
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Eighth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 119:33-48
1st lesson:
Ecclesiasticus 1:18-27
2nd lesson:
Matthew 7:15-21
"By Their Fruits"
"Beware of false prophets . . . Ye shall know them by their fruits. Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles?"
The Lord Jesus made it clear that His followers are not to judge others; that is, they are not to condemn or show self-righteous severity toward those around them. "Condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned," we heard Him say in the Gospel for the Fourth Sunday after Trinity.
However, He also said that we should be discerning; we should know the difference between good and evil; we need to be able to recognize them when we see them. When He sent the twelve disciples out on their own to teach and preach. He told them, "Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves; be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves." (Matthew 10:16)
In this Sunday's Gospel lesson. He told us that, in the final analysis, we discern between good and evil people by how they live: "Ye shall know them by their fruits." If a tree produces good fruit, it is a good tree; but if it produces evil fruit, it is corrupt. In the long run, it's not verbal professions that count, but the doing of the will of the Heavenly Father.
Corrupt living seems to grow out of corrupt beliefs. "Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh," declared our Lord (Matthew 12:34); and talking in terms of treasure. He noted that a person "out of the good treasure of the heart bringeth forth good things," while an evil person can produce nothing good out of evil treasure (Matthew 12:34-35).
Some of the most corrupt beliefs of our time are that body of teachings which puts humanity at the center of existence, and denies any need of God. It claims that traditional Christian beliefs about God are false, and that the moral requirements based on them no longer apply. Man is the measure of everything, the followers of this system of beliefs have said. They have stated the following: "We affirm that moral values derive their source from human experience. Ethics is autonomous and situational, needing no theological or ideological sanction."
We see the tragic influence of this false body of belief in the moral wreckage that has resulted from it. The unhappy outcome of making man the measure of everything was portrayed centuries ago in the ancient story of the Tower of Babel. Those who try to build their own way to heaven end only in confusion and division from each other.
A national news magazine has pointed out a belief current in America, the idea that "wealth is the measure of all men." It saw that such an attitude "tends to exalt the individual at the expense of the community." It's another example of the fact that evil fruit grows out of bad belief; or, "An evil man out of the evil treasure bringeth forth evil things."
Americans tend to be very pragmatic, so they like to ask of something, "What use is it?" We can apply that test to the question of belief, and ask, "What's the use of right belief about God?" The answer is, "It results in right living." In fact, belief, meaning belief in Christ and commitment to Him, is so important that He called it "the work of God:" "This is the work of God, that ye believe on him whom he hath sent." (John 6:29) He whose life is thus dedicated to Christ will be an example of the person who "out of the good treasure of the heart bringeth forth good things."
It's not fashionable nowadays to talk about right belief, because the implication is that some belief is wrong. Such talk is considered to be impolite and intolerant. But we believe and assert and know that the right belief about God – the fullest possible expression of humanity's knowledge about Him – is that which is recorded in the Scriptures, and handed down through the centuries in the Christian fellowship. Lives based on these beliefs and teachings are the ones that by God's grace bring forth the fruit of good living.
One of these teachings is of the moral perfection and holiness of God, and the resulting claim on the lives of His people. A few weeks ago, in one of these sermons, a verse was quoted from the nineteenth chapter of Leviticus. It's worth hearing again, because it states this vital aspect of the character of God, and the consequent standard for the lives of His people. It says, "Ye shall be holy: for I the Lord your God am holy." (Leviticus 19:2) In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ restated this teaching in terms of the perfect love of God, and applied this same standard to His followers.
As we respond to the saving actions of God in Christ, they call forth in us faith, repentance, and love. These responses to what God has done for us in Christ are powerful motives for living a moral life; for bringing forth "good fruit."
The author of a book on Christian ethics emphasizes the place of gratitude as a reason for living a godly life. He writes of "grateful obedience or obedient gratitude; and of the two, gratitude (is) more fundamental." Gratitude for Christ's deliverance from sin and spiritual death is a basic reason that Christian lives can be examples of those good trees that bear good fruit.
The New Testament also teaches that God's people, corporately and individually, are the temple of God; and that God's temple must not be defiled, because it is the place where He dwells. Saint Paul wrote to the Ephesians that they were like a "building fitly framed together," and growing "unto an holy temple in the Lord," so that they were "an habitation of God through the Spirit." (Ephesians 2:21-22) To the Corinthians, he wrote this forceful reminder, "Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?" He coupled this with a stern warning against defiling God's temple, and concluded, "The temple of God is holy, which temple ye are." (1st Corinthians 3:16-17). As God's temple, the members of the church must live so that it is not defiled, but honored as His dwelling place.
We must care about following the moral commandments, about bearing the "good fruit" of the Gospel. Mere indoctrination won't produce that caring. We need the will to be moral, backed by emotion. These two characteristics often come by devotion to a person; in the Christian's case, devotion to the Lord Jesus Christ. He is our Lord and Savior. Because of dedication to Him, and gratitude for what He has done and is doing for our salvation, and with the help of the Holy Spirit, we try to live by the moral teachings of our faith. For "by their fruits ye shall know them."
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