Sunday 22 February 2009 : John 7 : 1-13  
Pancakes on Tuesday, followed by 40 days of dry crispbread and lettuce with no mayo! And all to remind us how Jesus was tempted in the desert. You remember the story, how the devil slithered on to the scene, trying to persuade Jesus that he should have a bite to eat. Here’s the interesting bit. For Jesus, out in the desert, after 40 days without food, to have eaten would not have been a sin in itself, but to have done so at the devil’s suggestion would have been. It would have compounded Adam’s error.

It would have left Jesus compromised, shown to be as vulnerable to the flesh as the rest of us, prone to go with the flow and listen to His feelings. Not a helpful precedent for the one anointed to be the Saviour of the world. But in fact Jesus did not budge one inch from His principles, despite the searing heat and debilitating hunger of the desert. By winning this initial battle over the devil, Jesus set the tone for battles yet to come, battles with disloyal disciples and hostile crowds, battles with the unholy alliance of church and state who plotted His destruction to suit their own selfish ends, battles with the longing of His own flesh to cut and run in Gethsemane as the cross loomed. 

Yield not to temptation, goes the old hymn, for yielding is sin. Each victory will help you some other to win. Yielding to temptation is sin, even if what we are tempted to do is not in itself sinful. In Romans 14, Paul advises that if you do something, and you’re not sure whether you should be doing it or not, then you’re not acting in faith, and what is not born out of faith is sin for you. Let me offer a few examples to illustrate this.
There is no absolute scriptural prohibition on drinking alcohol – to excess, yes, but not a blanket ban. But what if the Lord has shown you that He’d rather you didn’t indulge, because it affects you in a way that it might not affect your wife, your husband, because it loosens your tongue to say unwise things, or makes you a bit aggressive? If, then, you still hit the gin, you’re going against your own conviction, you won’t enjoy it because you’ll feel guilty about it, and the devil will send waves of condemnation over you that you’re a useless wimp of a Christian because you couldn’t even say no to a G&T. 

Again, there is nowhere in scripture that tells you not to eat chocolate, but if you’ve had a word from God that you should leave it alone because its high fat and sugar content will damage your health and that’s not respecting the body He gave you to be a temple of the Holy Spirit, that chocolate won’t taste good and you’ll feel rotten after eating it. Or if you know God doesn’t want you to watch this TV programme, or you know God doesn’t want you to read that magazine, you’ll feel condemned if you ignore that word.

And it’s no defence to say that the person sitting beside you in the pew eats like a pig, drinks like a fish, watches and reads all sorts of junk, and God isn’t giving her a hard time over it. We are all individuals, with individual strengths and weaknesses, and like any wise parent God knows what’s best for each individual – and if we go against that, because someone else can get away with it, we bring fear and guilt and condemnation upon ourselves, whereas God wants us to live in joy and peace and freedom.

We are told in 2 Corinthians 10 : Don’t compare yourselves among yourselves. That is one of the biggest temptations we have to contend with – looking at how other people behave, what other people have, how other people are treated, and thinking that we’re entitled to the same. That’s just daft. We don’t know the full story about how other folk live their lives, and neither we should, because it is absolutely none of our business.
We see our neighbours and they always have the biggest and newest car in the street, the fanciest holidays, and yet they don’t seem to work as hard as us. Has it ever crossed our tiny minds that maybe it’s because they’ve got compensation from a tragic accident that happened to a member of their family before they moved in beside us? And if we covet – to use an old-fashioned Biblical word – their apparent wealth, would we also want to have undergone the harrowing experience that brought it about? 

Don’t bother trying to keep up with the Joneses unless you want their credit card bills, or their stress levels, as well! Don’t measure your prosperity, or your moral choices, by the standards set by other people. You do not answer to them, and they do not answer to you, but we all answer to God, who is not mocked. OK, so how does all this tie in with John 7, which we read earlier on and which, so far, I haven’t referred to?

Just this. Jesus makes it clear in John 7 that He makes His own decisions based on His relationship with God and His obedience to God’s Word, not on what other people say or do or think or feel. People-pleasing is a curse that we all need to break free from, or it will drive us up the wall. In this passage, Jesus was under pressure from his family to go up to Jerusalem and make a name for Himself. But that thinking was not godly – we see [v.5] that his brothers did not yet believe in Jesus. They thought he was a fruit-loop.
The point is that whether Jesus did, or did not, go up to Jerusalem for the Passover was not for them to say. That was for Jesus to decide, carefully and prayerfully, weighing up factors that his sceptical family hadn’t a clue about it. What does this mean for us? Just that no-one has the right, or the authority, to push you around, tell you what to do, manipulate you for their own selfish purposes, carry out moral blackmail to force you to sing from their hymnsheet. All these things are plain wrong, always, no exceptions.

No-one is entitled to lay on your shoulders the responsibility for their happiness, their security. No-one is entitled to demand that you dance to their tune, and tie yourself in knots to meet their every need, their every desire. And no-one is entitled to lay a guilt trip on you if you happen not to tick every box of their unreasonable demands because you, who call yourself a Christian, have a duty to be extra nice to them.

Now I’m sure you all heartily agree with what I’ve just said, but the next bit you might not be cheering and swinging from the lights about. The other side of this coin is that, equally, you and I have no right to bully, pressurise or manipulate anyone else to toe our self-centred line either ; no right to demand anyone else does for us what we are perfectly capable of doing for ourselves ; no right to expect anyone else to keep us happy, nor to cajole anyone else to put themselves out on our account.

Hmm. It’s all gone very quiet all of a sudden. But, of course, born-again, Spirit-filled, Bible-believing, tongue-talking, miracle-working Christ-followers that we are, our love for others is so strong and so pure that such thoughts would never cross our minds …!!!

All right, I’m calling that one by faith! But it is a serious point. There is only person for whose actions you or I have any God-given authority, and that is ourselves. You and I are not held responsible for the actions of anyone else. That other person who is a bully, or a big-mouth, or a liar, or a manipulator, or a stirrer-up of trouble, or whatever way their conduct offends us – is not our problem. God has not gone on a long holiday and left us in charge of sorting him out. We are not accountable for how that person acts, and so we need neither hold nor express any view on how that person acts.
And to get hold of that fact is liberating. It’s exhausting trying to be Chief Executive of the whole universe! Or even of that wee part of the universe that we’re involved in! It’s a short-cut to stress and ulcers to try to control what everyone in your family, in your circle of friends and work colleagues, is doing. There is a handy wee verse, 1 Peter 5.7 : cast all your anxiety upon God, because he cares for you. God is big enough to handle the pressure. He’s been doing it for years. You’re not, so stop playing God.

What we are responsible, 100% responsible, for, is how we react to that person’s behaviour, and God will not let us away with any excuses like – well, Lord, you don’t know what I’ve had to put up with, and I just couldn’t take it any more, so I upended a pot of hot coffee over him and then went outside and let down his tyres. You would have done the same, Lord! Sorry, that’s not what the Bible teaches. 
I love to quote Isaiah 53 :
He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities ;  
The punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 
But in the same chapter is a harder text : 

He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth.

So how do we deal with the manipulator? First, recognise that his bad behaviour is his problem, not yours, so receive the grace of the One who was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth, and do not lose your peace over it. Pray that the person concerned will receive Christ as Saviour, and if the person is a churchgoer and still acts like a jerk, the prayer remains equally valid. Then resolve that the way you act toward that person will be an open window to the love of Jesus Christ.

Keep your calm, treat that person with respect, do not hold grudges or unforgiveness, but, equally, do not just lie down and let that person away with driving a 4x4 over you. When the moral blackmail comes, just say, very politely : Sorry, no, I’m afraid I’m not going to do that. This will not go down well. It takes courage to break the bad habit of compliance for the sake of an easy life, but if you simply let someone away with being a bully, you become an accomplice in that behaviour and God holds you to account for your failure to stand up and be counted and let Christ’s light shine into the darkness.
When the inevitable temper tid, or 3-day huff, comes, ignore it. Don’t be moved by it. As far as possible, treat the person exactly the same as you would if they were being nice to you. After a while, your integrity and stability may very well be a witness, but even if that person genuinely can’t live with your new-found determination not to be bullied and manipulated, and the relationship – obviously an unhealthy one anyway – ends, you need to understand that as a blessing, as God setting you free from bondage.
I appreciate, of course, that if the relationship is with a husband or a wife, you’ll need to be extra prayerful to receive the grace of God to guide you through, but in the end, if it’s a covenant made in the eyes of God, and not a rash decision made at 15 minutes notice in an Elvis-themed wedding parlour in Las Vegas, God will honour and bless that covenant and come through with the grace for it to be healed and strengthened
We need to understand that no relationship between two adults, supposedly mature, and supposedly equal, can survive if one party to it is always having to tie himself in knots to please the other person for a peaceful life. This is not a sermon, please understand, to extol selfishness or callous indifference to the genuine needs of another human being, but instead to raise awareness of the fact that, sometimes quite unaware of what he or she is doing, one person may be placing a quite unreasonable burden on the other.

You and I are here on this earth to be servants to those around us, but that emphatically does not mean that they are our masters. It is good for you and I willingly to go the second, and maybe even the third, mile, as an expression of love, and simply to bless another human being. It is bad for you and I to be expected to do it, or else. We are free to live and give sacrificially, but we must never be in bondage to anyone.
I don’t know if this speaks to anyone today, but I believe compulsive people-pleasing is an insidious menace which lies at the heart of so much stress and unhappiness, which in turn leads to damaged health and damaged marriages and families. We are expected to please God, by acting in faith in His promises and in obedience to His Word. 

That may not please other people, even people we love and care for, who have their own selfish agenda for our lives. We are not doing them any favours by submitting to that, often at the cost of smouldering resentment which, one day, may explode. 
And it may not, for that matter, please our own selfish flesh, which likes to get its own way, and to enjoy the buzz of having others running around in circles trying to keep us happy, to avoid our displeasure. Jesus once memorably said : Treat others as you would like to be treated yourself [Luke 4.31]. It doesn’t get more down-to-earth than that.
Whatever end we’re coming at this from, the principle is the same. There is no place in the life of the Christ-follower for a spirit of people-pleasing. Now is the time to get our priorities right, so that we can all walk boldly in the glorious liberty which Jesus Christ expensively purchased for us all.
