Crailing Kirk : Sunday 24 August 2008 : John 6 : 35-40  
I am told by those who know about these things that the price of bread has risen by more than 20% over the past year. Inflation has hit even our precious toasted cheese! How reassuring, then, that the bread of life remains gloriously free for us all. Today’s Bible lesson, in which Jesus makes one of his famous I AM statements, is a word of comfort from the Lord direct to anyone here today who may feel unsure of yourself, guilty about your past, confused about your future, frustrated about your present. 
This text from John’s gospel is one of the clearest statements, anywhere in the Bible, of God’s unconditional love for every single man and woman, whatever your age, whatever your background, whatever baggage you might be carrying. These verses show God’s unchanging purpose to reach out and save all of us, in every way, and there are, I believe, two groups of people who particularly need to receive this Word.

First, those among us who have a problem with our self-image, those of us who don’t like or respect ourselves very much, and so have problems accepting that anyone else could like or respect us. And it’s not just the timid little wallflower that feels that way. It might be the person who tries a bit too hard to be the life and soul of the party, the person who will always be first to do something outrageous or off-the-wall, the person whose voice, whose laugh, is always heard the loudest. But you know, deep inside, it’s just an act – this compulsion to be the centre of attention masking your insecurity.
Or maybe you’re so desperate to be liked that you’ll go along with anything, whether you want to or not, you’ll let people treat you like a doormat and exploit you, and if that’s the price you have to pay to be part of the crowd you desperately want to belong to, you’ll pay it. Or you might be the person who has to have a finger in every pie, the one who has to have an opinion on everything, the control freak who likes to think you’re indispensable, because the thought that things could – and one day will – go on perfectly well, without you, is scary. It’s your need to be needed that keeps you going. 

Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask for a show of hands, but if any of what I’ve just said struck a chord of recognition within you, I urge you to stop beating yourself up and get a life! Stop rushing about like a headless chicken, always trying to gobble up whatever crumbs of approval happen to fall off someone else’s table, come to Jesus, and feed on Him, the bread of life, and life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. 

Jesus knows you exactly as you are. Jesus accepts you exactly as you are. Jesus loves you exactly as you are. Jesus approves of you exactly as you are. Jesus enjoys hanging about with you exactly as you are. The Bible teaches that He has known you since way before even time itself began. You are no surprise to him. He is well aware of all your issues, all your foibles, all your hang-ups – but he also appreciates all your qualities, all your strengths, all your achievements, all your hidden potential.

In the Bible we find Jesus making friends with terrorists, and embezzlers, and hookers, and losers, and people possessed by whole legions of evil spirits. Don’t flatter yourself with the notion that you are the first person to walk the face of this earth who is too evil, too insignificant, too much of a lost cause, for Jesus to bother with. You’re not. Jesus stated up front that he did not come to this earth for the benefit of the respectable and the religious, but to reach out in forgiveness and reconciliation to sinners.

The only qualification you need for Jesus to love you and care for you is to recognise that you’ve messed up. If there is anyone here today who doesn’t think you qualify, don’t worry, you’ll be the first candidate to get delivered of lying devils! And if Jesus accepts and appreciates you just as you are, what right or authority does anyone else have, and indeed what right or authority do you have, not to accept and appreciate you as a son or daughter of the Most High God? If you ever find yourself disagreeing with Jesus, one of you is wrong, and I can tell you right now it isn’t Jesus!

The approval of Jesus is the only approval you need, and the approval of Jesus is the only approval that is universal, unconditional and guaranteed. So do yourself a favour. Stop worrying what other people think of you. Stop getting in a twist about your image, your street-cred, or whatever other cliché is now used. Other people’s opinions are stale crumbs of very little comfort, and offer neither salvation nor security.

Come instead to Jesus and feast on him who is the living bread. Jesus is the One who died in your place. Nobody else did that for you. Jesus is the One who has promised he will never drive you away. Jesus will never dump you. Jesus will never get fed up with you, or bored with you. Jesus, who never sinned in his whole life, became sin for you so that in him you might become the righteousness of God – that is, the Son of God for a time became like you so that you forever might become like him.

He carried the can for your mistakes so that you might be forgiven. He was beaten to a pulp so that your diseases might be healed. He was condemned so that you might be set free from every form of bondage. He was rejected and abused so that you might be reconciled to Father God forever. Why would anyone in their right mind choose to ignore all Jesus has done for you, but instead worry what anyone else thinks of you? 
When did that person lay down their life so that you might have what the Bible calls eternal life? Having eternal life is so much more than just having your ticket to heaven booked ahead of time, It means the whole quality of your life can change right now, as you kick over the traces of people-pleasing and attention-seeking and all that rubbish, and start to follow Jesus, confident in his everlasting love that will bring you health in your body, wholeness in your relationships, success in every area of life.
Did you know God your Father wants you, his child to do well in this life? 3 John 2 :  I pray that you may prosper and be in good health, even as your soul prospers. God is on your side. The life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus proves it. So how do we obtain this new life? What do we have to do? Just like we said last time – believe!

Believe that Jesus is what this book says he is, that Jesus did what this book says he did, that Jesus promised what this book says he promised. John 6.40 : Jesus says : my Father’s will is that whoever looks to me, believes in me, trusts me, shall have eternal life, life of the highest quality here on earth, and when it’s over I’ll take you to heaven.

That’s what’s needed, what we call faith. Making Jesus the most important person in our life, trusting that what he did for the people he ministered to in the pages of this book he will do for us, and he will if we let him. He will forgive our sins, he will heal our diseases, he will break all the chains that bind us to this world’s trash – if we let him do that for us. He’s already done all that’s required. It’s all bought and paid for. All you have to do today is say yes – and really mean it, and go for it.

Briefly, there’s a second group of people I want to speak to today, and you’re the ones who can see the sense of what I’m saying. You think : Frank, I’m with you on this. I’d like that new life the Bible speaks of, but I need support, and what I’ve seen of church doesn’t fill me with confidence. It’s so staid, so old-fashioned, so traditional – let’s say it out loud – so boring. I can’t find this exciting, thrilling life of Jesus in the church.

Well, I’ll go part way with that. I’ve been to some church services I’ve found boring, and I suspect much of what masquerades as church is so dry, so stale, that even God finds it boring! But the wind of change and renewal is blowing through the church by the Holy Spirit. God is calling us to rediscover the original radical blockbusting life-changing message of the New Testament and present it in a way that’s bang up-to-date
I accept we’ve tried so hard not to offend people, that in the recent past we’ve watered down the essential gospel message, and been a bit conservative and resistant to change in trivial things like the exact format of the service or what songs we sing. Those days are over, praise God! I’m going to make you a promise now, that in Ale & Teviot, we will tell the Biblical truth, in plain modern English ; we will get rid of false formality and let the joy of Jesus loves me flow like a river. We will speak boldly of what God has done for us in Jesus, and what God wants to do now though us in Jesus’ Name. 
If that’s what you’re looking for – Christian worship hot and strong like a good cup of coffee – that’s what you’ll get here, and I encourage you to stick with us and join us changing the world one person and one day at a time. We’ll share fresh bread together, no mouldy crumbs! And if that thought offends you, if the prospect of letting loose the full presence and power of God in his church upsets you, you need to ask yourself why, you need to ask yourself what you’re afraid of. All we seek to do is to lift up the wonderful name of Jesus in praise and prayer and faith and joyful expectation. 
If you’re not sure where you’re going in life, if you’re not sure you’re happy with yourself, or if you are sure this world needs to change and no mere human ingenuity can do it, please do have a word with me before you go. Make your decision for Jesus while it’s still fresh on your mind and before the devil can talk you out of it. I can’t promise you that a life following Jesus will be easy – there will be plenty of fireworks on the way – but it will be a vast improvement!
