Remembering why we’re here.
Sunday 4th September, 2011
A few weeks ago Birmingham – especially the city centre and North Birmingham around Handsworth, Aston and Newtown had an outbreak of rioting and looting. 
We went on our holidays the day before it started and missed the whole thing, but talking to lots of people who were here and seeing the TV coverage, it was obviously a very frightening time where it seems like big sections of the city threw off restraint and became wild and lawless.
It seems like people threw away Wisdom – just as it says in Proverbs 1
10 My son, if sinners entice you, 
do not give in to them. 
11 If they say, “Come along with us; 
let’s lie in wait for someone’s blood, 
let’s waylay some harmless soul; 
13 ...we will get all sorts of valuable things 
and fill our houses with plunder; 
14 throw in your lot with us, 
and we will share a common purse”— 
15 my son, do not go along with them, 
do not set foot on their paths; 
16 for their feet rush into sin, 
they are swift to shed blood. 
18 ...These men lie in wait for their own blood; 
they waylay only themselves! 
19 Such is the end of all who go after ill-gotten gain; 
it takes away the lives of those who get it. (Proverbs 1:10-11,13-16,18-19)
Since the riots there have been several different responses; some people – politicians, some newspapers have said that the riots have shown that Society is broken and the country is sick; rioters need to be punished, so we’ll give extra long prison sentences, stop people’s benefits and throw them out on the streets.
Others have said “Yes, the country is sick” with problems like unemployment, lack of opportunities and poverty.
It’s interesting that in July 40% of households in the country felt the squeeze of the recession and then in August, riots broke out. 
Youth unemployment is rocketing; things like going to university or buying a house seem like dreams that are slipping away from many people and many services supporting young people have been cut.
So the riots were, at least in part, a cry for help from the un-noticed youth who have lost hope.
I don’t know which of these you agree with – maybe neither, maybe a bit of both.
But there was one part of what David Cameron said that I do agree with – this country is sick.
And specifically the cities are sick.
I know a lot of us went away for a holiday this year or got out of Birmingham for a time, and maybe we saw some places that looked so peaceful, they seemed a million miles away from the riots.
But that is exactly the reason we are here!
Matthew tells us this about Jesus:
As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s booth. “Follow me,” he told him, and Matthew got up and followed him. 
While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and “sinners” came and ate with him and his disciples. When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 
On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Matthew 9:9-13)
What did Jesus do when He saw ‘sinners’? He went to them
In Psalm 45, which is a prophetic Psalm about Jesus (quoted referring to Him in Hebrews) it says that the Messiah would:
...love righteousness and hate wickedness (Psalm 45:7)
And Jesus did hate wickedness...but He didn’t hate wicked people.
So when He met Matthew – a corrupt, greedy, cheating traitor who oppressed his own people, rather than despising him, like everyone else did, Jesus went to him and overcame the sin and dirt – and Matthew the corrupt, filthy tax-collector became Matthew the Evangelist; Matthew the Apostle; Matthew the Gospel writer!
The Love of Jesus touches Matthew and He responds and leaves everything and follows.
What happened when Jesus met a leper who was ceremonially unclean, so that anyone who touched him would be unclean too?
Jesus touched him – and healed him and made him clean.
Instead of Jesus being infected and becoming unclean, the uncleanness was cleansed!
What happens when there’s darkness and then the Light shines?
The Light shines and overcomes the darkness; the darkness does not overcome the Light! (John 1:5)
Phil Moore says:
The priests put their faith in cleanness and went to extraordinary lengths to ensure that they touched nothing that would make them ceremonially unclean. They hoped to impress God with their purity, so much so that a priest ignored a dying man in the parable of the Good Samaritan rather than risk being contaminated by his bleeding wounds. Jesus behaved the opposite way as He touched those in need. In chapters 8 and 9 alone He touches a leper, a woman with a fever, a menstruating woman, a corpse, and two blind beggars. He even offered to enter a Gentile’s home; something He knew would make Him ceremonially unclean. While the priests worried about being infected, Jesus knew that through the Gospel, infection now works the other way round. He did not fear unclean company, because one touch from Him would make the unclean whole. (Phil Moore, Straight to the heart of Matthew, p.99-100)
So Jesus went and called Matthew and then went and honoured him by going and eating with him and all his ‘sinner’ friends.
This really upset the religious people – the Pharisees, because they read Psalm 45:7 “love righteousness and hate wickedness” and turned it into “Love righteousness and hate the wicked (or sinners)”
So the way they stayed ‘pure’ and godly was by having nothing to do with ‘sinners’
And somewhere in their religion, they lost track of who was sinful and decided it wasn’t them, it was everyone else.
So in their minds they were clean and pure and righteous – so why would they need a Saviour? What did they need saving from? 
When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 
On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Matthew 9:11-13)
Phil Moore said that “normally creatures of the dark shrink away from the light” - when you lift up a stone, all the insects and cockroaches run away; “But Jesus drew them to Him like moths to a flame.” (p.99)
In the Bible, “sinful” sick people ran to Jesus and found a Healer and a Saviour; “righteous” people who thought they were doing well missed out.
So how do we respond to riots and evil?
If we’re demonstrating Jesus to our city, – if we want to follow Him and be like Him, then we don’t recoil from the riots and wish we were somewhere else; we go to this sick society that knows it’s in a mess and desperately needs a Doctor and a saviour, because it has no other hope.
And we get in close enough to touch it – and instead of us being infected by it, it will be infected by the Gospel of the Love of Jesus.
So it says in Romans :
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:21)
Last month we got a glimpse of how sick this city is. And maybe what happened was a more real picture of what Birmingham is really like.
But that’s why we’re here!
I went to a few ‘nice’ country towns on my holiday and thought ‘this is really nice’ the scenery was nice – hills & fields, the children were polite, no-one was wearing a ‘hoodie’
But what it did in me was make me so glad from the bottom of my heart that God has called us to this sick city – because there is a Doctor; and He changes sick people and sick societies and sick cities
And our job description is to overcome evil with good.
We’ve got work to do to infect this city with the Gospel of the Love of Jesus.
5

