
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Sixth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 16 & 111
1st lesson:
Isaiah 57:11-19
2nd lesson:
Matthew 5:17-26
"Christian Righteousness"
In the Gospel lesson for today, we see the Lord's concern with our attitudes and motives, from which our actions proceed – "Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time. Thou shall not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment; but I say unto you, that whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment . . ."'

You must not have the legalistic righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees, He said, with its great emphasis on outward acts (such as the ceremonial washing of hands at certain points during meals); you must have a true, inner righteousness, marked by love, forgiveness of others and humility. He was restating that ancient admonition of God to Samuel, "Man looketh on the outward appearance, but the Lord looketh on the heart." (1st Samuel 16:7)
In the Collect for today, we prayed that God would "pour into our hearts such love toward" Himself that the chief attitude, motive and aim of our lives may be that we love Him "above all things;" as we are commanded to do in the first of the two great commandments, to love God with all our being. This Collect also implies the love we are commanded to have toward our fellow human beings. Love is the reason for the commandments; love is the great motive for keeping them.

As Saint John wrote in his first epistle, where he reminds us that God sent His Son to die for our sins, "Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one another." (1st John 4:11) Saint Paul wrote to the Romans, "Owe no man anything, but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law." Indeed, he said, the commandments are "comprehended" or summed up in this, "Thou shall love thy neighbor as thyself;" and he went on to explain that this statement is true because "love worketh no ill to his neighbour; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law." (Romans 13:8-10)
In this section of the Sermon on the Mount from which today's Gospel comes, with its great emphasis on the attitudes and motives which affect us, our Lord must have had in mind the prophet Jeremiah's saying about a new covenant – "Behold, the days come, saith the Lord, that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah. . . . I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts . . ." (Jeremiah 31:31, 33)
Righteousness will not come in the outward observance of externally imposed obligations; it will come from a new life – given because God has led His people into a new covenant written on their hearts. Obedience will not be given simply or only from a sense of moral obligation; it will come from the gratitude and love which springs out of fellowship with God, Who has made all this possible through the forgiveness of our sins.

Christ's disciples were criticized for failing to observe the proper washing of their hands when eating. He took the occasion to emphasize again the key importance of a person's inner life. His critics. He said, were an example of those about whom Isaiah had spoken, who honored God with their lips, but their hearts were far from Him. He went on to talk about clean and unclean foods, and declared all foods clean when He said, "There is nothing outside a man which by going into him can defile him." Then he reemphasized the importance of the life of the soul by saying that the things which come out of man are what defile him; and illustrated what he meant by giving a list of the dreadful things that originate in human hearts: "For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, an evil eye, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and defile the man." (Mark 721-23)

The book of Proverbs says that even though a person's ways may be pure in his own eyes, "the Lord weighs the spirit." (Proverbs 16:2) Those who criticized Christ and His disciples certainly believed that their ways were pure, but their spirits were lacking in the temper of charity which a true follower of God should have had. Saint Paul talks about this matter in the Epistle for today, saying that as Christ was raised from the dead, "Even so we also should walk in newness of life." (Romans 6:4) He likens baptism to being buried and becoming dead to sin, and then rising to a new life in Christ, as He rose from the dead. This means a life inwardly dedicated to God and His ways, with God's law of love written in our hearts, as Jeremiah said it would be in the new Covenant. You will be, wrote Paul, "dead Indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord." By God's grace, we can learn and grow in that new life which we promise to live every time that we come to Communion; or that Godly, righteous, and sober life" which we ask God's help to live in Morning Prayer.
The attitude and motive of Christian love can't be within us unless we are, as the New Testament puts it, in Christ and He in us; as we pray in the Prayer of Humble Access in Communion, "that we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us." As someone has said, "We cannot live our physical life unless we are in the air and the air in us; unless we are in Christ, and Christ in us, we cannot live the life of God."

We may not be mentally or emotionally aware of Christ's presence in us, but we know it by faith, and we see the results of His presence in the lives of those around us in the Church. We know that He is with us through our worship of Him, through our prayers and the reading and hearing of scripture, through the sacraments and in our attempts to be faithful to Him in our daily lives.
We know that we need Him and His Spirit at work within our stubborn hearts; for otherwise, who can even begin to work toward the standard He sets for us here in the Sermon on the Mount? As has been pointed out, our Lord is telling us here that it's not enough to refrain from committing murder; the only thing sufficient is never even to want to commit it. He tells us that thoughts are as important as deeds; therefore, it's not enough to refrain from sinful acts; the only thing that is enough is not even to want to commit them, and then to go on to an active and outreaching love for our fellow man.
We are judged not only by what we do, but also by the desires which never result in actions. We are not fully on the way of Christian goodness until we never even desire to do a forbidden thing. With this standard of goodness before us, we are thrown back upon God's mercy, love and forgiveness; upon the presence of Christ in our hearts; and upon our prayer for His gift of love for Him and for our fellow human beings.
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