
Friendship is too sacred far,
For a moment's reckless folly,
Thus to desolate and mar.

Angry words are lightly spoken,
Bitterest thoughts are rashly stirred,
Brightest links of life are broken,
By a single angry word.

Love one another thus saith the Savior,
Children obey the Father's blest command,


And Jesus takes this a giant step forward, saying:

“If you are angry with a brother or sister, 
you will be liable to judgment.”
…words of wisdom for those who want to be wise.

And this brings us to the second subject Jesus talked about 

in today’s Scripture reading:



What to do 

when someone actually harms you.

 “You have heard that it was said,” Jesus said, 

‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also;  and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well;  anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.  Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.  

This is a hard teaching to accept.
Immediately upon hearing these words, 

our shoulders tighten


and we begin to think of exceptions,




like…

But what it a child on the playground keeps picking on my child?


If I don’t let him hit back 
it will go on forever

…and it will get worse!  


This is just one example of the many difficult situations we encounter in life.

One thing we know for certain:

as grown-ups,



we are called to do the best we can




to protect the little ones 

and the vulnerable ones
who live among us.

And even though the old rule 
“an eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth” 

still prevails in some countries of the world,
in this country,

it is the job of all who are in positions of authority,

to protect those who cannot protect themselves.

As we see in countries 

where eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth 

is the accepted rule

there is all-out chaos 
on city streets.

Jesus knew how badly things could end up,

and this is why he said turn the other cheek




and go the second mile.

The fear, of course,

 is that if we applied this rule,

evil would just take over.

But the word of God assures us that

 whatever is born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world. Who is he who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? 

Jesus has given us a new and better way to deal with evil. 
His teaching 

is always congruent 
with his mission 

and his ministry.

And this leads us 

to the third and final teaching 

that we have before us this morning. 

“You have heard that it was said,” [ Jesus says] ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…” 

Now this may be the most difficult teaching of all.

How exactly does a person go about loving his or her enemies?

Well, as we know from other Scriptures in the New Testament,



love is not manifest by the way we feel. 

Love is proven--by our actions.
Jesus Christ himself 
demonstrated this most clearly



in that:
“he gave his life for us

while we were yet sinners.

This proves his love for us.

And so, we, in turn, are commanded: 

to love even our enemies

--to pick up our cross 

and follow him



--by giving our lives for them








--in whatever way necessary.

The story is told…

by Patrick Morley, author of the book Man in the Mirror, about a group of fishermen who landed in a secluded bay in Alaska and had a great day fishing for salmon. But when they returned to their sea plane, it was aground because of the fluctuating tides. They had no option except to wait until the next morning till the tides came in. But when they took off, they only got a few feet off the ground and then crashed down into the sea. Being aground the day before had punctured one of the pontoons, and it had filled up with water. 

The sea plane slowly began to sink. The three men and a 12-year-old son of one of them, Mark, prayed and then jumped into the icy waters to swim to shore. The water was cold, and the riptide was strong, and two of the men reached the shore exhausted. They looked back, and their companion, who was also a strong swimmer, did not swim to shore because his 12-year-old son wasn't strong enough to make it. They saw that father with his arms around his son being swept out to sea. He chose to die with his son rather than to live without him.
This is what it means to pick up our cross and follow Jesus

--to do whatever is necessary



to love 

as God loves us.

At the end of today’s Scripture passage 
we hear one more stark and startling demand made of us by Jesus:  
"Be perfect."  

This is by far 

the ultimate of commands! 

All Christians know 

that no one is perfect—


no one but Jesus, that is!

“So what are we supposed to do with this?”

Well, we do well to remember that it is God's perfect love 
and not our own moral and spiritual striving 
that has the power to make us perfect. 
As we do our part to mature 

in our relationship with God and with others,

God's perfect love emboldens us

and sustains us to swim against the currents of our culture 
when those currents flow counter 
to the will of God. 
If we will do our best,


God will do the rest


--and we will be made perfectly whole. 

It’s all part of God’s plan for humankind.

And this is why Jesus did not come to abolish the law and the prophets. 
But rather to fulfill them
--to complete them


so that we could become complete

 



--perfect and holy in his sight.
Those who desire to enter the Kingdom of God

will not resist the changes that are required. 
For we have been given a promise 

--that Jesus is making all things new.

We can look back and see the process at work.

He who was present at creation came to earth as a baby; 
he was cradled in a feed trough; 
and he died on a cross, 
just like a common criminal. 
But that was not the end of the story.

After his body was placed in the tomb

he arose and lived again,



revealing to humankind

that death is not the end.

For those who are willing to live by to the teachings of Christ,

no matter how different they are from the world’s standards,

life is a learning process,

and death is just a small part of it.

The world says, “Life is difficult, and then you die.”

But Jesus says, “Life is difficult, and then you live!”
Eternal life awaits us.
And we will dwell with the Lord forever! 

Halleluiah! Praise God for this great promise! 

It keeps us going and growing. 

It gives us hope.

And now, let us seek God’s direction 

as we strive to become 
the person God has created us to be

--not self-righteous,

but exceedingly righteous. 

There is a beautiful prayer in our hymnal
--one that will help us 
express the desires of our hearts and minds.

It is located on page 493,
and it is entitled,



Three Things I Pray…



Let us now pray this prayer aloud together…
