Never Be Beyond Mercy

Isa 30:8-18 And now, go, write it before them on a tablet and inscribe it in a book, that it may be for the time to come as a witness forever. 9 For they are a rebellious people, lying children, children unwilling to hear the instruction of the LORD; 

10 who say to the seers, "Do not see," and to the prophets, "Do not prophesy to us what is right; speak to us smooth things, prophesy illusions, 11 leave the way, turn aside from the path, let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel." 12 Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel, "Because you despise this word and trust in oppression and perverseness and rely on them, 13 therefore this iniquity shall be to you like a breach in a high wall, bulging out, and about to collapse, whose breaking comes suddenly, in an instant; 14 and its breaking is like that of a potter's vessel that is smashed so ruthlessly that among its fragments not a shard is found with which to take fire from the hearth, or to dip up water out of the cistern." 15 For thus said the Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel, "In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and in trust shall be your strength." But you were unwilling, ESV

Matt 27:3-10 Then when Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was condemned, he changed his mind and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders, 4 saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." They said, "What is that to us? See to it yourself." 5 And throwing down the pieces of silver into the temple, he departed, and he went and hanged himself. 6 But the chief priests, taking the pieces of silver, said, "It is not lawful to put them into the treasury, since it is blood money." 7 So they took counsel and bought with them the potter's field as a burial place for strangers. 8 Therefore that field has been called the Field of Blood to this day. 9 Then was fulfilled what had been spoken by the prophet Jeremiah, saying, "And they took the thirty pieces of silver, the price of him on whom a price had been set by some of the sons of Israel, 10 and they gave them for the potter's field, as the Lord directed me." ESV

______________________________________________________________________

I've been preaching much about mercy lately and I've had the mercy of God on my heart and mind.  Perhaps this is because as you grow older, both in age and ministry, you become more aware of your need for such things and more aware of its vital role in your life.  Looking back over a few years, where you've come through some things, you can only say, “had it not been for the mercy of God I wouldn't be here!”  

Grace and mercy go hand in hand when we talk about God, but they are not the same thing.  Grace is unmerited favor and mercy is unmerited pardon.  In other words, grace is when God gives us something that we did not deserve and mercy is when God does not give us something that we very much deserved to receive.  None of us deserve someone dying for us to pay the price for our sins so we can say that redemption is God's grace for He has freely given and made available something to us that none merit on our own.  But by the same token, the wages of sin are death and yet despite the fact that all of us have sinned and come short of the glory of God – and done so repeatedly – yet when we have turned to God and surrendered our hearts and will to Him and asked His forgiveness, He has many times not given us the full punishment that our actions had deserved.  If you make it to heaven one day, you will look back and be astonished at how many times God blocked things from wreaking full vengeance in your life; how many times God did not allow you to experience the full wrath of what should have come.  But it didn't because God was merciful to you!  We are saved by grace and thank God for it!  But when we get to heaven it will be because of our initial salvation was coupled with many, many instances of God's mercy.  

There's a song by Kurt Carr that goes:

I almost let go, I felt like I just couldn't take it any more,

My problems had me bound

Depression weighed me down 

But God held me close, so I wouldn't let go

God's mercy kept me so I wouldn't let go!

I almost gave up.  

I was right at the edge of the breakthrough but couldn't see it

The devil really had me,

but Jesus came and grabbed me,

and He held me close,

So I wouldn't let go.

God's mercy kept me,

so I wouldn't let go.

So I'm here today because God kept me

I'm alive today only because of His grace

Oh, He kept me, God kept me

He kept me, so I wouldn't let go!

Such is the testimony of everyone who will make it to heaven!  Thank God for His grace, but also His mercy!  Thank God for His saving power, but also for His keeping power!  Thank God that He would even give us that first chance to come to Him, but also thank Him that after the first had come and gone, that He gave us a second and a third and a sixtieth chance!  Thank God that He is truly able to finish what He starts in our lives!  And when we fall, He is there – if we will let Him – to help us get back up!  The righteous man falls seven times, but arises – what a great thing to know that righteousness is not measured by how many times I fall, but by how many times that I'm willing to get back up and take His hand again!  

Oh, the mercies of God!  As Jeremiah told us:

Lam 3:17-24 my soul is bereft of peace; I have forgotten what happiness is; 18 so I say, "My endurance has perished; so has my hope from the LORD." 19 Remember my affliction and my wanderings, the wormwood and the gall! 20 My soul continually remembers it and is bowed down within me. 21 But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope: 22 The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases;  his mercies never come to an end; 23 they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 24 "The LORD is my portion," says my soul, "therefore I will hope in him." ESV  

Anybody feel the hand of God's grace and also His mercy upon you, today?  Is there anybody who has the same feeling that has overwhelmed pastor this week of appreciation and gratitude for God's great mercies!  There's something awesome about truly becoming grateful for God's mercies and it was while they sang “His mercy endures forever” that the mighty presence of God fell in the temple dedication of Solomon's day and engulfed the sanctuary and service.  To praise God's mercy means that we are not putting on airs that we don't need Him and acknowledging His greatness, His will for our life, and our dependence upon Him.  And when you get real with God like that, He can move in and do great things!  Praising Him for His mercies from the heart is something that God can work with and move greatly!  Oh, truly His mercy is great towards us and God is faithful!  And His mercy endures forever!  I thank God that today I am not beyond God's mercy!

_____________________________________________  

The scriptures are replete with great instances of mercy.  I think of the Sons of Korah, whom were shown great mercy despite their father's rebellion and dramatic judgment.  I think of the most evil king Manasseh, who yet after all of the horrible things including infant sacrifice that he had done, yet repented and found mercy before he died.  Read the story some time:  that sort of mercy blows me away!  If Manasseh was not beyond mercy after all of the evil that He did, then neither is there someone here today who is yet beyond the mercy of God!  

I think of the pool of Bethesda – which means, “house of mercy” – and yet it only became its namesake when Jesus showed up to it and began to heal.  I think of the woman caught in the very act of adultery and flung at Jesus' feet by men with ill motives and I think of our Savior writing mercy in the sand and sending the scornful fleeing with “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone.”  He was the only one that qualified and yet He was not reaching for the rocks, but rather reaching for her hand!  What mercy was found in that place that day!  That day, the temple became a Bethesda – a house of mercy!

I think of the thief on the cross who first railed on Jesus and cursed Him and yet that same day, just a few hours later had a change of heart and found mercy and forgiveness.  I think of Simon Peter who denied our Lord three times to our face and who deserted Him and who broke his oaths of “I'll never turn from you” and yet Jesus came to Him and restored Him and Peter becomes everything that He was supposed to become in God.  What mercy!

What mercy it was that our Savior would meet Saul of Tarsus on the road to Damascus and reveal Himself to that prideful and vicious enemy of the faith!  And yet Saul would be transformed into Paul the Apostle and turn the world upside down for Christ!  Oh, what God's mercy does when it loosed upon men!  Paul said, “I blasphemed against the Holy Ghost, yet I obtained mercy because I did it in ignorance.”  “Yet, I obtained mercy” will be the calling card of everyone who ever steps foot into heaven!  I fell, yet I obtained mercy!  I made mistakes,  yet I obtained mercy!  I turned aside and got a bad attitude and responded incorrectly, yet I obtained mercy!  Thank God for His mercy!

But yet in the midst of all of these great instance of people and God's mercy in their lives, there is a story of one man who went beyond God's mercy.  Someone who despite the greatness of God's mercy so freely available, yet chose to remove himself beyond such things.  We read about him in our text and the truth of the matter is that Judas Iscariot, in the same age of many of these other people finding mercy, chose to be beyond mercy.  Not that God's mercy wouldn't and didn't reach out to him, but by his own choices, he yet took himself beyond the limits of even the mercies of God.

We read the end of the matter of Judas' betrayal of Jesus as our text:

Matt 27:3-5 Then when Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was condemned, he changed his mind and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders, 4 saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." They said, "What is that to us? See to it yourself." 5 And throwing down the pieces of silver into the temple, he departed, and he went and hanged himself. ESV

The book of Acts gives us a more graphic account of the actual death:

Acts 1:18-19 (Now this man bought a field with the reward of his wickedness, and falling headlong he burst open in the middle and all his bowels gushed out. 19 And it became known to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that the field was called in their own language Akeldama, that is, Field of Blood.) ESV

What a horrible end to a promising life and ministry of a follower of Jesus Christ.  Things should never end this way!  And yet, here in the midst of a great ministry of mercy, yet was one who became beyond mercy.  Living His life with Jesus was to live in a spiritual Bethesda and yet he willfully removed himself from the premises.  

If there ever was an anti-role model, here it is!  I'm here today because of God's mercy and yet if it be possible for a man to get beyond even the mercy of God, I don't ever want go there and be that.  And the best way to avoid such a horrible fate is to learn carefully what was it that brought Judas Iscariot to this fate and place spiritually and run from such things and go the opposite way of the path that he chose.  We should examine Judas Iscariot's walk very carefully so that we will never be as he became.  I don't ever want to be beyond mercy!

What was it?  Let us first note what it was not for men today have all sorts of reasons why they cannot live for God and why they cannot be saved, as it were.  But with Judas Iscariot's example before us, there are some things that we can immediately rule out: 

It was not a lack of pastor or great preaching that caused him to be beyond mercy.

Judas' pastor, you may remember, was none other than Jesus Christ!  And there was never a better preacher or teacher than Jesus Christ.  There was never a better shepherd of the flock than the One called the Great Shepherd and the Chief Shepherd!  Jesus Christ never had a sinful attitude and was not burdened down by the nature of the first Adam that all preachers since have had to face.  Jesus Christ was always in the perfect will of God in His direction and even in His responses to people.  I'm not young enough in the Lord to be naïve, but yet it still amazes me that Jesus chose twelve and that one of them turned on Him like this.  To backslide with Jesus Christ as your direct leader and pastor in the flesh means that it's not really the ministry that causes some people to take themselves beyond mercy.

It was not a lack of devoted friends and positive peer pressure that caused him to be beyond mercy.

Again, Judas Iscariot was apart of the most devoted disciples of the crowds.  He was one of those who had made the greatest commitments and had been pulled first from the crowds to become a part of the seventy who were commissioned to go out and preach as Jesus had shown them.  And then on that glorious day that the Lord – after spending all night in prayer – had selected twelve men to become His inner circle of leaders into whom He would put the most time and training into, Judas was yet chosen for that!  And so he was surrounded with the likes of James and John and Peter and Andrew and Matthew and such.  These men had each others back.  What a support system of accountability in his life and of friendship!  And yet despite such great peers and friends, he became beyond mercy.  

It was not a lack of signs, wonders, and the supernatural that caused him to be beyond mercy.

It was not like Judas had never seen a miracle.  He had seen hundreds of miracles performed by Jesus and had even been commissioned by Jesus as part of the seventy and the twelve to go out and perform such miracles as they preached.  This was a man whom was comfortable with the supernatural and that had seen God's power manifested in great ways.  And yet, despite such displays of omnipotence and despite knowing that the kingdom of God was very, very real, yet he became beyond mercy.  

______________________________________

What was it then?  At first glance, it would seem that we are not told what it was, and yet the Bible links Judas Iscariot with a particular field which leads us to our answer.                  In our text, we read that Judas Iscariot in a moment of remorse went back to the temple and flung the blood money to the ground at the priest's feet and tried to give it back to them and yet we find:

Matt 27:6-10 But the chief priests, taking the pieces of silver, said, "It is not lawful to put them into the treasury, since it is blood money." 7 So they took counsel and bought with them the potter's field as a burial place for strangers. 8 Therefore that field has been called the Field of Blood to this day. 9 Then was fulfilled what had been spoken by the prophet Jeremiah, saying, "And they took the thirty pieces of silver, the price of him on whom a price had been set by some of the sons of Israel, 10 and they gave them for the potter's field, as the Lord directed me." ESV

And we just read in Acts 1 where Peter himself referred to this event:

Acts 1:18-19 (Now this man bought a field with the reward of his wickedness, and falling headlong he burst open in the middle and all his bowels gushed out. 19 And it became known to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that the field was called in their own language Akeldama, that is, Field of Blood.) ESV

The hypocritical Jewish leaders had not qualms about giving money to betray an innocent man and pay for murder, but they wouldn't put such “blood money” in the treasury and instead they decided to use the money from Judas, the profit of his life and his reward for his decision, to purchase a field where the poor and stranger would be able to be buried.  And this field that they purchased with the rewards of Judas' life, we are told, was a potter's field.

Herein lies the secret to what made Judas Iscariot go beyond mercy.  It is found in the analogy of the potter and the clay and what the potter's field references.  God had shown both Jeremiah and Isaiah that His work in the life of men was like a potter at the wheel.  God took Jeremiah down to a potter's house and as he watched the potter mix the clay with water and soften it and knead it, God spoke to him and said, “this is how it is with my work with my people.”  Jeremiah watched as the potter took the clay that was finally the right consistency and begin to spin it on the wheel and to exert just enough pressure on it to cause it to begin to take the shape of the vessel that the potter had in his mind's eye for it to become.  And as Jeremiah watched, the vessel sprung forth and yet, there was some inconsistencies in the clay that caused it to not be able to be made as the potter willed and so the potter, flattened it back into a lump and added some more water and kneaded again and then once more placed it back on the wheel and began to try to form it.  And Jeremiah watched as the potter repeated this over and over until the perfect vessel was formed out of the clay and then it was removed from the wheel and placed upon a shelf to await the kiln where it would be hardened by the potter in the fire to be able to become a vessel of great use.  

There is a reason that Matthew ties Jeremiah's pottery experience with Judas Iscariot because there is no greater example of the work of God's mercy in our lives than the analogy of the potter.  He is the potter and we are the clay.  The water is the Word of God and the Spirit of God.  When our lives that were formed from the dust of the ground are placed in His hands and mixed with the Word and the Spirit, we become soft and pliable and through God's working within us, we become of the right makeup to be formed into something great for Him.  Again, He is the potter and we the clay and the clay has no right to demand of the potter, “why have you made me thus?”  The clay does not know what the Master's design is for its existence until it begins to be formed by His hand.  And yet, sometimes as the Master Potter works on us and begins to shape us in a certain way, we resist and harden ourselves against the direction that His gentle hands are trying to lead into.  And when that happens, that resistance of the clay causes the Master to humble us again and knead us again and work within us again and add more water of the Spirit and the Word and try to work those things out so that we can once more get back on the wheel and be formed as He wills.  The fact that He doesn't give up after just one try of getting us into the form that He has designed for us is a great testament of God's mercy!  That He is willing to take us off the wheel and try once again with more word and Spirit is His great mercy!  He works again and again to make His will happen in our lives and His will is what is best for us because it is He who created us for that purpose.  

But there is an allusion to something else that Jeremiah saw and also a prophecy of Zechariah's in our text in Matthew about Judas.  And that is the dreadful analogy of the potter's field.  For, if the clay would yield correctly to the Potter's hand, then it would be fired in the kiln and able to be a vessel of honor, used for the purpose to which it was designed.  But behind every potter's house was the potter's field and what a dreadful place, the potter's field was.  Because if a piece of clay continued to resist the shaping efforts of the Potter and if the clay hardened itself and resisted over and over and over again, there would come a point where the Potter had done all that He could do.  There would come a point where the clay would be no longer malleable and no longer conformable enough to be shaped into anything really of great use.  Not because of the Potter's efforts, but despite the Potter's greatest efforts.  The Potter would have tried again and again and yet the clay would have gotten so brittle that he would just shape it any old way as the clay dictated in its stubbornness and then he would lift it off of the wheel and place it aside where it would harden itself in the shape it had become.  And then the potter would take the hardened lump that had been made into a vessel of dishonor and he would hurl it out the backdoor into the field where it would fall to the ground and shatter into a zillion pieces.  The potter's field would be littered over time with hundreds of thousands of shattered pieces of such pottery.  This was what Judas Iscariot's life is linked to in scripture.  The Jewish leaders were able to purchase this field for the paltry sum of thirty pieces of silver because a potter's field was good for nothing else and didn't command a great price.  It was only good to become a graveyard where strangers and the poor could be buried and left to their rest.  It was only good to become a desolate and gloomy place.  

The potter's field was a perfect representation of what had become of Judas Iscariot.  Did not Jesus know that he was stealing from the bag?  And yet did not our Lord wash his feet?  Did not Jesus call him out with the sop and yet do it in a way that let Judas know, “I know what you are doing” and yet the other disciples were clueless?  Did not Jesus spend time with him and reach for him, even to the very end?  Did not Jesus, even as Judas leaned in to give the kiss of betrayal in the Garden of Gethsemane, call him “friend?”  Just like the other disciples, Judas had been worked on by the Spirit and the Word of God and the Master Potter had repeatedly shaped and formed him and then reformed him.  Unlike the other disciples Judas hardened his heart to the point that he became no longer malleable, unchangeable, and stubborn against what God was trying to do in his life and when he reached that point, he became only good for the potter's field, to be broken in the Field of What Could Have Been.  

Hear this preacher, there is a truth to the fact that God hardens hearts just as He did Pharaoh's, but there is also a great fact that God only hardens the hearts of those who have already hardened their hearts.  Pharaoh first hardened his heart against God, therefore God in return hardened it even further.  So it was with Judas Iscariot.  So it is with you and I.  If it can be true the command of “harden not your hearts”
 then we must realize that the first matter of the issue lies with you and I.  The truth is that the Master Potter never removes the clay from the wheel and just lets it harden to be cast to the potter's field until it has first hardened itself to the point that nothing can cause it to become what the Master Potter wanted.  God only hardens the hearts of those who have already hardened their heart.

The lesson of Judas Iscariot is very sobering and yet very clear:

The only way we can ever be beyond mercy is to harden our heart and become stubborn against the Will, Word, and Spirit of God.  

Only when we become unmodifiable and immoveable and refuse to surrender to what His hand and His Word is trying to accomplish do we take ourselves beyond mercy.  Think of that phrase, “we take ourselves beyond His mercy.”  His mercy endures forever.  His mercies never end.  He never withdraws His mercy, rather we withdraw ourselves from it.  We do this when we become rigid and unwilling to conform to His will.  When we cease to yield to His Spirit and His shaping.  When we stop trusting in Him and allowing Him to form us into what He has designed for our lives.  Then and only then, do we harden our hearts to the point that we become like Judas, destined for the potter's field.  Oh, I don't want to ever get there!  I don't ever want to harden myself to the point that I'm beyond God's mercy!

_________________________________________    

Don't ever get to the place where you are beyond God's mercy!  You're not today and there's hope, but don't even go down that path!  And so to those who want anything but this for their lives, our other text in Isaiah thunders today:

Isa 30:8 And now, go, write it before them on a tablet and inscribe it in a book, that it may be for the time to come as a witness forever. 

God commands the prophet to write this particular passage down so that we in generations to come could read it and learn from it.  Obviously, then God's instructions here are not just for the Jews of yesteryear and are to all people and for us today!  

Isa 30:9-11 For they are a rebellious people, lying children, children unwilling to hear the instruction of the LORD; 10 who say to the seers, "Do not see," and to the prophets, "Do not prophesy to us what is right; speak to us smooth things, prophesy illusions, 11 leave the way, turn aside from the path, let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel." ESV

They were rebellious and stubborn which is to say that they resisted repeatedly the efforts of the Almighty to change them and transform them.  Like Judas, they had everything going for them:  they were born into a family of God that had truth and had genuine men of God and God-ordained preaching and had seen God do great things and yet they resisted and were “unwilling to hear the instruction of the Lord.”  They didn't want to hear prophecies and they didn't want a preacher to preach to them the true Word of God, but rather sought out “preachers” who would preach what they wanted to hear.  They said, “do not prophesy to us what is right; speak to us smooth things, prophesy illusions, leave the way and let us hear no more about the Holy One.”  

Does this not happen today?  Some people look for churches based upon finding one where they will be comfortable as they are rather than confronted to become what God wants them to be.  Some people judge preachers based upon whether or not they tell them what they want to hear and not upon whether they were preaching the pure Word of God.  There are some who run from churches where the “Holy One of Israel” is emphasized by God and would rather go to a dead church that offers up man made theories of God's identity rather than come back to the clear teaching of the Bible about the Holy One of heaven.  When comfort is more important to us than truth, then we are putting ourselves in great danger because listen to what God went on to say:  

Isa 30:12-14 Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel, "Because you despise this word and trust in oppression and perverseness and rely on them, 13 therefore this iniquity shall be to you like a breach in a high wall, bulging out, and about to collapse, whose breaking comes suddenly, in an instant; 14 and its breaking is like that of a potter's vessel that is smashed so ruthlessly that among its fragments not a shard is found with which to take fire from the hearth, or to dip up water out of the cistern." ESV

What is so dangerous about choosing such a path of resisting the truth of God's Word and of those who would speak to us about changing to match it rather than trying to change it to match us?  It puts you going down a path whose end is the potter's field.  It is the same path chosen by Judas that caused him to be beyond mercy!  And the Holy One continues to speak:

Isa 30:15 For thus said the Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel, "In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and in trust shall be your strength." But you were unwilling, ESV

“But you were unwilling.”  The Lord is mighty to save and willing to save “but you were unwilling.”  An unwilling heart to obey.  A heart unwilling to yield to God's clear commandments.  An unwilling heart has every excuse as to why they cannot and why they will not.  But never forget that an unwilling heart is a hardening heart, and a hardened heart is on a path that unless it changes and allows God to make it pliable again and that if it continues to resist, is headed for the potter's field.

The Holy One continued beyond the point that we read as a text and said:

Isa 30:18-19 Therefore the LORD waits to be gracious to you, and therefore he exalts himself to show mercy to you. For the LORD is a God of justice; blessed are all those who wait for him. 19 For a people shall dwell in Zion, in Jerusalem; you shall weep no more. He will surely be gracious to you at the sound of your cry. As soon as he hears it, he answers you. ESV

The Lord waits to be gracious to you.  Even as He spoke these words through the prophet in that day, yet He had not yet cast them out.  He was warning them of the potter's field so that they would turn and never experience it!  Even in His warning, there was great mercy because by warning them of the things that could take them beyond His mercy, He was reaching for them so that it would never be so.  The Lord doesn't want anyone to ever get beyond His mercy and yet there is much of it riding upon you and I.

Where are you today?  Are you stubborn to the will of God?  Are you bucking against the principles clearly written in His Word?  Are you cleaving to the comfort of man-made traditions and religions versus believing what God has said?  Are you responding to the man of God in your life?  Are you in unity with your fellow brothers and sister in Christ?  More importantly, are you allowing the Word and the Spirit of God to continually work within you to make you into what God's design for your life is?  Don't resist!  Don't harden your heart and your mind!  Don't spurn the direction and the hands of God in your life!  Because the end of that is a potter's field and a field of blood and shame.  Instead, purpose that you will stay forever malleable in the Potter's hands and that whatever He wills you will become.  The potter's field is not for you; rather God's mercy is what should last forever!  Harden not your hearts and you will never be beyond mercy!  
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