23 September 2007 : John 3 : 22-36
How much sleep do we lose unnecessarily over what people might be saying about us, what people might be thinking about us? Today’s Bible lesson points us, I believe, in the direction of a new approach to life that will help us to live at peace with ourselves, with other people, and with God. The background to the story today is this.

John the Baptist had made quite a reputation for himself with his fearless preaching, and hundreds were flocking from Jerusalem and from all around to hear him, out in the middle of nowhere, and to receive baptism from him in the River Jordan as a sign that their sins had been forgiven. For the people of those days, please understand that what John was offering to them was a big deal. No-one in the mainstream of religious life was saying much about forgiveness. The f-word was not spoken in polite company.
The high priests and their cronies in charge at the temple did not see it as their place to for-GIVE, but to for-SELL. Can you see the difference? To for-GIVE is free and it is unconditional. To for-SELL means there are strings attached : IF you come regularly to the temple, IF you cough up your cash to the Temple restoration fund and the High Priest holiday fund, IF you manage not to do or say anything wrong, then you’re in with a sporting chance that God might not strike you down before next week’s service.

As you can imagine, that kind of religion didn’t bring much cheer. It left the people in fear, anxiety, insecurity. They were looking for something that answered the deepest longing in their hearts and “official” religion wasn’t doing it. So when John the Baptist came along and offered a fresh start, you can see why the people lapped it up. For the first time, there was some hope, some good news. 

I want to comment on this for a moment, because 2,000 years later this problem still hasn’t totally gone away. There are still people who preach a message of for-SELL, rather than for-GIVE, and some of you who are not regular churchgoers may have had the impression presented to you in the past that Christianity is about avoiding God’s judgement – and that in turn is about following a set of rules, of thou-shalt-nots. 

Please listen carefully to what I have to say in the next minute or two, as it may be the most important, exciting and liberating message you will ever hear. The essential truth that the Bible teaches is of a God who delights to forgive, freely, completely, without precondition. Whatever mess you may have made of your life up to this present day, your forgiveness has already been provided for and is freely available for you to receive and enjoy right now. That is the foundational truth of the faith we proclaim.

But there is only one way to access that forgiveness, and that is through the man that John the Baptist looked forward to. However great John’s ministry was, John was very clear that you ain’t seen nuthin’ yet. He always spoke of another who would follow after him, a man whose bootlaces he, John, wasn’t fit to tie, one who would come and proclaim a whole new message that was still more radical, still more wonderful. 
That’s where we pick up the story today, and we see from v.26 that word had got back to John’s followers that Jesus had hit town, big-time. You can picture their wee nippy faces as they flounced up to John to tell tales and start trouble : Rabbi, THAT MAN – they wouldn’t even give Jesus the courtesy of using his name – that man who was with you on the other side of the Jordan – the one YOU testified about [it’s all your fault, John, you said he was OK] – well, HE’S baptising, and everyone’s going to HIM.
How pathetic is that? If there’s one thing that’s abundantly clear from this wee hissy fit, it is that these so-called followers of John hadn’t listened to a word John had said. There’s not a milligram of grace in their attitude. Suddenly their little group wasn’t the coolest and hippest around, so their noses were out of joint. It wasn’t John’s reputation they were concerned about, it was their own street-cred. They wanted to be seen to be important, to be fashionable. That was what mattered to them.

Let me share something with you that you really do need to know. If you derive your sense of value from your reputation amongst other people, your street-cred, what other people think of you, what other people say about you, you are asking for trouble. It’s madness to be in bondage to the opinions of other human beings, who are as fickle and as likely to get hold of the wrong end of the stick as you are.

Look instead at how John deals with this outburst. As the lips trip them up, as the toys fly out of the pram, John shrugs his shoulders and says : Great! This is what I’ve been waiting for. Jesus is here. Now things are really going to happen. Thanks, guys, that’s the best news I’ve heard in years. Now that wasn’t the reaction they expected!   
One of the many words that we throw about in church, without properly understanding it, is humility. Humility isn’t being eerily quiet, browbeaten, downtrodden. It is having a proper perspective on who and what we are, a perspective that enables us to treat the impostors we call success and failure, flattery and insult, with the healthy disrespect that they deserve. It is the whatever attitude, that sets us free to be happy with those are doing well, and to be a comfort to those who are not, without being a phoney.

For John, faced with THAT MAN is getting bigger congregations than you. Whatever! For us, faced with you should hear what so-and-so was saying about you in the Co-op  car park the other day. Whatever! If you keep going to that church and reading that Bible instead of meeting us for a bevy in the Spread and an afternoon in Ladbroke’s, people will talk. Whatever! You’ve got to come to that stag-night in Amsterdam. If you stay at home with your wife and kids, everyone will think you’re a wimp. Whatever! 
Get the idea out of your head that humility means being a door-mat. Humility means having the guts to ignore completely the rubbish people say about you, or think about you, for the sake of enjoying the peace in your heart that comes from knowing, for sure, that God loves you, that God is proud of you, that God has your picture on his fridge door and in his wallet. The only opinion about you that matters is the one God has of you, and that we found in His Word last time, in John 3.16f.

For God so loved YOU that he gave his one and only Son so that when YOU believe in him, YOU shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his son to condemn YOU, but to save YOU through him. That’s the bottom line, the Good News the church has been given to share with the world. That’s the gospel that tells you who you really are, a precious child of God ; and how much you are worth, that His Son died on a cross to forgive all your wrongdoing and reconcile you to God your Father.

And when you know that, deep in your heart, proper humility follows. You discover a healthy disregard for the gossip and the big-mouth ; the flatterer and the manipulator ; the people that butter you up to your face and carve you up like a Sunday joint behind your back. And you can say : Whatever! Because you know that Jesus Christ came to earth to save you, to write your name in his book of life, to set you free from the stress and strain of being a people-pleaser, to enable you to enjoy life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. When you say Yes! to Jesus, his Spirit lives in you forever.

The tragedy is that the people with the biggest mouths and the sharpest tongues are almost always the ones who are the most insecure, the most unhappy, the most prone to depression, disease, or addiction. Normally they’re the ones who are so stubborn that they’ll go all round the three lochs looking for some answer to their problem, any answer to their problem – as long as they maintain the semblance of control.

And they can’t have it. You can’t have the joy and peace that God wants to give you, that Jesus died to bring you, while you still obsess about hanging on to the steering wheel of your life. Have the humility to recognise all that Jesus has done for you, and the sense to put 2 + 2 together and work out that he would make a better job of guiding your life than you have up to now. 
If we make the daft decision to reject Jesus, throw all that he suffered for us back in his face, then we’ll have to stand or fall on our own ingenuity, our own performance, and, as v.36 teaches, it won’t be pretty. But if we’re smart enough to accept Jesus, to receive his salvation as a free gift, to let his Word lead and guide us, we can enjoy integrity, victory, prosperity, good health, good relationships, a life truly worth living.  
