23 October 2011 : John 12 : 1-11

 1 Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 

    2 Here a dinner was given in Jesus' honour. Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him. 

    3 Then Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus' feet and wiped his feet with her hair. And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 

    4 But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, 

    5 Why wasn't this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year's wages. 

    6 He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it. 

    7 Leave her alone, Jesus replied. It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial. 

    8 You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me. 

    9 Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 

    10 So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, 

    11 for on account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in him.

SERMON
We’ve spent some time on what was arguably the most astonishing miracle Jesus ever performed, the raising of Lazarus, who had been dead for four days, in front of almost the whole town of Bethany. Today we look at a sequel to that event, a dinner date for Jesus with Lazarus and his family during the last week of Our Lord’s earthly life. 
As we saw when we studied the closing verses of John 11, if there was any doubt in the mind of the religious establishment as to whether or not Jesus had to go, the raising of Lazarus made it certain. Life for Lazarus meant death for Jesus. There is, of course, a sense in which that foreshadows Easter itself, and speaks of the immense price paid to secure our own salvation. Life for you, life for me, meant death for Jesus. 
The gospel is, in essence, one massive transfer deal. All that we are, in and of ourselves  – self-centred, sharp-tongued, impatient, thoughtless, jealous, envious, deserving of and destined for death and judgement – was transferred in full to Jesus and placed on His shoulders. All that Jesus is – righteous, loved by the Father, deserving of and destined for eternal life and heavenly glory – was transferred in full to us. His pain, our gain.
It’s good for us to remember – often – just how much Jesus has done for us. We live in an ever-more aggressively secular nation, where vague concepts of religion, spirituality or faith are tolerated provided they’re not too specific. The name of God may be used in polite circles, as long as it’s used as a philosophical concept, not too tightly defined, god-as-you-conceive-of-him-or-her-or-it sort of thing. Indeed, the heir to the throne has come out and said that, when he is king, he’d rather not fulfil his historic duty to uphold the gospel of Jesus Christ but will instead seek to be defender of the faiths – plural.

That’s a marker of how the name of Jesus causes embarrassment, and not just among unbelievers. We were at an induction service not too long ago and not too far away. One of the guest speakers was openly born-again and Spirit-filled, which we enjoyed thoroughly, but one minister whispered, in some discomfort, “wonder what the folks made of all that Jesus stuff”? Well, I’m here to tell you that, as long as I occupy this pulpit, you’ll be getting all that Jesus stuff, because all that Jesus stuff is all there is!

In my Bible, Jesus says : I am THE way and THE truth and THE life. No-one comes to the Father except through me. [John 14.6]. Peter in Acts 4.12 says : Salvation comes no other way; no other name has been or will be given to us by which we can be saved, only this one, the name of Jesus. And that’s not just partisan sloganising, like you find in an election campaign! It’s because only Jesus has done what it takes to save us.
Only Jesus has offered His blood, trickling down His brow from a crown of thorns ; gushing out of the gashes in His back from the beating and the scourging ; oozing out of His hands and His feet where the nails ripped through His sinless flesh. And all this because God’s justice demanded that your forgiveness and mine for our wrong deeds, our wrong words, our wrong thoughts, required a blood sacrifice.

And because God’s undying love for His people demanded that He would pay the price to wipe out human sin, and not expect us to pay it. The blood of Jesus established a new covenant of grace. I have said this before, I say it again now, I will continue to say it till Jesus comes back to get me – all sins, past, present and future ; big sins and little sins ; the sins of the most attractive of saints and the sins of the most repulsive of heathens – were forgiven by grace when the blood of Jesus flowed at the cross.

Fred Shipman, Myra Hindley, Thomas Hamilton, Hitler, Saddam Hussein, Gadafi – at the cross Jesus paid up front, in full, for their sins just as He did for ours. The tragedy is that, so far as we know, they never made the quality decision to receive forgiveness – the same mistake that, I suspect, many apparently decent, upright, respectable people still make. Listen. Murder can’t send you to hell. Adultery can’t send you to hell. Even terrorism or genocide can’t send you to hell. But persistently denying Jesus can.
Only one sin has the power to keep anyone out of the eternal glory of Heaven, and that is the stubborn, prideful, wilful refusal to accept, as a gift, the forgiveness that Jesus has already purchased for each and every one of us. It’s like this. Suppose you desperately longed to go to the Rugby World Cup Final. And then, last week, you got an envelope through the post from a friend enclosing Directors Box tickets, executive class air travel, and a reservation for the best suite in the Hilton Hotel in Auckland, all as a gift.
But then you decided that, no, you weren’t going to accept this. You won’t accept charity. You had to buy and pay for your own. You would rather go on to some website and pay hundreds of times the cover price for everything, run yourself into debt for the rest of your life, because you were determined you would do it your way or not at all. 
What would you think of that sort of behaviour? I would wager the title deeds to 121 George Street that if you were a rugby fan and you had got that envelope this week you would not be here listening to me this morning! But that kind of crazy stubborn pride is exactly the attitude so many people take toward Jesus and His gift of eternal life.

It’s the old Frank Sinatra thing – I’ll do it my way – which, interestingly, is one of the most popular requests to be played at funerals. Make of that what you like. The point is that our way, our opinions, our feelings, our attitudes, won’t get the job done – but Jesus, who is THE way, already has got the job done, and He’s sent us the envelope. 

And it’s not just our free ticket to Heaven that’s in the envelope but also gift vouchers to make sure we travel first-class. His broken body has paid for the healing of our every disease. His poverty during His time on earth has made us rich – our needs are met, we’re out of debt, there’s plenty more to put in store, as we live to give. 

The atonement of Jesus has already achieved all that for us and made it freely available by grace, for us to receive simply and humbly by faith. I know I’m going over old ground, and I make no apology for it, because it’s just to underline how totally blessed we are in Jesus, and how totally lost we are outside of Him. Count your blessings time!    

One big issue arises from today’s lesson, and that’s gratitude, or the lack thereof. For Lazarus and his family, there was immense gratitude for what Jesus had done, raising this man from the dead after 4 days decomposing in the grave. There really is no limit to what Jesus can do where He is allowed to. Joseph Prince made a telling comment the other week – Jesus didn’t come to make the bad good, but to raise the dead to life.
Physically and spiritually that was true of Lazarus and his family. If we believe, if we are born again, it is also spiritually true of us. If we are not yet born again, the Bible says we are still dead in our sin – the sin of not truly believing in Jesus and all that He is and all that He has done. Anyone here rather be alive than dead?

We note from the lesson that their gratitude went beyond the meal itself, and I imagine it was the very finest produce they could find. This was not beans on toast, or a takeout from Burger King, you may be sure of that. Gratitude meant that nothing but the best was good enough to give to Jesus and, for Mary, that spilled over into an outrageously extravagant gesture in terms of upending a bottle of expensive perfume over His head.

What she did made no sense, in financial terms. It was bizarre, it was over-the-top, but it was her way of showing Jesus how much she loved Him and appreciated what He had done for her and for her family. And Jesus was okay with that. Jesus is never embarrassed by our love for Him. After all, it can never out-do His love for us.
But others were embarrassed. Judas Iscariot took the cream puff. Big time. Petted lip trembling, he whined that this was a waste of money. That stuff could have been sold and given to the poor. Now, Judas was bang out of line grumping about Mary’s actions. For one thing, what Mary did was none of his business. God had not retired and made Judas answerable for Mary – and as Joyce Meyer says – if you don’t need to exercise responsibility, you don’t need to have an opinion, far less voice it.

I’ll leave that one hanging out there. I think most of us, and I include myself, are far too quick to chip in our 2p worth on things that are not our God-given legitimate concern. Perhaps Judas would have been better employed having a long hard look at himself and sort out why he responded like that. A bit rich, surely, for Judas to pass himself off as the truly compassionate one, with such lofty ideals. When, as John acidly points out, Judas didn’t give a cat’s whisker about the poor. He was a serial embezzler. 
He was with Jesus in body but not in spirit. Judas had never quite got round, it seems, to being born again. Very soon we would see what Judas was made of. Already I suspect he had been considering his options for some time. Perhaps he was the sort of man who liked to pick winners, a fair-weather friend who, the minute dark clouds began to scud across the sky, would knife you in the back as soon as look at you.

For a while it was cool to be with Jesus Now it wasn’t so much cool as distinctly chilly and getting colder by the minute. Judas didn’t fancy being there when relations with the authorities descended into permafrost. He had a reputation to protect.
One interesting spin on the story of Judas – and I can’t remember who it came from – was the suggestion that his motives in selling out Jesus weren’t as black as we thought. He had been anxious for some time for a clear-the-air meeting between Jesus and the Sanhedrin and took the 30 pieces of silver to set this meeting up, to bring both sides together, to see if Jesus could work with, not against, the religious establishment. 
I’m willing to consider that theory but it does seem naïve to suggest that the repeated bitter controversies between Jesus and the religious leaders could be sorted out by one amicable late-night chat over cocoa and hob-nobs. If that’s what Judas was trying to do, he read it spectacularly wrongly – but I’m happy to give him the benefit of the doubt.    I think we’ll find Judas in heaven. I’m sure Jesus pled with the Father to forgive him, for he didn’t know what he was doing. Judas, unlike us, didn’t have the resurrection to look back on and learn from. He didn’t known how the story ended. We do.  
Whatever way you look on the wasted life of Judas, what you see is an illustration of an important principle. Those who truly know in their heart how much Jesus has done for them, those who know how much reason they have to be grateful to Jesus, will not be ashamed to show their love and gratitude, no matter how much it offends, embarrasses or upsets anyone else. And they’re right to think that way, because it’s Jesus they owe their life to, not those who moan and mutter about it. That’s how Mary was, completely not ashamed to own her Lord, and Jesus was delighted and honoured by that.

Whilst those who have never fully recognised their total dependence on the sacrifice of Jesus to bring them salvation, those who struggle with the concept of pure grace and cling on to a hefty dose of self-righteousness, will be embarrassed, and uncomfortable, with extravagant displays of love for the Lord. Why? Because they don’t know what that love is. Like Judas, they’ve never received it. 

So let me ask you this question. Do you like your religious life to be decent, orderly, Sunday best, respectable, traditional? Do you find it hard to cope with those who wear their love for Jesus on their sleeve, whose conduct at worship is a little more exuberant than you would like, whose commitment to the gospel seems a bit extreme? If so, can I suggest, with all humility, that they might not be the ones with the problem? 

Maybe it’s time you and I let Jesus love us the way He wants to love us. Let yourself go. Lighten up. Don’t be afraid. Learn to trust Jesus, and His love, and His power more than you trust yourself, and your sweat, and your tears, and your toil. Let this be the day when you truly surrender to Jesus, perhaps for the first time, all that you are and all that you aren’t, all that you have and all that you don’t have. Let this be the day when you find out what being born again really means – new life, to be enjoyed, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, with joy and peace and security, for eternity. 
