Bald? Missing an eye?  A place where you’re still loved!

Rev D Forster, Bryanston Methodist Church, 12 February 2006

Text:  Matt 9:9-13

INTRODUCTION.
Unfortunately a lot of our struggle and unhappiness in life comes from trying to impress, trying to live up to the expectations that others have of us so that we can be in with them.  My life is a testimony of that, and I have the scars to remind me daily of all the silly things I did as a child to impress, to be in.  The tatoos, the lost memories, the regrets... 

How much does God expect from us?  What does expect us to do to win His favour, His love, His provision, His healing, His care?  

"Did you ever see an unhappy horse?  Did you ever see a bird that had the blues?  One reason why birds and horses are not unhappy is because they are not trying to impress other birds and horses." -- Dale Carnegie
Today we are going to probe these questions and hopefully find some freedom and blessing along the way!

· So, you’re missing an eye?  So, you’re bald?  Who cares?  Here is where you belong!  You belong because you’re like me, you’re like us!  Perhaps a little bit worn, perhaps not so perfect.  

· However, this is ONE PLACE WHERE YOU ARE LOVED!!! You would think that with such an incredible offer of value and acceptance that people would be quieing to get in, to join a cell group, to come to worship, to spend time with other Christians and God.  Why don’t they do it?  Let’s see if we can get a few pointers.  Today we will be looking at what you need in order to belong to this incredible community!  BMC, a place where you belong!

1. Two common misconceptions about God’s acceptance.
· On the whole when I look at people in relation to God I see that they fit into one of two broad categories.   Interestingly the passage that we read today also highlights these two broad categories.  Let's take a look.

· A)  No Good (Matthew):  In verse 10 of our reading we hear how Matthew, and others like him, are classified.  They are called sinners.  Now, it is interesting to note that Matthew writes this of himself, referring to himself not as an outcast, because no doubt a Tax Collector would have had many Roman friends, not as a thief but he uses a very particular word.  The word he uses is sinner.  It shows where Matthew felt his greatest need for acceptance, not with the Jews, who would have labeled him as a traitor, but with God!  You see sin is primarily something that has do with one's spirit, one's state of being in relationship to God.

· The Greek word used for sin is amartia which means to miss the mark, to fall short of the target.  Which target would that be?  Paul gives us the answer to that in Romans 3:23 "For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God."

· I know so many people who are not in a relationship with God, counting themselves as outsiders, because they believe, as Matthew did, that they were not good enough for God.  I so often meet people who say, just let me sort this out, or that out.  Let me clean up my business, let me sort out my marriage, let me pay back the money, let me expose the lies, and then I can follow God.  As I am now I am not good enough to follow God.  Jesus gives the answer to this in Matthew 9:12 when he says "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick".  The good news is that there is no-one who is good enough for all.  What did Paul tell us in Romans 3:23 "All have fallen short..."  Do you think that you are too bad for God?

· B) Too Good (the Pharisees):  The second type of people that I encounter are those who feel that they are too good for God.  Again in verse 12 we see an extreme exposed.  Jesus tells the Pharisees that he desires mercy, not sacrifice.  Jesus was referring to the Pharisees, the religious, moral people of the day.  Those who should most easily have accepted and recognized him were the ones who despised him most.  Why?  Their indictment was that he ate with sinners (Matt 9:10)!  In other words, they felt the were better than him.

· Sadly I meet many people who feel that they are better than God, too good for God.  Most often they don't express it at clearly as this in their words, but their actions speak very loudly.  When one finds a person who believes they are totally self sufficient, that they have it all, can do it all and will go it alone, are they not saying "I am better than God?  My way is better than God's way?  God's way for my life is not as good as my own way?"  How many of us commit this sin, we believe that we are too good for God?  And, so because of this we become outsiders.

· These are the two extremes, and I think if the truth be told we vacillate between the two, sometimes feeling ashamed and not good enough for God, and sometimes feel so Good and in control that we are too good for God.  As you look at your life today, your situation, the things you rejoice about (your family, your possessions, your job) are you too God to acknowledge God?  Perhaps you are here with some struggles today, in need of healing or forgiveness, do you feel too bad for God?  Come on be honest!  Well, let's move on, if this is how we view ourselves, either too God, or too bad, let's see how God views us.

2. God's view of you!

· Our passage today gives us a wonderful perspective on how God views people.  Even though we may think that we are no good, or too good, God has a view of us that is eternal, and important.   The first thing that we can see from our reading today is:

· A)  God loves us in spite of who we are and what we do!  (v. 13b).  Illus.:  It was 1944, and Bert Frizen was an infantryman on the front lines in Europe. American forces had advanced in the face of intermittent shelling and small-arms fire throughout the morning hours, but now all was quiet. His patrol reached the edge of a wooded area with an open field before them. Unknown to the Americans, a battery of Germans waited in a hedgerow about two hundred yards across the field.  Bert was one of two scouts who moved out into the clearing. Once he was halfway across the field, the remainder of his battalion followed. Suddenly the Germans opened fire, and machine gun fire ripped into both of Bert's legs. The American battalion withdrew into the woods for protection, while a rapid exchange of fire continued.  Bert lay helplessly in a small stream as shots volleyed overhead. There seemed to be no way out. To make matters worse, he now noticed that a German soldier was crawling toward him. Death appeared imminent; he closed his eyes and waited. To his surprise, a considerable period passed without the expected attack, so he ventured opening his eyes again. He was startled to see the German kneeling at his side, smiling. He then noticed that the shooting had stopped. Troops from both sides of the battlefield watched anxiously. Without any verbal exchange, this mysterious German reached down to lift Bert in his arms and proceeded to carry him to the safety of Bert's comrades.  Having accomplished his self-appointed mission, and still without speaking a word, the German soldier turned and walked back across the field to his own troop. No one dared break the silence of this sacred moment. Moments later the cease-fire ended, but not before all those present had witnessed how one man risked everything for his enemy.  Bert's life was saved through the compassion of a man whom he considered his enemy. This courageous act pictures what Jesus did for us. Lynn McAdam, West Germany.  Leadership, Vol. 17, no. 4.

·  God loves us just as we are.  We can never explain why, but I suppose the closest I can come to understanding it is the love that I have for my little girl Courtney.  No matter what she does, no matter how mad she makes me, I will always love her.  God, our heavenly Father, must feel so much more for us His children!  You know there is that saying "only a mother could love him".  Well, I believe that the same applies for us with God.  Sometimes only God could love us, and amazingly He does!  He loves us to the point of sacrificing his everything, his whole life, to care for us.  Why?
· B)  God can see the potential in you!  Do you realize who wrote the Gospel text from which we get the story of Matthew?  It was Matthew!  Surely when Jesus saved Matthew, when he called him and showed him Grace he knew the many great things that Matthew would achieve, he knew that Matthew would write a Gospel that would bless Millions of Millions of people throughout all ages!  Now, this is one thing that I have learnt in my time in the ministry, there is no sinner without potential.  There is no person who has not got the ability to do wonderful and blessed things for God!
·  God sees every person here filled with wonderful potential.  The potential to participate in His wonderful work of bringing healing, through showing the miracle of grace at work in their lives, of fostering relationships, through showing the wonderful way in which a relationship with God has changed their lives...  and the list goes on!  
· "The potential of the average person is like a huge ocean unsailed, a new continent unexplored, a world of possibilities waiting to be released and channeled toward some great good." -- Brian Tracy  AND "Every man dies. Not every man truly lives." – Braveheart

· God gives us grace, he shows us mercy and allows us the wonder of a new start in order to be free to start again.  Some people struggle to understand this concept of Grace.  Nicky Gumbel gives a wonderful illustration of what Grace is Illus.:  the car who tells him to back up, driving off is forgiveness, shacking hands is reconciliation, buying an ice cream is grace!
· So God's view of you is gracious.  God created each one of us with potential, He made each of us to do great things.  Even if, and when, we fail, God sees us through eyes of grace and potential, just as Jesus saw Matthew, a sinner – a tax collector, who became a leading Christian and Gospel writer!  Are you brave enough to accept the Grace God offers you?  Are you willing to have a new start, to begin to live out your God given potential?
3. So, what does God require of you to be accepted?

· This all sounds great!  No matter how good or bad I think I am, God is good enough for me!  God sees potential in me and wants to shower me in grace to start again.  So the question is what do I need to do in order to win this favor?   Most of us have become accustomed to having to pay, do, or earn something.  Well, let's see what our text tells us about what God requires 
· A)  Not religion!  The first thing that we can learn, which was really the point of this whole story as Matthew records it, is that we don't need to DO anything to win God's favor (see v. 13).  This was the mistake that the Pharisees made.  They thought that by living the letter of the law, by being religious they could impress God and so win his favor and earn his grace.  Jesus shows them the opposite.  The insiders are not those who are religious, but those who hearts are changed!  Sadly I still encounter people who think that religion will win them God's favor, attendance at Church, giving their tithe, being a member of a church.  No, these things will never win God's favor!  So then what is required if it is not action, or doing something?
· B)  Love and relationship with God.  The thing that set Matthew aside from the Pharisees is that he developed a relationship with God.  How do we know this?  Well, the whole of the Gospel of Matthew is a testimony to the fact that Matthew got his act together.  He didn't become a more devout Jew, no, he got to know Jesus!  That was how he could write this Gospel.  The question is how well do you know Jesus?  Matthew knew him well enough to discern his voice and simply get up and follow him when Jesus called (read v.9).  Can you honestly say that you know Jesus well enough to be able to discern his voice among the many voices that are calling you to follow?  Can you honestly say that you trust the voice of Jesus enough that when he tells you to follow him, you will be able to get up and do it without hesitation?  Perhaps it is time that we stop following other voices, and starting listening for and following the voice of Jesus!  His is the only voice that can save, that can heal, that can set us free.  But, unless we know it, unless we know him, we can never follow.
CONCLUSION.
So, today we have heard all about insiders and outsiders.  We heard about those who thought they were no good, and those who thought they were too good.  We heard more importantly what God's view of all of us is.  Everyone is good enough for God, why?  Because God sees us through eyes of grace and He sees our potential!  What must one do to get the blessing and love of God?  NOTHING, but you must believe and feel something.  It is not about religion, but about relationship with God!  For Matthew that relationship was summed up in some very scary words "Follow me", he had to know Jesus enough to trust him, and know his voice enough to be able to discern it.  Do you know Jesus enough?  The good news today is that Jesus says to every person who is here today "I have the best plan for your life, no matter what is past, I can see the potential in you, because I created you.  All you have to do is follow me, get to know me, spend time in relationship with me!"  As Jesus asks this of you, what will you do?  Insider or outsider?  The choice is yours.  AMEN.
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