COME UP HIGHER:  When the Devil Whispers Over Your Shoulder
Matthew 5: 27-32

+++

Introduction
She came home, her arms laden with packages.  Her husband exclaimed:  “What’s this?”  “Dresses I just had to buy,” his wife replied.  “Why did you buy so many?” he asked.  “The devil tempted me,” she said.  “Why didn’t you say, ‘Get thee behind me Satan!’ he asked her.  She looked at him and said, “I did, but then he said, ‘Yes, it’s as lovely from behind as it is from the front.’

To be human is to be tempted.  Jesus knew what it was like to have the Devil whisper over your shoulder.  The Devil knows where to hit us close to home. Has the Devil ever whispered over your shoulder?   A couple of weeks ago we talked about the thought life.  Today Jesus talks about our married life. In our series on the Sermon on the Mount we come today to a message on marriage.  Let us hear the Kingdom wisdom and values of how our Lord sees marriage.
What does it mean to be married in the Kingdom of God?  Let’s talk about it with three questions: 

1. What thoughts do you let nest in your mind?  Listen to the words of Christ:
 “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’  But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  (Matthew 5:27-28)

Jesus talks about lust here.  But the word I want to call your attention to is the word ‘looks’ here.  The word means to ‘gaze’ over and over.  It is the difference between a glance and a gaze, between a look and looking.  It is the difference between the right way of looking – in appreciation for the beauty God has created, and abusing that beauty for selfish purposes.  Jesus invites us to consider what kind of thoughts we allow to harbor in our hearts.   That is what Jesus is asking us today.
  The story is told of a little girl who went to her father one day concerned about having bad thoughts.  There was another girl at her school that picked on her a lot and she often wanted to pick back at her.  “I hate her, Dad,” she said.  “And there are times I think bad things about her and want to say them about her to others.  I know it’s wrong, but what do I do about them?” she asked.  The father, wanting to help his daughter, pointed to the blue sky where they were walking and said, “What do you see up there?”  “Birds flying,” she replied.  “What do you see them doing in the trees?”  She watched them a moment and then said, “They are building nests in the trees.”  “Thoughts, even evil thoughts, are like those birds.  They happen just like birds flying above the trees.  You cannot prevent them from being thought.  All of us have evil thoughts at times and imagine the wrong things.  But there is one thing you can do about those thoughts that the trees cannot do with the birds.  You can prevent them from building a nest in your mind.”

That is the difference between a glance and a gaze, a look and looking. 
Look with Kingdom eyes, Jesus says.

1. What do you value above all else within your marriage?  Listen to Christ’s words again: 
“If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell.  And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell.” (Matthew 5:29-30)
Now before you can understand what Jesus is saying here you have to know Eastern culture and Eastern story wisdom.  Jesus uses the approach of his day which every person would understand sitting on that mountain that day.  Later he will use it on other subjects.  It is the method of shock therapy or if you will, shock teaching.   Jesus uses a picture that is so shocking to our minds that the picture is not forgotten and hence, we remember the point.  I had a friend once who took the phrase of Jesus, “Unless you hate your father and your mother more than me you cannot be my disciple” literally and even said to his father one day in my presence, “Dad, I hate you, Jesus tells me I must.”  He failed to see that Jesus was making a point about love for him above our love for Mother and Father, not hate.  So what is the point of this saying in verses 29-30?  
Jesus is saying that when it comes to our lives, especially our sexual lives within our marriages, what do we value the most?  These verses are about our value system.  We choose one thing that is more valuable than another.   If we want one thing, a good thing, but something else is keeping us from getting that, what do you do?  You choose to value the good over the other.  It’s like the story Helmut Thielick makes in his book How to Believe Again.  He writes:

“I once heard of a child who was raising a frightful cry because he had shoved his hand into the opening of a very expensive Chinese vase and then couldn’t pull it out again.  Parents and neighbors tugged with might and main on the child’s arm, with the poor creature howling out loud all the while.  Finally there was nothing left to do but to break the beautiful, expensive vase.  And then as the mournful heap of shards lay there, it became clear why the child had been so hopelessly stuck.  His little fist grasped a paltry penny which he had spied in the bottom of the vase and which he, in his childish ignorance, would not let go.”

Jesus invites us to consider what we value the most in our relationships.  If you think you can find something more valuable in another or something else you may just find when you get it that it is just a ‘paltry penny’ with ‘the mournful heap of shards laying all about’ you when you get it.

2. How is your commitment level in your marriage?  Here the words of Jesus one final time:
“Furthermore it has been said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’  But I say to you that whoever divorces his wife for any reason except sexual immorality causes her to commit adultery; and whoever marries a woman who is divorced commits adultery.”  (Matthew 5:31-32)

Jesus’ teaching sounds hard and harsh set against the culture in which we live.  What if my husband beats me?  Are you saying to hang in there?  What if we just can’t communicate with each other any more?  Tough?  What if my wife becomes ill and our union isn’t a union anymore?  Stay together?  

We must understand the culture and setting in which Jesus said these original words.  It was in a day and time when the pendulum of marriage and divorce, much like ours I need to add, had swung far to the left.  If a wife burned the bacon at breakfast and the husband was displeased, all he had to do was say to his wife, “I divorce you, I divorce you, I divorce you,” just like that, three times, and the wife must leave with nothing.  She had no recourse or protection.  She was destitute.  It was a social travesty and injustice to the woman and all women of that day.  Divorce was easy in Jesus’ day and commitment was tough.  Jesus’ statements need to be seen in light of that culture.  His attempt is to bring marriage back to the center, back to the original intention of God.  The desire of God’s heart is a marriage that is committed to each other.  Are there reasons for divorce?  Yes.  Do all marriages work?  No.  But Jesus invites us to invest commitment to each other and find God’s original intention for the institution of marriage between one man and one woman.
I’m reminded of the story I read this week of the woman’s husband who had been slipping in and out of a coma for several months, yet she had stayed by his bedside every single day.  One day, when he came to, he motioned for her to come nearer.  As she sat by him, he whispered, eyes full of tears, “You know what?  You have been with me through all the bad times.  When I got fired, you were there to support me.  When my business failed, you were right there.  When I got shot in that attempted robbery, you were by my side.  When we lost the house, you stayed right there beside me.  When my health started failing, you were still by my side.”  He paused a long while, his wife beaming with pride.  “You know what, dear?”  “What?” she asked.  “I think you’re bad luck.”  Commitment.  It’s through the good times and the bad times.  It’s through good luck and bad luck.  As the vows express it best, “To have and to hold; from this time forward; for richer or poorer; in sickness and in health; to love and to cherish, as long as we both shall live...”
Conclusion
And so, my friends, let us treasure each other, value each other and commit to one another.  That is the call of Jesus.
Ruth Calkin expresses it this way:

It’s rough.  It’s tough.  It’s work.

Anybody who says it isn’t

Has never been married.

Marriage has far bigger problems 

Than toothpaste squeezed

From the middle of the tube.

Marriage means…

Grappling, aching, struggling.

It means putting up

With personality weaknesses

Accepting criticism

And giving each other freedom to fail.

It means sharing deep feelings

About fear and rejection.

It means turning self-pity into laughter

And taking a walk to gain control.

Marriage means…

Gentleness and joy

Toughness and fortitude

Fairness and forgiveness

And a walloping amount of sacrifice.

Marriage means…

Learning when to say nothing

When to keep talking

When to push a little

When to back off.

It means acknowledging

“I can’t be God to you-

I need Him, too.”

Marriage means…

You are the other part of me

I am the other part of you.

We’ll work through

With never a thought of walking out.

Marriage means…

Two imperfect mates

Building permanently

Giving totally

In partnership with a perfect God.

Marriage, my love, means US!

