Sermon for Sun 4th September 2011 – Jude 17-25
Pray… 

I watched a really interesting film the other day… Cowboys and Aliens… I don’t know why, but somehow I seem to be enjoying cowboy films a little better the older I get… And, yes, it kind of was as silly as the poster suggests… but it also had some really interesting moments… Not to give away the whole plot, but let me just tell you about it. One of the main characters turns up in an old mining town having completely lost his memory. Fairly quickly we realise that his former life had some pretty bad things in it, and he has to face what he has done in order to work out who he is now.   

One of the first people he meets in this small community is a preacher, and you begin to realise how significant that one person is. Even though sometimes his influence is subtle, it is clear that what that man believes, says and does shapes those around him. As I was preparing for this sermon, I was reminded of this film for a number of reasons, some of which I’ll come to later. The preacher in the film is ultimately a good influence on his small community, quite unlike the preachers in our reading from Jude.

Jude is a very short and direct letter in the Bible. It has been prompted by the arrival of some preachers who are bad news to a small community. Jude has heard about this situation from afar, and writes to warn his friends of the dangers that these preachers pose, whilst also reminding them of the truth about who they are and about the truth of how amazing God is. 

Our reading in vs 17 begins with the word ‘but’… so what’s the but about? Jude has just finished describing the bad preachers and now he reminds his friends that he isn’t the first person to have warned them, so it is worth paying attention. But what is it that these preachers are saying that Jude and others are so worried about? Well, like many destructive things, they were telling an untruth that is kind of based on truth… They were saying that God is forgiving – that is true, they were saying that God is gracious – in other words that we can’t ever earn his forgiveness, but that he gives it anyway – and that is also true. But then they were going on to conclude, that therefore anything goes, you can do anything you like, and there is no demand to live a particular way, or to change our lives. This is so not true – God forgives us precisely so that we might live a new life.

Whenever we say sorry – whether it’s to God, or one another – we do so, so that we may be forgiven and change our ways. Saying sorry only so that we can be forgiven and go right back and do the same thing again isn’t really being sorry at all, and stops us from knowing real freedom to live a new way. These bad preachers came into this small community and were giving people a blank cheque – go ahead, do anything, don’t worry about holiness, or consequences, it’s all fine because God has forgiven you anyway. 

As we considered last week, our great philosophers, Take That have suggested that ‘What you believe, you do’… The result of the bad preacher’s false belief that anything goes, was bringing division and selfishness to the heart of their communities, and threatening their life together. No wonder Jude was worried. If we believe that we can do anything with no consequences, our world can quickly become an ugly place, again the riots the other week gave us a snapshot of that. 

However, this is not a bad news letter, it may be a wake-up call to his listeners, but it is also a powerful reminder. Jude continues, ‘But you, dear friends…’ Having delivered his warning, Jude then begins to remind them who they are – they are his dear friends, and rather than being divided by this false teaching, they are instead to be built up – he says ‘build yourself up in your most holy faith…’. They, and we, are to be built up in holiness and live in purity, but in order for us to do that, we have to be completely honest about who we are and how we are. 

When I was younger, you used to be able to buy all sorts of things with your name and the meaning of your name printed on them. I would occasionally be given something like this for my birthday, and even though it was a kind gift I would instantly hide it, I would certainly never take it to school. The problem wasn’t the spelling, even though that was often wrong, it was the meaning. I have a notepad that says ‘Kathryn is a modern name which comes from the Greek word ‘Katharos’ meaning ‘pure’. Somehow being associated with purity or being pure seemed desperately unworldly and holy, and somehow very old fashioned and I was worried that I would be teased mercilessly carrying something around with me that said ‘pure’ on it! When did purity and holiness get to be so uncool? 

Surely being holy is a good thing? It brings us closer to God, and crucially God closer to us. Jude writes in vs. 24 that God is able to help us, to keep us from stumbling, from messing up and to present us without fault – in other words holy – before him and he does so with GREAT JOY! That doesn’t sound like a God who is uninterested in us, or even a God who is waiting for us to fail. God is longing to bring us complete and holy at the end of our lives, not broken and judged - he is our Saviour – and that is good news! 

 

So, how can we live lives that are pure and holy? How can God help us to live like that? And I’ve been wondering, can we be really honest about the things that get in the way of us living good and holy lives, the things that tie us up in knots?

There are many things that we kind of take for granted as being part of our lives – and not all of them are good. Some are things that we struggle with all alone, but we imagine no one is going to talk about them in church... yet they are things that get right in the way of us living holy lives. And even though we probably all struggle with different things, most of us will, undoubtedly struggle with something. Some of us wrestle with self-image, for some it might be self-harm, and many of us will be drawn into escapism, whether we are lured into addictions to alcohol or gambling, or escape into endless television-watching or internet pornography. 

The statistics on all of these things, but particularly internet pornography make for sobering reading, and it is certainly true that attending a church doesn’t make anyone immune. The pressure to succumb to pursuing our own desires and escaping our lives for whatever reasons can sometimes be overwhelming, even if we know that we shouldn't and that they aren't good for us, or our relationships... Addictions can rob us of help, because we are most vulnerable to things that make us feel shame. Being ashamed isolates us as we try to keep things quiet, hiding the truth away. But we can't get help or help each other if we aren't honest... we can't allow others to love us and show mercy to us if we don't tell them the truth. 

Some of you can’t quite believe that I’ve just said the word pornography in church! But if we can't bring our real lives here, how are we ever going to move forward... Jude says, ‘Be merciful to those who doubt... snatch others from the fire and save them, to others show mercy, mixed with fear’. These are very real words, suggesting that we are likely to need help, that we are going to have times of doubt, times when we need saving. If we are to be merciful, if we are to be able to snatch each other back from threatening places, then we have to be able to share in truth, to be accountable to one another. We show mercy mixed with fear, not fear that makes us run away, but fear because we all know that ‘there but for the grace of God go I...’, fear because we know how fragile we are. None of us is invincible... far from it... and we all need help from time to time. And if we can't admit it in church, or to those we trust, then where can we admit it... 

And, as an aside, as always, there is a print out of this sermon as I know people often take them home to read when they’re struggling with their insomnia. I’ve put a few resources on there that are worth checking out if you know someone who is struggling with an addiction to pornography. 

Jude says ‘Keep yourselves in God's love as you wait for the mercy of Jesus’... allow yourself the grace to sit with the truth that we aren't perfect, to remember that God loves us more than anything, and to hold onto that truth as we seek his help and the help of others. Know that in his mercy, God loves us so much he wants you to move forward in our lives and to be free from the sin and the stuff that isn't right...

 

In Cowboys and Aliens, there is a crucial moment in the film, when the good preacher turns to the central character, Jake and says, ‘God doesn’t care who you were, he cares who you are.’ Jake has to face who he has been, but rather than continue making the same mistakes again and again, he, and we, have the opportunity to become the person God is calling us to be – to choose who we are going to become – trusting in God’s grace that his forgiveness is available to us.

We may sometimes feel that we are beyond redemption... beyond God’s love and care... but Jude’s letter reminds us that, although none of us will be perfect this side of heaven, we have to hold tight to the belief that God, in his mercy, is able to keep us from falling... and will be able to bring us to a place of joy in his presence rather than fear...

The final bit of the letter is translated in a different version of the Bible like this: 

‘And now to him who can keep you on your feet, standing tall in his bright presence, fresh and celebrating—to our one God, our only Savior, through Jesus Christ, our Master, be glory, majesty, strength, and rule before all time, and now, and to the end of all time. Yes.’
We can lean on God because he is our great and awesome God, who knows who we can become, and who loves us deeply, and we can lean on each other because we need each other, and we all know that none of us is perfect. We all need help sometimes. 

Let’s pray: 

And if at any point you are struggling and want to talk stuff through, then do grab Kelvin or myself. 

Additional resources:

http://www.covenanteyes.com/
for information about and software available for internet filtering and accountability with regard to internet use etc.

http://www.freedombeginshere.org/
help with pornography addiction, including help for fathers and sons talking about these issues…

http://www.dirtygirlsministries.com
Really not as dodgy as it sounds! For women struggling with these issues.

http://www.covenantmusicians.com/2009/07/a-song-for-all-who-struggle/
Questions:

The film mentioned and the reading refers to preachers who were both good and bad influences on their communities. Have you had experiences of people who have single-handedly influenced their communities for good? 

Have you come across the belief that we can do anything we like because we are forgiven, that there is no need for change? What effect do you think this can have? 

Do you agree that the concepts of purity and holiness are considered old-fashioned today? Is this different to the past? If so, in what ways? How does this affect our own lives? 

It was mentioned that there are some things that we struggle with that aren't mentioned often in church - are there some in particular that you would like to see addressed? (Do feed this back!)

How did you feel issues such as pornography being addressed in church? 

Are the problems of addiction something that you are familiar with? 

How can we improve being accountable and honest with one another? 

How easy is it to be merciful to those who doubt? And have you had the experience of either snatching someone else, or being snatched yourself, from the fire? What has that taught you? 

Given that we are none of us going to be perfect this side of heaven, how easy do you find it to believe that God is able to keep us from falling, that he wants the best for us and can help us to move forward with our lives?
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