COME UP HIGHER:  The Heart of the Matter
Matthew 5:17-20
+++

Introduction
We live such complex, layered lives today that now, perhaps more than ever before, we need to get to the core, the heart of life.  We need to rediscover the heart of the matter.   I’m a fan, as may be many of you, of Garrison Keelor’s Prairie Home Companion, a radio show on Public Radio.  In a spoof, one of the sponsor’s of the show is from his home town of Lake Woebegone, Minnesota (a fictional home town) and is Jack’s Pretty Good Grocery.  The sponsor reads “If it isn’t at Jacks, you can probably do without it.”  Jack’s had gotten to the heart of the matter.

This past week watching the news I saw a commercial for a phone company where you see the entire Senate in Washington, DC with every Senators chair filled with a fireman in full gear with a cell phone in hand.  The leader stand before them and says, “We have a bill before us for clean water, now I have a bunch of papers before me that says we need clean water…we all know we need clean water.  All in favor say “I.”  With that all the firefighters say “I” and the bill is passed as the leader slams the gavel down.  He had gotten to the heart of the matter.  Oh, government could do the same.
Vince Lombardi knew how to get to the heart of the matter.  He was tough, determined.  The heart of the matter for him was this:  build a championship team out of a ragtag bunch of rookies and tired, old ‘has-beens.’  He took a complicated game and reduced it to the heart of the game:  the basics of football.  He gathered his team around him one day and this is how he started.  Holding the pigskin high in the air, he shouted, “Okay, gentlemen, today we go back to the basics.  You guys, look at this.  This is a football!”  He was back to the heart of the matter.



The heart of the matter.  We try to get to it in business, in politics, in sports,  and for Jesus:  the Law and the Prophets!  Now in order to understand this passage we must go back in time to the days of Christ and understand the context and culture in which he says these words.  You see, the Scribes and the Pharisees had lost the heart of the matter.  They had taken the Law and the Prophets and dissected, diced, divided and distilled, and in some instances destroyed the Old Testament to such a point that they had rules and regulations to follow for everything from travel on Sabbath to what foods you could and could not eat.  In their attempt to keep the law, they had departed far from it.  They had forgotten the heart of the matter. 


Let me give you an example.  The Old Testament in the 10 commandments says, “Honor your father and your mother.”  So when one’s parents were in need of help the heart of the matter is help them.  But the Pharisees found a way to get around that financial help.  They would take the money they would have used to help their parents and dedicate it to the temple (they called it Corban).  Hence that money can’t help at all.  They had twisted the Law.  They had left the heart of the matter.   So Jesus begins by saying, “Now I know you have heard my teachings and I want you to know it is nothing new.  I have not come teaching things that will destroy or distort the Law and the Prophets.  I have come to “fill it up fully” (v. 17).  This Law is eternal (v. 18).  In fact those who teach it and do not obey it and in deep trouble (v. 19).  You as followers of me must come up higher to a level of rediscovering the heart of the Law and the Prophets.  Jesus’ teaching returned to the heart of the Old Testament, to the heart of the Law, to the heart of God.  

I want to invite you to return to the heart of the matter, to the heart of God.  What is that heart?  I believe it is a heart with these things in it:

1. Grace.
A story is told of a young girl who lived with her parents at the edge of a forest.  She loved to play and explore and take long adventurous journeys.  But one day she journeyed too deep into the forest and got lost.  The sun was setting and she was worried.  So did her parents when she didn’t come home at the supper hour.  In the gathering night the parent’s search grew more intense as they searched through the forest for her, cupping their hands and calling out.  Exhausted the young girl, having tried several paths, crying, lay down under a pine tree to sleep.  By this time the parents had enlisted the help of friends and neighbors, even strangers from town, to help them search for their little lost girl.  In the course of the night many of the searchers went home.  But not the girl’s father.  He searched all night and on into the next morning.  In the first light of dawn he spotted his daughter asleep under the pine.  He ran as fast as his legs would take him, calling her name.  The noise startled the girl awake.  She rubbed her eyes.  And reaching out to hi, she caught his embrace.  “Daddy,” she exclaimed, “I found you!”  We don’t really find God, God finds us!  That is grace and grace is the heart of the matter.  
2. Forgiveness.

Richard Foster, in his book on Prayer, tells of a friend of his leading a therapy group and of a lady in that group.  She sat with a group in therapy, her leader listening along with others to a rapid-fie monologue.  It was a sad tale of emotional illnesses, psychiatric treatment, and mental hospitals.  All the time there was rising in the group leader a sense that he needed to tell her “her sins are forgiven.”  But she never seemed to stop long enough even to catch her breath.  Finally the leader said, “Lady, your sins are forgiven you.”  She kept right on with her story of this illness and that hospital stay.  Again he said, “Lady, your sins are forgiven you,” and again, she kept right on with her thoughts.  Finally he held her by the shoulders and looked her directly in the eye and said, “Look at me.  I’m trying to tell you that your sins are forgiven you!”  The woman stopped midsentence as if her breath had been taken away.  “What did you say?” she asked.  He said, “You sins are forgiven you.”  Tears came to her eyes.  “They are?”  The leader said, “Yes, they are.”  Foster writes of that moment that “The dam broke, and the flood gushed forth from her eyes.  She turned to her husband and announced through her tears, “My sins are forgiven me!”  It was the breakthrough that was needed and the key to substantial healing.  This good woman has needed ongoing counseling, to be sure, but in the dozen years since that encounter, she has not had to return to the mental hospitals and has been functioning in a relatively normal way.”  The key to this episode is this:  The leader of the therapy session perceived the heart of the matter and the heart of the matter was a need for forgiveness to be given and received.  The rest, evidenced by the tears, simply flowed from the heart of the matter. You see, the heart of the matter for God is a forgiveness that frees us for life and living. 
Conclusion 

This week look for the heart of the matter.  If you have grace and forgiveness, you have found it for it will be God’s heart that you find.  As Babe Ruth approached the twilight of his career, he was playing in Cincinnati. He was now striking out more often than getting hits, and his play had deteriorated to the point that he was actually getting booed by fans. On one such occasion, after striking out, Babe was walking dejectedly back to the dugout amidst the boos of the crowd. Suddenly a small boy, tears running down his face, ran onto the field and threw his arms around Babe's legs. Ruth smiled at the boy, reached down and took him into his arms, talking to him as they continued to the dugout. The booing ceased. The crowd was so touched by this spectacle that they silently stood in tribute.  They had seen the heart of the matter and that heart of that little boy, filled with grace and forgiveness was stronger and bolder than the failure of the Babe!

Get to the heart of the matter this week!
