Maundy Thursday Communion : 9 April 2009 : Matthew 26 : 36-56 
The trouble began in a garden when, according to Genesis 3, Adam and Eve departed from the security of God’s Word to follow an agenda with a different origin. A garden again features prominently at the end of Satan’s tyranny over God’s people. 
Let’s trace the path through fall to redemption. Genesis 1.26-28 : God said – let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground. So God created man in his own image. In the image of God he created him, male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them – be fruitful and increase in number, fill the earth and subdue it. 

God BLESSED them, and delegated to them full authority over the whole of creation – with just one restriction, not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Perhaps we’ve thought to ourselves – why did God turn against Adam and Eve over one miserable piece of fruit from one tree? Well, do you know what that tree signifies? The clue is in the name. This act, this original sin, was about rejecting the sovereignty of God over what is right and what is wrong, and putting human opinion in the place where the Word of God should be, for discerning good and evil, right and wrong.

That’s why it was such a big deal for God, and it doesn’t take long to see how much devastation has been caused, and still is caused, when people – including, alas, church people – reject the Word of God as being too hard, too old, too demanding … and set in its place contemporary thinking, sensitive to the needs of the present day, flexible in the face of the human condition, liberal, open, compassionate. Did God really say …?
Who does that sound like? Check Genesis 3.1 for the answer! And so what God calls sin gets rationalised into what we call social acceptability. The folly of Eden repeated and multiplied day in, day out. Let me unpack this a wee bit. 

When Alexis and I were married, we didn’t have a stag night or a hen night, and some people thought we were anti-social, boring, weird. But we just didn’t think it was right, and that was in the days when the worst that could happen is you would end up on the night sleeper to Plymouth dressed as Donald Duck. Nowadays, the guys swan off for a weekend to Whitley Bay, Belfast, Dublin, Amsterdam, and so do the girls, separately. 

I just don’t get that. You’re just about to pledge yourself in holy matrimony for a lifetime, and you go away for a dirty weekend to celebrate? And, even worse, your married friends go with you, and their other half is expected to put up with it? Now, we think that’s weird! Did God really say : do not commit adultery? Yes he did! 
And Jesus was even stronger when he said that if you even think about doing the deed with someone you’re not married to, you’re bang out of order. Oh, but it’s all just a bit of fun and, anyway, everybody does it. That, ladies and gentlemen, is no excuse.

If you believe abortion should not be used as a careless couple’s contraceptive, those on the left wing will call you every bigoted fascist under the sun. If you believe there can be no justification for weapons of mass destruction including the ones floating around Faslane, the right wing will label you an anarchist and a terrorist. 
Did God really say : do not commit murder? Yes he did! And, once again, Jesus went still further by condemning the contemplation as well as the action, the root as well as the fruit. But a woman must have the right to choose. But to defend our civilisation we must have a credible deterrent. Argue that with God, and see how far you get.
Again, what God calls a curse – poverty, disease, disability, and so on – the touchy-feely brigade re-interpret as a blessing in disguise because if that’s how you are, it must be how God intends you to be. Remove the plumb-line of God’s Word, and that madness is what we’re left with. That one act of disobedience in the garden effectively handed over the title deeds to the whole of creation to the devil! Did God really say …?
The forbidden fruit of Eden still leaves a nasty taste today every time people try to set aside God’s wisdom and replace it with their own stupidity. That forbidden fruit still sticks in the throat every a time a human being suffers as a consequence of the wrong choices made either by themselves or, more often than not, by someone else.

Scripture is very clear that blessing and peace and joy and health and prosperity and stability are all linked to obeying God’s Word, whilst everything undesirable is linked to disobedience. Check Deuteronomy 28. Doing God’s will opens the door for God to pour out His blessing. Setting aside God’s Word, doing our own thing, applying what they call situation ethics, opens the door to the devil and invites a curse. 
But we get to choose which path to take. What gives us the choice is another decision taken in a garden, a decision by Jesus of Nazareth to go through with God’s plan, to follow it to the letter even though He knew it would be extremely painful. Jesus had the opportunity to cut and run, to opt out of the Father’s will to save His people from the consequences of our own wrong choices, by making a wrong choice of His own.
Jesus could have summoned an army of angels to deliver Him from the arresting posse – v.53f – and they would have bowed to his authority as Son of God, but where would that have left us? In the garden of Eden, man made a selfish and short-sighted choice to disobey God’s will with disastrous consequences for the future of humanity. 
In the garden of Gethsemane, the Son of Man made a selfless and far-sighted choice to obey God’s will with glorious consequences for the future of humanity. As Paul was later to write : this is Romans 5.18, New Living Translation, : Yes, Adam’s one sin brings condemnation for everyone, but Christ’s one act of righteousness brings a right relationship with God and new life for everyone.  
Jesus took a deep breath and chose to go through with the Father’s purpose to save you and me from ourselves, well aware of what it meant – the multiplied physical agony of the whipping, the beating, the crown of thorns, the nails, the rough wood, the spear ; the multiplied mental agony of the taunts of the crowd, the lies of the religious leaders, the betrayal of one friend and the desertion of so many others ; but infinitely worse than all that was the spiritual agony of rejection by the Father.

2 Corinthians 5.21 says : God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. Likewise 1 Peter 2.24, a New Testament commentary on Isaiah 53 : He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness, by his wounds we have been healed. And Galatians 3.13 : Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written in Deuteronomy 21.23 – cursed in everyone who is hung on a tree.

Quite rightly, we reflect often on how that affects us, how these glorious truths change forever our standing before God, but let’s not lose sight of what it cost to achieve it. Jesus the Son of God bore all sin for all people for all time and became accursed for our sakes. No wonder he cried out : My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Answer – so that by his immensely costly obedience, our disobedience could be wiped out, our guilt removed, and our bondage broken. That’s what the Passion of the Christ is all about. Now, because of that, we have the opportunity to walk in life, in hope, in blessing, in freedom ; but to enjoy that to the full we must learn to walk in obedience, for there is no cut-price salvation on offer at Easter. That would be an insult to Jesus.

In Psalm 91.4 we read : Your faithfulness is my shield, my city wall. God is faithful to His Word, but if we choose to step outside that city wall by setting aside His Word for what the world may term wisdom, we place ourselves outwith that wall of protection. That was the mistake made at Eden. Please let’s not, ever, make it again. 
Tonight, as we come to the table, let’s take seriously what our wrong choices put God’s Son through, but more importantly let’s take seriously, and with joyful thanksgiving, the freedom, the victory, and the life without end and without measure that his correct choice has opened up to us. Come and receive all that His blood has bought for you.
