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We are starting a new series today which I have entitled 'Troubling Texts'.  A chance for us to look at biblical texts or verses in the Scriptures which we find difficult to understand or trouble us in some way. 

I want this series to address things you find difficult, that's why a few weeks ago I gave you the opportunity to tell me what verses you struggled with, and thank you to those of you who have submitted your verses to me which we will look at over the coming weeks.  I started preparing for this series a few weeks ago whilst Bob was here to give me time then to do my reading and praying around those texts you gave me.  So, under 'Troubling Texts' I am going to begin to look at a few of the Hard Sayings of Jesus, just to get us started.
I also said in that email to you outlining this series that we could widen this to include, not just 'Troubling Texts', but what I call 'Critical Questions for Curious Christians'.  In other words, I asked for general questions about the Christian faith.  We'll move on to those after we have looked at a number of 'Troubling Texts'

So, as I said, just to get us started, I am going to look at some of those hard sayings of Jesus.

I'm sure like most people you have found yourself saying something like, “What does Jesus mean by that?”  Some of the things Jesus said are undoubtedly hard to understand..... some of the things he says don't sit comfortably with us if we believe that God is loving and compassionate and full of grace and mercy.  Sometimes what he says can even seem to contradict what he said on another occasion. 

I think sometimes we can fall into the trap not admitting our struggles with some of the things Jesus said because we think we should know what he meant...  or we don't admit that we have questions because we wonder what other people with think of us if we question that saying.... we don't like to own up to our ignorance.  But, remember, Jesus was a very gifted teacher and he would never dismiss or write off anybody who was searching for a fuller and deeper understanding.

If that doesn't encourage you, then do not become dismayed or discouraged – you are in very good company!  Just look at the disciples. Whatever else may be said about them, we have to acknowledge that they were a bit slow on the spiritual uptake!  They were slow to understand.  Look at Mark 9: 30-32 for a moment: “They left that place and passed through Galilee.  Jesus did not want anyone to know where they were, because he was teaching his disciples.  He said to them, 'The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of  men.  They will kill him, and after three days he will rise'.  But they did not understand what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it.”
Isn't that interesting?  There they were, in an in-depth teaching session put on specially for them by Jesus, sitting under the feet of the most gifted teacher ever, and not only did they not understand what he was saying, they didn't even dare to question him about it.  There were obviously some 'troubling texts' there for the disciples!

Or, take take the Parable of the Sower in Matthew, Mark and Luke.  An important parable.... a parable Jesus outlined in some detail, but the disciples just didn't get it. So they waited until the crowds left (no doubt because they didn't want the people to know, as Jesus' disciples, they didn't get it!) and then asked Jesus to explain it to them.  Another 'troubling text' for the disciples.

Then there was another occasion in Matt15-15, when Peter, having heard Jesus talking to the Pharisees about things clean and unclean, said to him, “Explain the parable to us.”  And what was Jesus' reply? “Are you still so dull?” or, in another translation, (NKJV), “Are you also still without understanding? In other words, “don't you get it, Peter.... don't you see?”  Another 'troubling text' for Peter and the rest of the disciples.

Now, I could go on and give you the other occasions when the disciples found what Jesus had to say difficult to understand, (For example, Luke 8:9; John 7:36; John 16:18; Luke 18:34),  but hopefully you are getting the message – it's OK to have those 'troubling texts'.... it's OK to have questions... it's right to want clarification.... the disciples did – so you and I are are in good company!

And remember this.  Look at the way Jesus handled Thomas, rather unkindly nicknamed 'Doubting Thomas'. Thomas wasn't so much doubting, he was curious.   He had questions and he wanted answers.  Even when he said he would not believe until he saw the nail marks in Jesus' hands, Jesus didn't give up on him... he didn't castigate him for being slow to understand, he took his questions seriously.  More than that, we see that he was kind, patient and understanding with Thomas, and he is, and will be, with you and me with our questions.  So let's get started with our first 'troubling text' in our series.

Because we have had a bit of teaching this week by way of introduction to the series, I have chosen a hard saying of Jesus that isn't really too hard to understand.... I think that's maybe what's called an oxymoron!  

We're looking at what Jesus says in Matt. 5:29-30 from one of our readings this morning.  Let me read it to you again.  All sounds a bit harsh... a bit extreme.... totally over the top.  What is the point Jesus is making here?  Now, I hope you realise that Jesus doesn't mean us to take what he says here literally!  That may be a bit obvious, but believe it or not, some Christians have interpreted it literally.  Take Origen for example, one of the early Church Fathers.  He dates from the third century; he died in 254AD.  He was a respected scholar and a prolific writer, and an ascetic.  He decided to have himself castrated because of the problem of lust.  Presumably he thought that would make him more spiritual – we saw a few weeks ago that there really is no place for asceticism in true spirituality, but Origen obviously didn't get that.  So, a rather extreme (and painful!) attempt to put into practice what he thought Jesus was teaching.

So, if we are not meant to take it literally, what is the point here? What is Jesus driving at?  He's getting his hearers to face up to a real problem..... the greatest problem in the world.

Ask people in the world (unbelievers) what is the greatest problem the world faces, you will probably get a range of answers which would include things like nuclear disarmament, global warming... climate change... terrorism... poverty.... global population explosion  etc. etc.    You would not get anybody saying that the greatest problem facing the world is the problem of sin.  It would not even be on their agenda.... it wouldn't even enter their thinking.

Ask the same question to people who might see themselves as 'religious'... who might be called 'God believers'.... people who might be called 'self-righteous'.... and they would probably come up with similar answers.  Now it's people like that that Jesus is addressing here.  These people think of themselves as 'good enough'... they have no doubt that they are good enough for God to accept them just as they are.  These people don't think they need any help from God.  They don't see any need for a Saviour – they have nothing to be saved from.  They don't need someone to die for their sins, they think they can handle it on their own.  They may be aware of the problem of sin – usually in others (!), but for them, it's no big deal.  Now it's people like that that Jesus is addressing here.  It's people who think like that whom Jesus is challenging here.  

This whole section in Matthew 5 (The Sermon on the Mount) has one main purpose – to open people's eyes to the seriousness of sin.  He does it by referring to the accepted view on a number of issues by saying,'You have heard that it was said...' but then goes on to challenge the accepted view introduced by, 'But I tell you...'.  That is exactly the method he uses when addressing the issue of adultery.  “You have heard that it was said, 'Do not commit adultery' – that was the accepted view.  People knew it was wrong.... people knew that it was a sin, so, if they didn't commit adultery they could pat themselves on the back because they thought they were 'righteous'.   Then Jesus says, and here comes the challenge, “But I tell you that anyone one who has looked at a woman lustfully has committed adultery with her in his heart”.  Now how 'righteous' do you think you are?

What Jesus does in this passage to get people to see the seriousness of sin, is to emphasise to them the 3 D's of sin - the depth of sin, the deceit of sin and the destructiveness of sin.

He shows us the depth of sin.  People so easily think of themselves as 'righteous' if they don't commit the act of adultery or murder or whatever, but Jesus is saying 'You have an inadequate view of sin... a shallow view of sin.   It's not just the act, it's the attitude.  It's not just avoiding the act, but it's what you think.  You may never commit the external act, but the very thought of it is equally sinful.'  In other words, what's going on in your mind? What's going on in your heart?  Begin to look inside yourself and then you will see just how sinful you are.  Look inside yourself and then you will begin to see the depth of sin... then you will begin to see your desperate need of the Saviour.... then you will understand why I say, “You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must be born again'” (John 3:7).  You're not 'righteous' as you like to think you are.  You're desperately wicked. You need a new nature.  You need a new heart.

He points out too, the deceit of sin. It's ironic, isn't it, that sin, that destroyed our relationship with God, and sin that distorts and destroys human relationships and sin that caused the bondage of creation to decay (Rom.8:21), can end up making us think we are 'respectable'!  Quite incredible.  But that is the power of sin to deceive.  Sin makes us look away from ourselves and seek to blame other people... other institutions.... other ideologies, for the problems of the world.  It's never 'our' fault... it's never 'my' fault. 'I'm OK, thank you very much, but look at him... look at her.... no wonder the world is in such a mess.  We can always find people to compare ourselves with favourably who make us look and feel good – 'I'm not as bad as him... I don't do things like that!  If only the world was full of people like me!'  The power of sin to deceive.  The accepted norm is for people to think they are respectable.  Jesus comes along and says, 'You may think you are respectable on the outside, but inside you are rotten to the core.  If you can't see that, you are deceived.'

And lastly, he emphasises the destructiveness of sin.  Sin, which people in the world don't even think about... sin, a word which is hardly used by people in the world any more (they talk in terms of 'a mistake' or 'an error of judgement', but never an admission of  sin).  Sin, which religious people or self-righteous people don't see as a big problem.... who don't see it as any big deal... who trivialise it.... who downplay its  seriousness, to these people Jesus says,'You don't downplay the seriousness of sin.  Sin is the biggest problem facing the world and it's the biggest, most dangerous problem you have to face in your own life'.  Why? Because sin is so destructive... so severe.... so dangerous, it ultimately sends people to hell.  So you don't mess about with sin.  You don't tolerate sin in your life.  You don't encourage sin in your life.  Sin is so serious, so dangerous, it is better to deal harshly with ourselves to cut off the source of that sin because of what it can do.
The seriousness of sin.  Now, just in case you think I'm going on about this a bit too much.... or in case you think I'm overstating the point, I would only say to you, bear in mind just how serious Jesus viewed the problem of sin.  But in case you need convincing of that, let me end with a story which will underline what I'm trying to say.
I read of a minister in Australia who preached a very strong series on the corruption of man and the seriousness of sin.  One of the church officers made an appointment to see the minister and tried to get him to tone down what he was saying because he thought that in some way what he was saying about man's corruption might in turn corrupt  the young people in the church and in some way encourage them to become sinners.  'Don't keep talking about sin', he was saying.  'Don't keep emphasising man's corruption, refer to it as a 'mistake' or something similar, but stop talking about sin!'
 The minister took down a small bottle from a nearby cabinet and showed it to the man and said to him, “Do you see that label? The minister took down a small bottle from the cabinet  The man said, “Yes  It says ‘strychnine,’ and underneath that in bold red letters is the word ‘poison”.

“Do you know what you are asking me to do? You’re suggesting that I change the label.  Suppose I do, and paste over it the words, ‘Essence of Peppermint.’  Do you see what might happen?  Someone would use it not knowing the danger involved and would die.  And so it is, too, with the matter of sin.  The milder you make the label, the more dangerous you make the poison.”  That's exactly what the world does – and perhaps we should expect that from those in the world, but sadly, that is exactly what some in the church are doing... changing the label and making more dangerous the poison.  We cannot downplay the seriousness of sin by making the label 'milder' as though it is harmless.  Jesus certainly didn't do that and nor must we.  We must speak of the issue. - we must be aware ourselves, and warn others of the seriousness of sin.
I very much like what another early church Father said, this time Chrysostom (Bishop of Constantinople): “I fear nothing but sin.”  His fearless preaching in the 4th century meant that he had many enemies in high places... he was exiled twice by the Emperor who used the army to remove him.  He didn't fear the Emperor, he didn't fear other bishops, he didn't fear other clergy, he didn't fear the army, he didn't fear death, but he did fear sin.  

We need to understand that too.  We need to come to that point ourselves.  We are not to fear anything in the world.... we are not to fear people... we are not to fear anything that maybe happening in the church – but we are to fear sin.  We need to be able to say, “I fear nothing but sin”.  Recognise the seriousness of sin.  Fear sin – sin that destroys us.... sin that robs us of our power.... sin that leads us into error... sin that confuses us... sin, that ultimately damns people to an eternal  hell.  Fear sin, yes, but then be prepared to take whatever action is required to root it out of our lives. That is the thrust of Jesus' teaching here.  Amen.
