Sunday 26 October 2008 : John 6 : 41-52  [p. 1070]


Last time we shared the Word of God together, we heard Jesus describe himself as the bread of life. We read today that, for the religious traditionalists, this went down like a cup of tepid tea. They could not get their tiny minds around the fact that Jesus claimed to have come down from heaven, whilst they knew his family from way back. Perhaps our immediate response, like that of John the gospel-writer, is to dismiss them for their ignorance, write them off as not being the fastest locomotives in the engine shed.

The problem with doing that is that we then avoid facing the challenge of these words in our own day and age. Make no mistake, the same temptation, into which the Jewish leaders so readily fell, still confronts us 2,000 years later. Our flesh, that part of us that is not yet under the control of the living Spirit of God, will still grasp every opportunity it gets to dive for cover under the umbrella of the rational and the familiar.
Our flesh is comfortable with arms-length religion that doesn’t interfere with how we actually conduct our everyday life. It’s a handy fire insurance policy for whenever that day comes that we need it. But if the message that assails our ears actually challenges us to use our head for something other than a hat-stand? And rethink the preconceptions we’ve sheltered behind like so many elephants huddled behind a second-class stamp? Worse still, if we hear Jesus described as a real person, alive and at work in the world today, knocking at the door of our heart and wanting to be admitted to take charge of it?

That’s when the flesh starts screaming and throwing a temper tantrum and hurling the toys out of the pram, because the flesh knows that when we get a true revelation of the love and power and authority of Jesus in real time, it, our silly selfish flesh, is finished. When the true light of Jesus Christ dawns with supernatural brilliance in our heart, our whole life will change. We will walk in faith and not fear. We will exercise the power and authority that the cross of Christ gives us over sin and disease. We shall overcome!

And, sitting here on a Sunday morning, that actually sounds OK. We can go out that door at 11.30 quite happy at the prospect of being an overcomer, until reality intrudes and we see that victory has a price-tag. The price of forgiving, totally, unconditionally, anyone who may have upset or hurt us, and showing that forgiveness in a practical way by sending them a present, or otherwise going out of our way to be good to them.

The price, as I was saying to the folks at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf, of choosing to be the best employee your firm has, even though by common consent the boss is a prat of the first degree, and making a point of publicly showing honour, respect and consideration to that boss even if he [or she] has consistently treated you like a greenfly in a salad.

The price of shutting up and smiling sweetly when that neighbour who has made an art form of annoying us gets a new 58-reg people-carrier, even though we know he hasn’t done a day’s work for 5 years, or gets planning permission for an extension that will spoil our view, or buys himself a set of bagpipes – well, maybe that’s one step too far! 

But you see the point I’m making? Loving your neighbour as you love yourself doesn’t come easy and it doesn’t come cheap. Our flesh wants to make a scene. The Holy Spirit wants us to be gracious, unselfish, generous to a fault. Can you see where the flesh will seek any excuse to avoid the cutting edge of what true Christian commitment actually means in practice, out there in the big bad world? Can you see why the religious leaders of Jesus’ time tried to evade his hard words by questioning his authority to speak them?

They knew deep down they had no grounds at all to attack the message, so they started whinging and making broomsticks about the messenger. That’s exactly what still goes on today. You may remember in the summer I drew your attention to remarkable things happening at Lakeland, Florida, where countless lives were changed, thousands healed, dozens raised from the dead. And I know some people were shuffling uncomfortably in their seats about that. It was outside their experience, so it couldn’t be right, surely?

God surely wouldn’t do things that rocked the boat and upset people? God surely would never use people with jeans, tattoos and electric guitars to do his work? Maybe the critics honestly do think Jesus went around in a Geneva gown and a dog-collar, and the disciples wore dark suits and white shirts, and in the synagogue when Jesus was leading worship they stood stiffly and sternly as they sang the 23rd Psalm to Crimond!

Anyone here free enough in the Holy Spirit to admit that God is bigger than the limits of our little Presbyterian minds? Sadly, we subsequently learned that one of the people who was mightily used by God in Florida has had a bit of a personal crisis. He was so totally committed to the work God had called him to that he didn’t exercise wisdom in taking enough time off to rest and he, along with his family, have suffered.

I’d love to say that the church of Jesus Christ has united in love and compassion for this brother and his family, but in fact many church people have been queuing up to have a kick at him and, because of his human frailties, to trash everything that God did during the Florida outpouring. Never mind the 30-odd families whose grief was turned to joy in the Lord when their loved one came back from the dead. One man’s exhaustion used as an excuse to deny and decry a whole work of God. Pharisaism lives!

And in smaller, less spectacular, ways, you and I can look forward to people having a pop at us when we let the full eye-opening, mind-blowing, life-changing power of the living Jesus loose in our lives. When the manifest change in our conduct and character becomes a reproach to those round about us who have chosen not to let Jesus into their lives, and whose lifestyle and personality makes that all too clear, beware.

Jesus himself warned us of this, and I quote from the excellent Message version of the Bible, in Matthew 10 : Don’t be naive. Some people will impugn your motives, others will smear your reputation—just because you believe in me. When people realize it is the living God you are presenting and not some idol that makes them feel good, they are going to turn on you, even people in your own family. There is a great irony here: proclaiming so much love, experiencing so much hate! But don't quit. Don't cave in. 
It’s all well worth it in the end. It is not success you are after in such times but survival. Be survivors! Before you've run out of options, the Son of Man will have arrived. A student doesn't get a better desk than her teacher. A laborer doesn't make more money than his boss. Be content—pleased, even—when you, my students, my harvest hands, get the same treatment I get. If they call me, the Master, 'Dungface,' what can the workers expect? Don't be intimidated. Eventually everything is going to be out in the open, and everyone will know how things really are. So don't hesitate to go public now. 

Don't be bluffed into silence by the threats of bullies. There's nothing they can do to your soul, your core being. Save your fear for God, who holds your entire life—body and soul—in his hands. Stand up for me against world opinion and I'll stand up for you before my Father in heaven. If you turn tail and run, do you think I'll cover for you? 

Don't think I've come to make life cozy. I've come to cut—make a sharp knife-cut between son and father, daughter and mother, bride and mother-in-law—cut through these cozy domestic arrangements and free you for God. Well-meaning family members can be your worst enemies. If you prefer father or mother over me, you don't deserve me. If you prefer son or daughter over me, you don't deserve me. 

If you don't go all the way with me, through thick and thin, you don't deserve me. If your first concern is to look after yourself, you'll never find yourself. But if you forget about yourself and look to me, you'll find both yourself and me. We are intimately linked in this harvest work. Anyone who accepts what you do, accepts me, the One who sent you. Anyone who accepts what I do accepts my Father, who sent me. 
That’s a startlingly direct and refreshing treatment of a familiar text that sets out in no uncertain terms the cost of being upfront about Jesus Christ, but also the far greater cost of dishonestly hiding from him behind an empty shell of familiar rituals that don’t actually change real lives ; that don’t proclaim in word and miraculous deeds that wonderful, abundant, overflowing, eternal life that Jesus came to bring to all.

You see, the Bible speaks again and again of the offence of the cross, and indeed it is an offensive thing that all the good deeds and church attendance and sundry Brownie points and chocolate watches we like to think we have stocked up to our credit actually count for precisely nothing in God’s economy. Your life and my life for eternity hinges on one thing, and one thing only, the fact that Jesus went to the cross for sinners.

Jesus, in fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah, did absolutely everything that needed to be done to transfer us from the kingdom of darkness and death and condemnation to the kingdom of light and life and joy and peace without end. There is absolutely nothing left for you and me to do but dance in the aisles in humble delight that Jesus has paid, for all people, for all time, the debt he did not owe and the price we could not pay.

Again, the Message renders 1 Peter 2 : Jesus never did one thing wrong, not once said anything amiss. They called him every name in the book and he said nothing back. He suffered in silence, content to let God set things right. He used his servant body to carry our sins to the Cross so we could be rid of sin, free to live the right way. His wounds became your healing. You were lost sheep with no idea who you were or where you were going. Now you're named and kept for good by the Shepherd of your souls.   
That’s the good news we exist to proclaim. If we could just forget all our own pompous pretensions, who we think we are, what we think we’ve done to earn God’s favour, and embrace God’s free grace in Jesus Christ crucified and risen, we would experience for the first time in our lives true freedom, true joy, true peace, free to love our neighbour as Jesus calls us, doing the right things, for the right reasons, with the right attitude.

Yet that message, of our own total inability to save ourselves, and God’s total provision for our salvation as a free, unconditional and unmerited gift, is an offence to so many of our family, our friends, our colleagues, our neighbours. The gospel confronts head-on the pride at the centre of the human flesh, and this body ain’t big enough for both. 

One has to go. But which one? Will we decide to have more integrity, more intelligence than the Pharisees, drop-kick deadly religious pride out of our lives, bin all our useless Presbyterian inhibitions, and embrace the Jesus we meet in the gospels? Will we choose to ignore what unbelievers say about us, and focus 100% on what Jesus says about us, as he brings our name day by day before the Father in love and blessing? And if we’re not sure, just remember who, by his blood, earned the authority to speak into our lives! 
