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Lent 4
Celebrate Jesus…

who spoke God’s truth in everyday language
Introduction  
In Mein Kampf, Adolph Hitler wrote this:
“By means of lies, unremittingly repeated, it is possible to make people believe that heaven is hell – and hell, heaven. … The greater the lie, the more readily it will be believed.”
Hitler, it seems, knew the truth about lies;

he duped an entire nation into following him.
Such deception could never succeed here.
Or could it?

In another publication, The day America told the truth, 

Patterson and Kim stated that 91% of Americans lie on a continuing basis.

You know, I wonder about the truthfulness of that statement.
Maybe Patterson and Kim were lying.

Why is falsehood so prevalent?

Lucy Brown – from Peanuts – gives us a clue.
On the first day of the new school year,


students in her class were told to write an essay about returning to school.

Lucy wrote:

“Vacations are nice, but it’s good to get back to school.  There is nothing more satisfying or challenging than education.”

After the teacher praised Lucy for her paper,


she leaned over and whispered to Charlie Brown,



“After a while, you learn what sells.”

“The whole world…,” wrote a man named John,


“the whole world is under the control of the evil one.” [1 John 5:19 NIV]
that evil one who is called “a liar and the father of lies.” [John 8:44 NIV]

Into this whole, wide world – this world of deceit – comes Jesus.
He, too, has a line.

Time and again 
– in fact, almost every time he opens his mouth – 

he begins by saying: αμην λεγω 
I know that’s Greek to you; it is to me, too.

It means: “I tell you the truth”. [eg Matthew 5:18]
This Jesus who says that he tells the truth

also tells us that he is the truth. [John 14:6]
And he maintains that anyone 

– the butcher, the baker, the candle-stick maker – 

anyone who follows him will know the truth. [John 8:32]
Many people did follow Jesus;


they wanted to hear what he had to say.

And many times, we are told this:

“When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching.” [Matthew 7:28 NIV]

This morning, you and I will explore what made Jesus’ teaching so attractive.

We’ll examine not only what he said, but how he said it.

Speaking God’s truth in everyday language
1)  What does Jesus tell us?
In one of the longest speeches he ever made

-- in that sermon on a mountain --



Jesus warns us about leaders who lie.
“Watch out…” he says,


“Watch out for false prophets.” [Matthew 7:15 NIV]
Jesus implies that many people just don’t do that –

they don’t watch where they’re going...


they blindly follow these leaders who lie.

“Broad is the road that leads to destruction,” he tells us,


“and many enter through it.”  [Matthew 7:13 NIV]
Is Jesus talking about us?

You and I live in the land of prophets.
We find them in our churches, 
see them on TV, 
hear them on the radio.
They all have something to say.

But are they teaching us what is good…and true?

Or simply making us feel good when we’re blue?

Surveys conducted in this nation by George Barna show that

church-goers  – in ever-increasing numbers – 

are falling for just about everything these days…


and standing for just about nothing.

Last year, a professor at a Twin Cities’ seminary concluded that, 

in America today,  “theology is a mile wide and an inch deep”.

Now what was it that Jesus said 2000 years ago?

“Broad is the road that leads to destruction,

and many enter through it.”  [Matthew 7:13 NIV]
 No wonder Jesus 
-- this Jesus who says that he is “the way, the truth and the life” – 

no wonder he invites you and me to build our lives on what he says.
“Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice,” says Jesus


“is like a wise man who built his house on a rock.” [Matthew 7:24 NIV]
When those storms of life come, he goes on to say,


your house won’t fall – your life won’t come apart at the seams –



why? 
because ”it had its foundations on the rock.” [Matthew 7:25 NIV]
Are you and I doing that?
As we go about getting – and making – a life,

are we building that life on the rock?

Are we – day by day – constructing our lives on what Jesus says…

on the truth he tells us?
“Truth must be told,” said Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “and things will change!”
Has the truth changed you?

For example,

has Jesus – and what he tells you – changed the way you see God?
Surveys show that some in this land see God as a resident policeman –


a stern figure…dressed in black, 

watching every move you make…out to get you.

Many more, though, see God as a kindly old man –

a doting grandfather…ever smiling

always indulging all the peccadilloes of his naughty but nice grandchildren

Which is the proper picture of God?

Neither.

“I tell you the truth,” says Jesus,

“God is serious.



He’s serious about punishing sin;




he’s serious about saving the sinner.





That, in fact, is why he sent me…






so – on a cross – he could do both.”

“Truth must be told,” said Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “and things will change!”

Has the truth changed you?

Has Jesus – and what he tells you – changed the way you see yourself?

Some in this land see all people as totally depraved –

so bad that you wouldn’t want to sit next to one in church.

Many more, though, see all people as basically good –


so good, in fact, that you don’t even need to sit in a church.

Who is you?  

What is the proper picture of men and women today?

Neither.

“I tell you the truth,” says Jesus,

“You’re treasure, not trash – you were made in the image of God.



But you have been trashed…you were born bent.




That grand image in which you were made has been bent out of shape.





It needs to be – and it can be – re-formed 






by the same God who made you.

“Truth must be told,” said Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “and things will change!”

Has the truth changed you?

Has Jesus – and what he tells you – changed the way you see your life?

A few in this land see life as a time for giving…giving up almost everything;

they see all pleasure as sin…and want none of it.

Most, though, see life as a time for getting…getting almost anything;


they see no pleasure as sin…and want all of it.

Which is the proper picture?
Which one shows us how to live?

Neither.

“I tell you the truth,” says Jesus,


“Your life is to be a time of getting and giving.


God gives you all things…to enjoy and employ.




You can take what God gives you…and enjoy it;




but you also need to take what gives you…and employ it –






employ it to help others.”

Hey! Are you listening?

Are you listening to the truth Jesus tells you?

If you are, then here is a promise you can put in your pocket:
“Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who builds his house on the rock.”  [Matthew 7:24 NIV]
When the storms of life come, you won’t fall apart.

Jesus says:


“The rain came down,…and the winds blew and beat against that house; 

yet it did not fall,  (why?)   because it had its foundation on the rock.”  [Matthew 7:25 NIV]

It’s good for us to know what truths Jesus has told;

it’s also good to know how Jesus told those truths.

2)  How does he say it?

This past week, I heard the story of Sam.
Everyone but Sam had signed up for the new pension plan.

The company would still fund most of the plan,


but now each employee had to make a small contribution.

For the new plan to go into effect,


100% of the employees had to participate.

Sam’s boss – his co-workers – all pleaded with Sam to sign.

But Sam refused to sign;


he felt the plan would never pay off.

Finally, the company president called Sam into his office.

“Sam,” he said, “here’s a copy of the new pension plan…and here’s the pen.


I want you to sign the papers…now. If you don’t, you’re fired.”

Sam signed the papers immediately.

“Now tell me,” said the president,


“why did you wait so long to sign?”
“Well, sir,” replied Sam.  “Nobody explained it quite so clearly as you did.”

“Nobody explained it quite so clearly as you did.”
Do you know that’s what people said of Jesus?
Listen to what happened when Jesus finished that long sermon on the mountain:

(I’m reading from a translation called The Message)

“When Jesus concluded his address, the crowd burst into applause.  They had never heard teaching like this…quite a contrast to their religion teachers.  This was the best teaching they had ever heard.” [Matthew 7:28-29 MSG]
What made Jesus’ teaching so appealing?

It wasn’t only what he said

it also was how he said it.

Jesus took truths that were “out of this world” 

and translated them into the everyday language of this world.
Jesus was a story-teller.

When Jesus taught people – most of whom were farmers –

how to tell a good teacher from a bad one,



he spun a tale of trees and their fruit.

When Jesus taught people – most of whom had constructed their own homes –


how to make something of their lives,



he told the story of two carpenters and the houses they built.
2000 years ago, Jesus took the grand truths he understood


and communicated them in simple language people understood.

Are we doing that today?

Listen to the words we say and sing at church.
Look at what is written in the books we buy at Christian book stores.

How are we communicating the grand truths that we know about God


to people who need to know those truths?

Two weeks ago, I read a testimony given by a Christian at a seeker service.
After vividly describing his past, he said:

“Then I was gloriously converted and saved by the precious blood of Jesus.  He covered all those sins with his blood – gave me a blood-bath!  …  All my problems are gone because I’ve been redeemed, reconciled, regenerated, renewed and – one day – will be glorified.  Hallelujah!  I just want to save as many people as I can from damnation in Satan’s hell.  All you have to do is ask the Lamb who was slain to come into your heart.”

What on earth does that mean to a man, woman or child 

who has never read a Bible…or seen the inside of a church?

Until recently, I thought that this inability to communicate “cross-culturally” 

was limited to our Christian sub-culture.
Now I’m beginning to wonder if it infects all of North American culture.

Why do I say that?

Almost everyone in these United States uses a version of Webster’s Dictionary.

Unfortunately, Webster’s Dictionary doesn’t sell well overseas.

Why? Because it seems to have been written for people 

who already know the English language.

Most people in the rest of the world


-- where English is spoken as a second language --



use this dictionary (Longman’s Dictionary).

Longman’s Dictionary is as big as Webster’s Dictionary;


it also has as many entries – almost 100,000.

But it uses only 2000 of the most common English words

to explain all the other English words.

Longman Publishing is making a mint because it knows how to communicate –


how to use simple English words to help people understand complex English words.

Isn’t it about time that you and I begin to do that?

that we – like Jesus – take truths that are “out-of-this-world”



and translate them into the everyday language of this world?

But how?
We can’t tell the stories that Jesus told, can we?

After all, we live in an urban – not rural – setting;


and people buy – rather than build – their houses today.
How, then, can we communicate truths that are “out-of-this-world”

to people whom we meet in our world today?
In one of his final broadcasts, Bill Moyers said:

“The central ethic of our culture has been the Bible. … But the Bible no longer occupies that central place in our culture.  People today are turning to movies for their inspiration.”

Whether we like them or not, movies are a powerful medium.

In a message entitled “Art over Argument”, Paul Harvey said this:

“Nobody could have persuaded an entire generation to produce a baby boom – yet Shirley Temple movies made every couple want to have a cute child.  Enlistments were lagging for our Air Force until, almost overnight, a movie called Top Gun had recruits standing in line.  … Once upon a time, a cartoonist named Walt Disney created an animal character called Bambi, and in one year, deer hunting nose-dived from a 5.7 million dollar business to a 1 million dollar business.”

I would like to propose that you and I begin to “screen our message” --

that we take what we see on the big screen to introduce our message…



our story of Jesus and his love.

Movies are so popular in our culture

that I propose that we use them as a “point of entry” to our Christian culture.

Do you remember the movie Titanic?

I remember it, too.

I also remember how peeved some Christians were at the sex scene in the movie.

I say “So what?”

That film told the tale of 2000 people who were about to die.

What an opportunity to introduce a discussion about what matters most in life!
“What do you think those people were thinking as the boat began to sink?”

Have you seen The Incredibles?

I understand – from a detailed description provided by my daughter –


that this movie is the story of a somewhat dysfunctional family of super-heroes…


a family, though, that works together to mount a “search and rescue” mission




when one member of the family is captured.

Again, can’t we use that story to introduce our story?


that story of a Father, Son and Spirit who pool all of their resources 



to search for -- and then rescue – us?
If you and I watch, we can see “spiritual scenes” in almost every movie.
One woman cries out for help in a moment of need…

just as we can cry out to God

A man gives his life to save others…


just as Jesus gave his life to save us.

A child learns to trust her step-father…


just as we can learn to trust the Father who adopted us.
We don’t have to agree with everything we see,


but we can use almost anything we see 



to begin a discussion about the core values of life.

If we use the jargon of the church to tell the story of Jesus, 


our friends will leave the room.

But I suspect that, when we “screen our message”…


when we use movies to introduce our message,



our friends will want a front-row seat.

They may even burst into applause…


just as people did long ago

when they heard Jesus 

speaking God’s grand truths in simple, everyday language.

And maybe – just maybe – they will say:

“Nobody explained it quite so clearly as you did.”

Conclusion

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, in his gripping book The Gulag Archipelago Three, writes this:
“Truth must be told, and things will change!”

Then he goes on:

“But if words are not about real things and do not cause things to happen, what is the good of them?  Are they anything more than the barking of village dogs at night?”
You and I have been blessed.

We have come to know and understand the truths Jesus told.
Our lives have been changed by those truths

But can we communicate those truths 
to others who don’t know – don’t understand – them?
Can we translate the message that changed our lives 

into a language that people -- whose lives still need to be changed  -- can understand?

If we never learn to do that, 

I have the feeling that we will only annoy other people…



just like the barking of neighborhood dogs at night.

	On 06 March 2005, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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