The Teaching of Jesus 					3/2/47





Scripture:  Matthew 4: 25 - 5: 12b





Text:  Matthew 5: 21a, 22a;  “Ye have heard that it was said by 				them of old time ..........  But I say unto you ......”





Many people who are not scholarly students of the New Testament do not realize that the opening book of the New Testament is not the first written nor the oldest.  Careful students of the New Testament believe that the book of James was probably the first of the New Testament books to be completed.  That was about the year 50 AD.  Two or three years later, Paul wrote letters to the Thessalonians, which seem to be the oldest of his letters.  Most of the rest of his letters - those to the Galatians, the Corinthians, the Romans, the Philippians, to Philemon, the Colossians, the Ephesians, to Timothy and Titus - all these and two or three more books seem to have been written before any of the Gospels.  And even among the Gospels, it seems certain that the first written was Mark, about 68 AD or a little later, with Matthew following around the year 70 AD.





The gospel of Mark seems to have been written from notes or earlier accounts which are long since lost.  The gospel of Matthew evidently drew as well from some such notes and also from Mark.





The books of the New Testament which were, in the early history of the Christian Church, to be declared sacred and worthy to be included in the canon, were not hastily written.  Rather the Gospels were complied from early notes with great care.  Though they each record some of the important matters regarding the coming of the Christ into the world, they also differ, each from the other, in the material each writer seems to have thought important to keep for all future time.





Each of the four gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) gives us a picture of the life and the importance of Jesus.  For today, and each of the next three Sundays, I want to discuss with you a few features of these four portraits of the Master.  Today, it will be Matthew - the second to be written, but the one we see first on opening the New Testament.  Tradition has it that the writer of the book is the disciple, Matthew, who, as Levi, the tax-gatherer, was called to direct discipleship by our Lord.





Scholars are a little inclined to believe, however, that the author is not the apostle, Matthew, but rather someone who knew him, wrote down the things Matthew remembered and also used some of the material written in the book of Mark.





The Gospel of Matthew is one of the most attractive books ever written, and has exercised a very wide influence in the world, both among Christian people and those who are outside the Christian faith.  The great glory of the book of Matthew is the discourses, or the teachings of Jesus.  These seem to have been remembered and written down by Matthew himself, and arranged by the writer with the purpose in mind (though he didn’t say so) of demonstrating that Jesus is the true Messiah.  And so, in our use of the gospel of Matthew for today, we are concerned with the teaching of Jesus.





Jesus taught with a strong note of high confidence and authority that inspired great confidence in his hearers - particularly in common folk who had no vested interest in the religious practices of the experts of the day.  “Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time ---- But I say unto you.”  This was the direct, uncompromised tone of his discourses which people heard so gladly and eagerly.  The Sermon on the Mount, as it is called, began with the Beatitudes.  What shall bring happiness to the individual person?  (1)  Happy are the poor in spirit (or those who have their own spiritual lack), for the kingdom of heaven belongs to them.  (2)  Blessed are the mourners.  They shall be consoled.  (3)  Blessed are the humble; they will inherit the earth.  (4)  Happy are those who hunger and thirst for goodness; they shall be filled.  (5)  Blessed are the merciful!  They will find mercy.  (6)  Happy are the pure in heart!  They will see God.  (7)  Blessed are the peacemakers.  They are sons of God.  (8)  Happy are those who, for goodness’ sake, have been persecuted.  The kingdom of heaven is theirs.





Those are revolutionary truths attacking directly the man-made notion that happiness is for those who are proud, with no bereavement or other cause for sorrow; those who are not too restricted by the religious standards of goodness, who can enjoy a little sophisticated dirt; who have avoided or escaped persecution; and so on.  The Beatitudes have brought untold heartening to downcast people for ages - and do so today.





And then (Matthew writes) Jesus compared his sincere followers to various well-known, familiar, vital things - to light.  “You people are the light of the world; don’t hide it; let it shine.”





“You are like salt.”  O what confidence that statement must have called up in the lives of Jesus’ hearers!  And how we need to listen for the same assurance today!





The people who first heard that teaching, 1,900 years ago, were  humble folk - fishermen, peasants, perhaps some craftsmen, and some unskilled laborers.  What a daring evidence of the confidence Jesus had in consecrated, common folks!  And you remember that this common “salt” in the lives of ordinary people, was so potent that the mighty Roman Empire took alarm over it, tried to suppress it and after years finally dissolved before it.  Councils used to say, “What are we going to do?  Those who are turning the world upside down are coming here too!  What shall we do to suppress these Christians?”  They tried persecution and torture, ostracism and execution.  And yet the salt went right on seasoning the souls of people, redeeming and saving them from the decay of an era-gone-corrupt.





Salt should be fresh - not so mixed with all sorts of other things as to lose its tang - its saltiness.  Furthermore, it has to be applied to that which needs its seasoning --- rubbed into the fresh meat that is to be put away for a while, sprinkled over what is to be preserved.  It must be available in sufficient quantity to prevent the process of decay.  And only pure salt can prevent decay.





If our world is to be saved from decay -- (and there is an alarming amount of decadence among the peoples of the earth) -- We who have received the Christian gospel must be the salt which can season and preserve and cure the world.





Statesmen, financiers, military experts and administrators will determine procedures and plans for curing the world’s major ills.  But you and I and Christian folk everywhere must be the salt of the plans.





There are homes to be rebuilt;  there are ragged, hungry people to be warmed, clothed and fed.  You can’t feed the Bread of Life to people whose stomachs are empty.  There are many calls for help.  Many of our friends object to, or ignore, these calls, and resent the inconvenience caused by responses to the desperate needs of others.





UNRA is coming to a close; public-supported aid from our nation will surely be reduced by Congress.  The Christian must set the example of willingness to sacrifice for the desperate needs of mankind.  We must answer the pleas that come in the name of charity and well-documented reporting, more generously than we have ever done before!  The Master meant it when he taught:  “Inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these, you have done it to me.”





In our weariness of carrying the determined idealism of the years of struggle, we are drawn by the lure of appeal to all the concerns of self; there is urgent need of Christian salt -- the kind that Paul took so seriously that he could say, “If it causes offense or stumbling to my brother, I won’t do it, lest it get my brother into trouble.”  [I Corinthians 8: 13].  This voluntary decision of Christian people to carry personal responsibility for the genuine spiritual welfare of others - in intensely practical action - is the kind of salt that our world society needs.





How many are the applications that can, and should, be made of that homely, discerning teaching of Jesus!





What magnificent strength there is in the spirit of Him who could teach that the humble can be great in their station, that love is greater than the sword, that all people are precious in the sight of God, that all men are brothers, that the spending of one’s self is more joyful than getting unto one’s self.  The most magnificent thing about Jesus’ teaching, however, is not that one can buck up himself and be spiritually great, but that strength and goodness and even existence come from God.  The greatest thing in Jesus teaching is that One is our Father, and that all we are brethren under Him.  In God we live and move and have our being.





Before God, after we have poured out all our own desires, we are yet taught by Jesus’ word and example to pray, “Thy will be done,” and to trust God with a great confidence.





Let us look diligently to the teachings of Jesus, that we may learn, during our Lenten journey with him -- and at all times -- to dedicate our wills and our selves to becoming the salt of God’s earth.





---------------





Delivered in Wisconsin Rapids, March 2, 1947.


