Crailing Kirk : Sunday 26 April 2009 : John 7 : 25-36  
When, on Monday morning, I first looked at this passage and wondered what to do with it, my first reaction was to leave it be and move on to something more promising. There didn’t seem to be very much of interest in these verses but, as ever, first impressions can be misleading, and I found that there were a number of important points raised.

Let’s put this exchange in context. Jesus has come to Jerusalem, not for the first time – we’ve already seen Jesus in the city for a memorable night-time natter with Nicodemus in John 3 when Jesus spoke those earth-shaking words about the need to be born again, and then in John 5 when he met a man who’d been moping around the Pool of Bethesda for a 38-year pity party and commanded him to get up off his backside and get a life.

By this third visit, Jesus already had a bit of a reputation, and so far as the public in general were concerned, it was quite a good one. We read in vs.14-15 that his teaching amazed the people because the words he spoke carried conviction and integrity in a way that the Pharisees and teachers of the Law could only dream of. We see also in v.31 that Jesus backed up his words of power and authority with deeds of power and authority. He has done miraculous signs in the heart of Jerusalem. 
But for the powers-that-be at the Temple, Jesus was bad news. Why? Because what Jesus was saying and doing was way beyond them. His ministry got to grips with the real needs deep down in people’s lives, and dealt with it in a radical way. Jesus spoke to the strongholds of sin and hurt and death in the human heart, exposed them to the light of His love, and overcame them with the power of His Word.
That is the level at which God intends His people to be operating all the time. I have heard it said that if our faith is not supernatural, it’s superficial, and I find that comment challenging. When Jesus was raised from the dead, He gave his followers what came to be known as the Great Commission – go out into the world, make disciples, baptise and teach them to do what He had done – it’s at the tail-end of Matthew 28.

I have to say, in all honesty, that I don’t believe most of the church is really doing that, certainly not the conventional denominational churches. The first word of the command of the Lord is “go”. Most of the church doesn’t go anywhere. It sits on its tail and says to the world around us “Come!” And when people don’t come, we complain about it – yet the problem is we’re not doing what God told us to do – go.
In this congregation we’ve at least started to touch base with the wider community, via the magazine, which ensures that a gospel message goes into every house in the parish at least three times a year. I know also that some members of our congregation make a point of inviting friends and neighbours and family to special services at various times. And, as we said before, we now have CD’s of live worship from Ale & Teviot that we can take to people who can’t physically be here – and Crailing will have that shortly.
We’re certainly not doing everything right, by any stretch of the imagination, but at the very least we’ve made a couple of tentative steps in the right direction of “going”. And in terms of baptising, I believe we interpret the General Assembly guidelines flexibly to use baptism as a means of outreach. If people want to come to a service to give thanks for the gift of a child, and have that child welcomed into the community of faith, great.

But what about making disciples, and teaching people to do what Christ did? That’s a bigger challenge. Making disciples goes way beyond adding names to a communion roll. It’s not an administrative exercise, it’s a way of life, and that’s the importance of the Sunday services as we get into God’s Word together and see what gems of divine truth and wisdom we can mine out of the scriptures. 

Coming to church on a Sunday shouldn’t be a religious duty, nor a social activity, but a means of expressing our love for the Lord and learning more about his plan for our life. If that’s not happening, something’s missing. If tomorrow morning we can remember what hymns we sang, who we saw, who spoke to us – but not what God spoke to us – either I’m not doing my job right, or you’re not paying attention. Or both! Amen???

There are two main benefits to receiving from the Word, and the first is information.  Most of us, over the years, have picked up some wrong thinking that is wreaking havoc in our lives that we’re not even aware of. This happens because we come to have faith in things that are contrary to what God has said. When I went to my first congregation, the Session Clerk summarised his belief as : what’s for you won’t go past you.
Now, back then, 20 years ago, I wasn’t the fastest locomotive in the engine shed, but I knew enough to work out that I was going to have problems with a senior office-bearer who held that mindset. I know it’s very popular, and some of you here might even agree with it, but it isn’t what God says in His word. It may be what great-aunt-Matilda, a stalwart in the Free Presbyterian church hammered into us, but it’s totally wrong. 

What the Word says is : From the fruit of his mouth a man’s stomach is filled, with the harvest from his lips he is satisfied. [Proverbs 18.20]. A New Testament commentary on that verse is Romans 10.10 : It is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. In other words, far from being a helpless piece of flotsam and jetsam on the cruel sea of fate, you control your destiny by what you believe in your heart and give voice to. You will have what you say.
Or we may have been told, in words allegedly from the lips of CS Lewis, that suffering is God’s microphone to rouse a deaf world. But the Word teaches that suffering is no part at all of God’s plan for our lives. He is a Father who loves us. In Deuteronomy 28 we read that suffering is a curse that follows disobedience, a curse cancelled for the children of God by Christ’s suffering on the cross – see Galatians 3.13 – and God’s express will is that we prosper and be in health in spirit, soul and body – 3 John 2.

Lack of information will lead to lack of wisdom in decision-making, lack of quality in living, lack in every area where God as a loving father wants his kids to enjoy plenty. This was the problem with the people in John 7. They didn’t know the scriptures either, but instead they trusted an old wives’ tale [v.27] that when the Christ comes, no-one will know where he comes from. Wrong! It was prophesied in Micah 5.2 that He would be a descendant of David and that He would be born in Bethlehem, the city of David.

That’s the worst of ill-informed religious traditions. As Jesus says in Mark 7.13, they make the Word of God ineffective. But information of itself isn’t enough. The second benefit of regular time in the Word, at church and at home, is revelation. This is where a verse from scripture suddenly jumps out and grabs you by the throat, and it can be a scary experience. I can illustrate this from my own life. I was a religious church-goer, but my life, in reality, was an utter mess. I had heard the Word but never taken it in.

I knew the Easter story, but it wasn’t making any difference to the unhealthy lifestyle I was trapped in, that was making me a most unhappy chappy. Then God, in his lovely sense of humour, opened the door for me to go and watch a Word Cup match between Scotland and Israel in Tel Aviv. Awful game, played in pouring rain, scraped a 1-0 win thanks to a Kenny Dalglish goal and despite Alan Rough’s antics between the sticks.
Obviously I took the opportunity to do the tourist thing and head down to Jerusalem, where I walked the Via Dolorosa, the path Jesus took with the cross on that first Good Friday. Without warning, God brought those passion scriptures to life and revealed to me what it would have been like for the Lord, and then – I can only describe it as, he spoke to me – and all that, Frank, he did for you. 
That’s the difference between information and revelation – when it gets personal. It was when Jesus crossed the line from information to revelation that the opposition really kicked off. Jesus is described over and over again in John’s gospel as “The Light of the World”, and as such his ministry exposed the darkness in the lives of those around him. That’s why he became so deeply unpopular with those who desperately needed to keep up a pretence that their lives were in order, whilst deep down they were a mess. 

That’s why, even now, churches and preachers that are bold enough to speak the truth in love, even if that means rocking a few boats, even if it means exposing the failures of the rest of us to do the business as God wants, often get terrible stick. You may recall that last year I exhorted you to tune into the Florida Outpouring, where God was doing a mighty work, bringing new life in dramatically different ways.

The traditional church criticised and ridiculed the leaders of that outpouring, especially when one of its leading lights got himself into hot water – but ask how many people the critics had seen born again, spirit filled, healed, delivered from demonic oppression, raised from the dead, and you would get an interesting answer. Like – very few!

Verily, verily, I say unto you – we, the church of Jesus Christ, must stop panicking about upsetting people. If we’re not offending people, we’re probably offending God. To make disciples, sometimes tough love and straight talking will be required, and that won’t always be well received – though I do emphasise the need to speak the truth in love – not just shoot from the hip! Like Jesus, we are to be lights in a dark world, and light has a habit of exposing things that many people would rather keep hidden. 

The other day, the sun was belting in my office window and it showed all too clearly that it had been quite some time since the office floor had had a close encounter with Henry the Hoover, or my desk with a duster. Let me make it clear right away, as a slap on the jaw may otherwise beckon, that it’s not Alexis, but me and me alone, who looks after the office, and I didn’t enjoy the process of having my slovenly habits exposed by the light, but it needed to happen so I could do something about it.

Be brave enough to let the light of God’s Word shine into the darkest corners of our lives, and be glad that he loves us enough to do it. The Lord doesn’t expose our shame for all the world to see – it’s the devil who enjoys doing that. Through revelation, Jesus brings conviction, never condemnation. So far as the Lord is concerned, it’s entirely between him and us. He shows us our weakness, yes, but so that we can draw upon his strength to overcome it. He shows us our sin, only so we can enjoy His forgiveness. 
Information about Jesus is good. Revelation from Jesus is even better. But commission from Jesus to go, and make disciples, and share freely and generously what He has so freely and generously shared with us, that’s what we’re here for – so let’s do it, and let the Pharisees of our own day throw their toys out of the pram if they must. 

There are people out there that God has trusted us to reach with His saving grace, and to share His joy as their destiny is dramatically changed from hell to heaven – so let’s be bold, and be strong, for the Lord our God is with us, as we share His truth in love, and allow His light to penetrate the darkness, in the power of Jesus’ name.    
