SWIMMING AGAINST THE TIDE

Being Holy in an Unholy World
“Holiness: Don’t Take It Personally!”

Matthew 18:1-14

It’s not what you take when you leave this world behind you,
it’s what you leave behind you when you go. Can you think of a
more appropriate truth for us to focus upon this Memorial Day
Sunday than this matter of leaving a lasting legacy?

The fact of the matter is we don’t take anything with us when we
leave this world behind other than the raw essence of who we are.
The OIld Testament character Job nailed it perfectly when he said,
“Naked came | out of my
t hi t(JIS'b 121IKing James Version).

We don’t take anything with us when we die. You’ll not see a U-Haul
trailer hitched to a hearse. But we do leave something behind. Yes,
we leave all of our material goods here on earth when we die—our
stuff, our things, our possessions.

Someone else is going to live in your home. Someone else is going to
drive your car. Someone else is going to use your tools. Someone
else is going to spend all that money you leave. Someone else is
going to hold your remote control.

Someone else is going to enjoy all of your stuff...but, more than all of
that, there is something far more valuable you’re going to leave
behind you—your influence, your legacy, your works, your heritage,
the thumbprint of your life and your values and your beliefs.

TheBiblesays,” Bl essed are the dead
deeds wi |l | (refelafonlishs Qewnternitiofdl @rdh). When we
die, we are going to leave behind some kind of legacy. Our deeds will
follow us. And so what better time than on this Memorial Sunday to
think about the kind of legacy we’re going to leave to our family, our
friends, our church, our community, our world?
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Now | was tempted again this Sunday, since it is a holiday Sunday, to
stray away from this series of sermons on holiness and preach about
something else—something that pertains particularly to Memorial Day.
And then | remembered some words that were once spoken by Saint
Francis of Assisi, one of the most godly men who ever lived.

Hesaidonetime,” Sancti fy yourself aand
| was reminded that holiness is never a personal and private matter—it
will affect and influence everyone and everything around us.
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John Wesley oncewrote,“* Ther e i s no religi

holi ness but ,motheravbrds,haitess wileabvays ”
exhibit itself in and through our relationships in life—how we interact
with and relate to the rﬁ)egple around us There IS n? holmess burt SOC{al

on
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I hear people talk from time to time about “personal holiness.” Now I
know what they mean, but if you want to get real technical that is an
oxymoron. There is no such thing as “personal” holiness—something
that is private and personal and individual. Holiness always exists and
displays itself in the midst of community.

You will not find a more powerful or persuasive proponent of holiness in

all of history than John Wesley. And, yet, he remindsus,“* Ther e i s
religion but social reli gHamss no
is displayed by the way we treat other people.

And, so, that’s what [ want to talk about this morning—our relationships.

How we view and interact with and relate to the people around us. If we

want to leave a lasting legacy that will inspire our loved ones and help

turn their hearts toward God and make this world a better place than we

found it then it all begins with th|s thin fg called ho ness “Wi t hout
B G ragine\WBiof sofl, ¢ H ot B el WFI fuwsiee t h

New International Version).

So please take your Bibles and turn to the gospel of Matthew, the 18™
chapter, and we’re going to begin reading with that very 1% verse.

At that time the disciples came t (
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greatest in the kingdom of heaven?d -4-

He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he Other_s, Lord, yes others
Let this mg motto be

;alq: il t_eII you f[he trut h, unl ess IYetomueIivef%raotﬂegs,eLorg,nd become 1i ke
little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the That I may live like Thee.

greatest in the kingdom of heaven. And whoever welcomes a That hymn captures the very spirit of what Jesus is saying here in this
little child Iike this in my na mepas‘é’aﬁe' flofd Mi&tthew ™ ¥ yo% have a heart for God then you’ll
ABut if anyoneelttlaaneswwbeieveinme f t h e s have a heart for people. Let me just quote John Wesley one more
to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung time. “ T h e rne holiness but soei | h o I-ia modiress that
around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. influences and impacts how I view and treat and relate to other people!
Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to

sinlo When | was a kid there was an old gospel song we used to sing from

timetotimeentitled® On T h e J e rAreydufamikRaovathlit? ”

ASuch things matsthe marothmeughtwhom wo L .
J J The chorus goes something like this:

they come! If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off
and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or

crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into On the Jericho Road

Thereds room for just two.

eternal fire.o No more and no less--
AiAnd i f gusesyou toesin, gouge it out and throw it Just Jesus and you.
away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have . . | e N
two eyes and be thrown into the f ffuf vgait § qunufes, JUg nogjust Jesus afmalorarabvays
brings into the picture this other person whom He refers to as our
iSee that you do not | ook down on“mred gofbohede | ittle ones. For |
tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my
Father in heaven.o You remember, when Jesus was asked one time,* Whi ch is t he

iwhat do you think? I f a man owng,oénnhaunnddm%ﬂtt%ﬂ;'@@?)w,em%“n’hlagv}?g the Lor.

of them wanders away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the with all your heart and wi your soul and with

hills and go to look for the one lthathRaddersetd anfo Butléecdidnessop there.dlenma n
wentontosay,“ And the second is |ike i

one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off.
In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any

of these | ittl e (vatiRwasl-14 &whnBrmatidad b e
Version)

command MvI&thEw £2:33-48 New International Version).

| Y% ﬁo't jl?stamatter of* J es us #aligess ireore than just what
o ' you do in private—your thought life, your devotional life, your prayer
There’s an old hymn that goes something like this: life—it is also a matter of what you do in public—how you relate to

Lord let me from day to day other people.

In such a self-forgetful way
That even when | kneel to pray
My prayer will be for others.

And so, as Jesus begins to talk about really living a holy life, being
godly, leaving a lasting legacy, He talks about how we view and treat



and relate with other people. Basically, He says at least 3 things to

us. He was a very humble man who championed the cause of the poor and
-5- -6-

First, He says, “We need to recognize how important other the disenfranchised and who was known for his habit of fasting. Often-
people are.” Look at what He saysinverse5. “ Wh oev er we |l ctioneabesvould fast for days and weeks at a time.
a |little child Iike this in my name welcomes me."”

There’s a famous legend about Saint Martin of Tours. Before he ever
Now you will remember that the disciples didn’t think children were became a monk, he was a soldier in the Roman army. One cold, snowy,
very important. In fact, on one occasion when people were bringing winter day as he and his troops were entering a city a beggar stopped him
their little children to Jesus for Him to place His hands on them and and asked for some money to buy food.
pray for them and bless them, His disciples got all bent out of shape
and shooed them away. Martin didn’t have any money; but the beggar was cold, his lips were

blue, and he was shivering from head to toe. So this is what Martin did.

“Can"t you see the Mast eforkids. b us yHetook dffdis cdab—at svas Oneé of those Jorg, heavy,nfudl-lengthened
He doesn®“t have time for this. shlder’dta@ats—cut it iateoavith his swordpamd haadeddhalf pféto thid e t
and things to do and miracles t deggarer f or m. Don“t bother Him wit
trivial things |ike this. They"re just ki ds. He doesn“t have t
kids!” That night Martin had a dream. In this dream, he was transported to
heaven and he saw the golden streets and the pearly gates and the angels
And then Jesus got bent out of shape. He said to His disciples, “ L e t and in the midst of all of the angels was Jesus. And Jesus was wearing a
the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the half of a Roman soldier’s coat.
kingdom of heaven bnlewnaNgysenakbnrad0 SUuCh as t hese?”
Version). One of the angels said to Jesus,“ Ma st er |, why are yol
batteredcosad!| dihars® cut 1 n half? v
And He took time and placed His hands on them and prayed for them
and blessed them. These kids weren’t very important in the disciple’s And Jesus replied,* My servant Martin gave i
eyes but they were incredibly important in Jesus’ eyes. And here is pride.”
what | think He is saying to us in this passage of Scripture. Every
human being—no matter how small or unimportant or Jesussaidonetime,“ | nasmuch as you did it
insignificant they may appear in the eyes of the world—is My brethren, Wialheld 25:40Ndw Kang Jarhes Versior). @O yidiLe ”
extremely important God. remember what He was talking abow&eding the hungry; welcoming
the stranger; clothing the needy; ministering to the sick and to those in
In fact, He says,* Whoever welcomes a | ittilprBonchild |ike this in my

name wel comes me .
Now here’s my point. When it comes to this matter of holiness, we need

One of the canonized saints of the Roman Catholic Church is a man to be reminded again and again and again that people are extremely
who is known as Saint Martin of Tours. In fact, he was the first important in the eyes of God and that every time we see another human
non-martyr to be officially declared a saint by the Roman Catholic being it is an opportunity to really practice holiness.

Church. Martin Luther, by the way, was named after Saint Martin of
Tours. In fact, when Jesus says here, “Whoever welcomes a little childbr as



the King James Versiomenders it, * Whoev er
chi

| theb ,Gteek word that is used there that is translated
wel c @rme s ”
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“r e c emeansestéliterallyto” t a k e

s olikenbostwwho i n”

r ecei v e &verptemptatidn to sintcomes in the form of invitation and most often

there is someone on the other side of that invitation. In the Garden of
-8-

Eden it was the serpent Satan who tempted Adam and Eve to taste of the

forbidden fruit. For Joseph it was Potiphar’s wife who had eyes for him,

honors a guest in his or her own home. found him attractive, and said,* Co me t o b &a Samsbntith me
was Delilah.
Now if you have an honored guest visiting in your home, what do you
do? You go out of your way to serve them, to help them, to make Now that doesn’t resolve us of responsibility and give us the right to say
them feel comfortable. You put clean sheets on the bed. You fix a to others,“ You"re the one who caused
meal for them. You ask them, “ Ar e y ou t hgetrysut y ? Eaddan@of usisaccountableto God. The Bible says in Romans 14:12,
somet hi ng When yal tuin th&ktéevision on, you say, “Eachwoflugive an ac C Qedirmtona@rdon). h i m
“Wat do you want to watch?”
But here is what Jesus is saying. Here is His point. Every time we
When you welcome someone into your home, you are agreeing in gossip, we’re not only committing a despicable sin, but we’re also
essence to serve them. And Jesussays, i Thi s i s t he wa yragying sorsetn®elsd dolvn into this awful pit with us. Every time we
treat everyone we meetOur attitude shouldbe,“ Wh at can |  dommifa®ekual sin, we’re not only committing a despicable sin, but
you? Ho w ¢ a nThibk is teednaliest attitugdeoyou 2ah we’re also dragging someone else down into this awful pit with us.
have—the attitude of serving others.
Every time we allow money to be our god, every time we allow the slimy
That’s who Jesus was. Hesaid,” The Son of Man di darmsoftmaterialisneto virap ardu®l us and seduce us, we’re not only
served, but to serve, and to give hisfl e as a r ans om committing 0 dedpivable sin, but we’re also dragging someone else
(Matthew 20:28 New International Version). VWWhen God says to us, “ B e  h o | y (usually our families, our children) down into this awful pit with us.
because [ore@rmNewnt@ndion Version), one of the things He
is talking about is in developing the attitude of a servant. Do you catch what Jesus is saying@an is a creature that is led
more by patterns than by precepts. Albert Schweitzer one put it
One of the most crucial steps in this whole matter of holiness is in likethiss“ Exampl e is not the main thir

recognizing the importance of serving others. So Jesus says, first,
we need to recognize how important other people are.

Second, He says, “We Need To Recognize The Importance Of
The Example That We Set. Lookatverse6. “ | f anyone
one of these little onewho believe in me to sin, it would be better
for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be
drowned in the depths of the

The great Bible scholar William Barclay says something | had never
thought of before. In writing about this specific text, he says, “ N o
man si ns WNowithmkabotut éhat forjust a moment.

onl t hi

y ng. "’
And so when you begin to think about personal holiness just remember

that it is anything and everything but personal. Our lives are intimately

C |mKeds tegsther with other people and we need to recognize the

importance of the example that we set.

S € & ou'see, when it comes to this matter of holiness, it’s not just being

good for our own sake and satisfaction, it is also about being good so
that we can inspire others to be good. Just a your behavior can influence
others to stumble, your behavior can also influence others to act holy.
When they see you serving, it will inspire them to serve.



When they see you being gracious, it will inspire them to be gracious.
When they see you living a victorious spiritual life, it will inspire to
know
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that they, too, can life a victorious spiritual life through the power and
presence of the Holy Spirit of God.

So recognize the importance of your example. Remember that you
are going to leave a legacy of either good or evil. There are people
who are watching you, and your behavior influences them more than
you can even imagine.

When you sin, it leads them to sin. But when you are holy, it leads
them to hunger for and thirst after and pursue holiness.

Now here’s one other thing Jesus says to us in this passage.

Third, He says, “We Need To Recognize The Importance Of
Loving People. Look at verses 12 through 14.

If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders
away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to
look for the one that wandered off? And if he finds it, | tell
you the truth, he is happier about that one sheep than about
the ninety-nine that did not wander off. In the same way your
Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones
should be lost.

Now usually when we hear this parable we think of just how much
God loves us. He loves me. I’'m important in His sight. He knows
my name. The hairs on my head are numbered...He knows me so
intimately.

Now that is true! God does love you very much. But Jesus is really
teaching another lesson here. Notice how this illustration begins. He
saysinverse 10,“ See t hat you

little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the

face of my Father in heaven.’
We should never look down on anyone, because everyone matters to

God. I have to remind myself of that often. | have to remind myself

of the fact that God loves the people who get on my nerves. God loves
that woman who gets in front of me at the Express Aisle at Kroger’s who
has a whole basket full of groceries when it clearly says on the sign “10
|l tems or Less. o0
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God loves that person who sits and sits and sits at that stoplight and
doesn’t remember that you can turn right on red at most intersections.

God loves that person who talks on the cell phone in the restaurant when
you’re trying to have a nice quiet dinner. God loves that person who
carried a cigarette with them to the salad bar. God loves that person who
stands to close to you when they talk.

God loves that person who bores you over and over again with those
same old stories. God loves that person who is always the hero in every
story they tell you, who always has to be the center of attention, who is
always the loudest.

If you haven’t figured it out yet then I have to confess to you that
sometimes I can be very intolerant. Well, Jesus reminds me here that is
wrong. There is not room in the Kingdom of God for condescension on
any level. When we look down our nose at other people, we make God
unhappy because we are looking down our nose at someone He loves
supremely. We’re looking down our nose at someone for whom Christ
died.

Holiness is not just a matter of Jesus and me! I’'m a part of a family and
it involves how I view and interact with and relate to the other people
around me. And so when you get into those situations in which someone
begins to rub you the wrong way...let it be an occasion for you to really
be holy—to pray for them, to serve them, to lead by example, and to love
them even as Jesus loves them.

Jesussaid," A°- new command | give you:

dane ai taese | 0 0 g edly8uVsB yof Must love one anathéll men will know that you
di sci pl es (oni13:34y5 Gewnterndtio@l Wers@n). O N €

are my






