
Date: February 12, 2023

Greeting and Sharing our Joys and Concerns, Announcements

Prelude: I Feel the Winds of God Today     Darwin Wolford

Lighting of the Candles: Please enjoy a moment of silence and inner reflection as we quietly
prepare ourselves for worship

Introit

Opening Pastoral Prayer

*Opening Hymn: Dear Lord and Father of Mankind No. 358

Call to Worship: Psalm 119 (vs. 1-8) UMH 840

Prayer of Illumination: Lord, by the Power of your Holy Spirit, open our hearts, minds, and
lives to the scripture message shared with us this morning. Amen

Scripture:
1st Reading Deuteronomy 30:15-20
2nd Reading 1 Corinthians 3:1-9
Response: The word of God for the people of God.

Thanks be to God!

*Hymn: Lord I Want to Be a Christian     No. 402

Gospel Reading:    Matthew 5: 21-37
Response: The Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ

Glory to you, Lord

CHILDREN’S MESSAGE: Helpers
For Christians, sometimes we need a little help being reminded to be good people. The disciples
had Jesus with them to help correct them, and verbally guide them: follow me!
But for us today, sometimes we need prompts. Some people attend church daily, some people get
tattoos. Some people wear rings, or metals, or crosses. Sometimes we put pins in our car.



Sometimes we carry beads. I encourage you, if you ever find yourself not thinking like a Christian,
maybe try one of those practices to see if it helps keep you close to Jesus.

Choral Anthem

SERMON: You Have Heard It Said
I am a faithful lectionary follower. I really enjoy the idea of having a 3 year cycle that tries to get
most of The Bible into manageable sections that we read on a Sunday morning. (Now if you're an
Episcopalian or Catholic, you have daily lectionary readings that are more in depth.)
But I can say that this week I am not so sure that I am so fond of the lectionary passages.  Not that
they are bad passages, but that they are just so involved. At first "oh I'll preach on the Corinthians
passage, because this one is really good for reminding us of different stages of our spiritual
development." But then I noticed the Matthew passage.
This week not only are we being called out for jealousy and quarreling, we're being called out for
traits that make us liable for hellfire and judgment.
Oh my goodness. What was the committee compiling the lectionary thinking?
But I think the more we read scripture, the more pieces of it stand out to us in different ways. How
you read it 30 years ago might not be how you read it now.
The first reading of this Matthew 5 passage is very rough; I think it was a good reminder last week
that Jesus said he's not here to abolish the law but to fulfill it. Because this Matthew passage makes
it seem like he is abolishing the 1st law. Jesus is clarifying the law.
And it seems like Jesus is making the law much harder.  Harsher.
What do you make of verse 22 when Jesus says "if you say 'you fool!', you'll be liable to the hell of
fire."
Did you get a little nervous? Have you ever called someone a fool? Actually, I'm pretty sure a lot of
us have said something worse at 1 point in our life.
So. I apologize in advance, I will be using the word Hell a bit: I do not mean it as a swear word.  But
if Christ is saying that you don't even have to be a murderer to be liable for judgment, just do insult
your brothers and sisters, that makes a lot of us liable for judgment. So what is this bit about being
liable to the "hell of fire."
1st, I think a lot of us make jokes about going to h***. I know a lot of people who say something a
little edgy, and then say oh I'm going to h***. Again, that's one of my pet peeves. Don't pronounce
judgment upon yourself, and don't take something so serious so lightly. But we'll get to that in versus
36 and 37.
So what is h***? We say it's a place of fire. I was having this conversation the other day with a
couple of pastor's, and we were pontificating over what h*** was. I think we all have our own ideas.
We tend to associate it with fire though. However, I know that fire isn't always a bad thing. Again, fire
was a source of light for so many monks who transcribed The Bible. Fire is a source of comfort in
the fireplace for those who have cold houses.  The word seraphim, the beings that are close to God,
that word breaks down into fiery ones. God talks about people being purified with a refiner's fire.
Fire doesn't necessarily have to be bad. However, hella is bad because it's being removed from
God. But it's not just being removed from God, it's choosing to be removed from God. It's not letting
yourself be loved, not recognizing the creator's love and yourself, and deciding to be separated from
God.
So when we call brothers and sisters fools, and quarrel and fight with them, we are choosing not to
see the love and the light of God in our fellow people.



This is why reconciliation is so important. This is why I really appreciate the idea of confession, as
many early protestants did. But if we don't have confession in any formal sense, we should probably
have accountability partners and people who will keep us paying attention to our relationship with
God.  Part of reconciliation means going to the people we've hurt, or people who've hurt us come to
us, attempt to bridge the brokenness, And then learning how to forgive ourselves. What pulls us
away from God, and thus brings us closer to hell, is not being able to forgive other people, but also
not being able to forgive ourselves. Thinking that we are beyond the forgiveness and love of God.
Just the fact that Jesus was willing to come to be embodied with us means that he has hope in our
humanity.
Suppose the fire we will face is not damnation fire, but purification fire. It doesn't mean that it won't
be painful, I assume that any kind of necessary trimming of our nature or sins is going to be painful.
Think of how painful self discipline can be.  Perhaps getting close to God, means getting close to a
fire. The more pure that we are, the less Conclusions that we have that need to get burned away,
the less painful it will be. The more things we hold on to, the more things we refuse to confess, the
more to be burned away by the pure presence, the purifier of God's being.
When I think about it this way, verses 27 through 30 make a lot more sense. It is better to have a
little bit of self discipline and pain on this Earth, rather than letting yourself get away with impure
behavior, and having to atone for it later.
I don't quite know what atonement will look like. I sometimes think it makes sense why some
churches believe in Purgatory.
Versus 31 and 32 are probably the most notorious of this passage. In a culture with such high rates
of divorce, it is not comforting to hear Jesus say that anyone who divorces except on grounds of
unchastity is causing them to commit adultery. I wonder if there are many kinds of ways to be
unchaste by one's spouse.  If you're worried about this passage, and what it means for you, I'm not
going to try and break it down in the sermon. Come see me at a different time when we can talk
more about this.
So I do not think that Jesus is trying to let us off lightly, but I don't think he's saying that all of us are
damned to h***.  I never think that we should take the idea of h*** or purification lightly. It is serious.
We want to be our best self. We want to do this to please God, and to be able to help one another. I
think we have to take our faith seriously, and not worry about our eternal fates so much.  This last
passage really speaks to me, because it's saying do not swear by the name of something in heaven
or on Earth.  No "swearing to God" (though that's a Frankie Vallie song, and I kinda love it.)
Let God be the judge. No "I'm going to hell for that"s! If something you've done truly worries you,
you can always repent. God loves earnest repentance. That is part of that purification here on earth
that we need to work on.
When I really re-read Matthew 5, I  Think I'm glad that Christ is able to say these things. And this is
not just a man talking, this is Jesus talking. This is God talking. Obeying these passages means self
discipline and it means creating new patterns.  This passage is secretly a little hopeful. Just
because these words are written, it does not mean that people will follow them. But that's part of our
job as Christians, to make people aware of these deep truths that are written. We can speak them to
other people, and that's part of my job. But when we live them, our Christian works show who we
are.
For even amidst all of this judgment, there is this love that underguards everything in creation. A
promised purification means that there will be something better at the end. That there is something
worth purifying. And I think you're it. God thinks we're it.
Let us move boldly and confidently into that purifying fire.



Apostles Creed: UMH  881

Offertory:  O Living Breath of God     Swedish folk tune   arr. David Maxwell

Doxology UMH    94

Prayers of the People:
Pastor: In peace, we pray to you, Lord God. For all people in their daily life and work;
People: For our families, friends, and neighbors, and for those who are alone.
Pastor: For this community, the nation, and the world;
People: For all who work for justice, freedom, and peace.
Pastor: For the just and proper use of your creation;
People: For the victims of hunger, fear, injustice, and oppression.
Pastor: For all who are in danger, sorrow, or any kind of trouble;
People: For those who minister to the sick, the friendless, and the needy.
Pastor: For the peace and unity of the Church of God;
People: For all who proclaim the Gospel, and all who seek the Truth.
Pastor: For Bishop Hector, DS Weeden, all bishops and other ministers;
People: For all who serve God in his Church.
Pastor: For the special needs and concerns of this congregation. *silence for personal prayers*
Hear us, Lord;
People: For your mercy is great.
Pastor: We thank you, Lord, for all the blessings of this life. *silence for personal prayers* We will
exalt you, O God our King;
People: And praise your Name for ever and ever.
Pastor: We pray for all who have died, that they may have a place in your eternal kingdom. *silence
for personal prayers* Lord, let your loving-kindness be upon them;
People: Who put their trust in you.

Lord’s Prayer: Our Father, who art in heaven hallowed be thy name; Thy kingdom come, Thy
will be done on earth as it is in heaven; Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our
trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil. For Thine is the kingdom and power and the glory forever. Amen

*Closing Hymn: The Gift of Love    No. 408

Closing Prayer:
Divine Gardener, you give growth to our seeds and to the towering forest trees;
you raise to abundant life that which seems dead.
Teach us to choose blessing and life rather than death, so that we may walk blamelessly,
seeking you through reconciliation with all of your children. Amen.
Postlude: Sortie     Richard Knight
Benediction:
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