Sunday 23 August 2009 : 
John 8 : 21-30
Today’s text isn’t one that’s likely to get us up dancing on top of the pews. In it, Jesus speaks of judgement – not a nice thought, but the words of Jesus in scripture aren’t like a box of chocolates, where we can pick the soft centres and throw away the hard ones! 

In v.26 we find a foundational principle of judgement. It’s Jesus who has authority to judge, in the sense of making a determination on the eternal destiny of a human being, and I can find nowhere in the Bible where he delegates that authority to anyone else. Actually, that’s good news! It means that, no matter who we may have upset or offended, they have no right to decide whether we get into heaven, or despatched down to the boiler-house to pick up our personalised shovel. And aren’t we glad of that!
The other side to that story, of course, is that, equally, we must not judge the person who cut out in front of us at a road junction, the person who got the last two packs of special offer washing powder, or indeed the person who cheated, ill-treated or hurt us big-time. It’s not our call, so let’s save ourselves a load of pain and strife, take a step of faith, and cast all our burdens, our pains, upon Jesus, as the Bible says in 1 Peter 5.7.

Only Jesus has the authority of the Father to make a judgement call, that’s clear, but on what basis does He make it? In v.21 he tells the religious leaders they will die in their sin, using the singular form of the word. In v.24, Jesus elaborates : if they don’t believe Jesus is who He claims to be, they will die in their sins – plural. What’s that all about? 
I think it means that the sin Jesus refers to in v.21 isn’t murder, robbery, greed, gluttony, some sexual thing, or indeed any particular sinful act, but rather the singular offence of refusing to believe in Him. And if someone refuses to believe in Jesus, refuses to recognise Him as Saviour and Lord, refuses to accept the power of the cross, that person is in the unenviable position of standing alone before the judgement seat. 
Anyone who goes down that road is incredibly stupid, incredibly stubborn, incredibly busted – facing totally unnecessary tragedy, because at Calvary Jesus broke the power of sin and released the human race from judgement. Unless … they judge themselves by rejecting Jesus and rejecting the payment for sin that comes through Him. Ever since man first disobeyed God, that pathetic tale of Adam and Eve biting off more than they could chew in the Garden of Eden, the human race lost its intimacy with Father God. The Bible says we came under a curse – you can see that in Genesis 3: 17-19.

That is what happens whenever anyone thinks they know better than God and does his or her own thing. That person discovers that when you step out from the umbrella of obedience to God and protection by God, hey, guess what? It’s raining and you get wet! Revelation time! Throughout the Old Testament we find God making overtures to be reconciled to His people, and each one gets thrown back in His face because man – and I’m afraid this applies to woman as well – just does not want to surrender our will and live in simple trust in and obedience to the Word of God. 
I said to the folks along the road the other week that when the Jewish people were about to cross over into the promised land, old man Moses, almost with his last breath, urged them in Deuteronomy 30.19 to choose life over death, blessing over cursing, and the way to do this was to walk in obedience to God. But history relates that the people couldn’t handle that, and things went pear-shaped on a regular basis ever after. 
It’s easy to say we believe in God, but lip-service to God isn’t enough. It won’t cut it. Belief is not mental assent to a series of doctrinal statements. It is a way of life, and the proof of belief is a heart set on trusting God’s Word and doing God’s will – which goes against that thrawn stubborn independent streak that we call, in the trade, “the flesh”.

Here’s the deal. Doing our own thing, based on our opinions, our feelings, our desires, releases the consequences that short-sighted selfishness always releases – strife, stress, strained relationships, susceptibility to disease. But doing God’s thing, based on God’s Word, releases supernatural protection, prosperity and health. That’s what the Bible teaches, and whether or not we realise it, one of those principles, curse or blessing, is at work in each of our lives right now. Today, we get to choose which it is from now on.

To get a better understanding of John 8, let’s look over at Galatians 3.13-14. To anyone with any sensitivity to the Father’s heart, these verses have a real wow! factor. 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree. He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.
This is why it is, quite literally, a matter of life and death whether or not we give our lives to Jesus in love, faith and trust. God loved his disobedient, rebellious children so much that he opened up for us a way out of the pit our own disobedience had dug for us, a way that involved unspeakable agony for God’s own flesh and blood, Jesus.

We think about the cross, the spear, the crown of thorns, the nails, the beating, and it’s horrendous. We think about the betrayal of Judas, the denial of Peter, the desertion of the other disciples, and it’s heart-breaking. But when we think about the ultimate horror of the cross, that even the Father turned His back on Jesus ... that takes our breath away. God the Father could not stand to watch His salvation plan playing out its decisive final act as Christ who knew no sin became sin for us – as Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5.21. 
The curse of human rebellion and disobedience fell upon Him as He hung on that tree in solitary agony, without even the consolation of His Father’s presence. This was one battle Jesus had to fight all alone, and it was your battle and mine that he was fighting. It was the curse upon our lives that tore Him up on that cross. He became a curse for us, in our place, and the result of that, praise God, was that the curse was shattered forever. The whole of 2 Corinthians 5.21 states that Christ who knew no sin became sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God.
Anyone who is in Christ, born again, putting their faith and trust in Him, is no longer a sinner, because Jesus has put that sin to death, but is now the righteousness of God, accepted and loved by the Father, adopted into God’s family to inherit the Kingdom. Anyone who is in Christ, born again, putting their faith and trust in Him, is under the curse no longer but now has free access, through Jesus, to the rich fullness of God’s blessing. For the true believer, whatever this book says about Jesus is true also of you.

In Romans 5.17 it says that those who receive God’s abundant grace and are freely put right with Him through the cross of Christ will reign in this life through Jesus and with Jesus. We are meant to be, and called to be, a royal priesthood, with a destiny to rescue this crazy mixed-up self-centred world from its own suicidal tendencies. But there is only one way to enter that blessing, because there was only one who broke the curse, Jesus Christ our Saviour and Lord. There is no other name, as Peter preached so boldly in Acts 4, by which we may be saved, because no other name footed the bill of sin.

To choose to reject Jesus in favour of some other belief, some other philosophy, is to choose to stand before God without Jesus and be responsible to settle our own account. 

It’s gambling with eternity, hoping that Mohammed or Buddha or whoever will come up with the jackpot line in the salvation lottery. Don’t count on it. These guys didn’t die for you. Only Jesus did. And if we are true Christ-followers, we have One who stands before the throne of Almighty God and speaks for us 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. 
If we are true Christ-followers, then what is written in 1 Peter 2.24 applies to us : Christ Himself carried our sins in His body to the cross that we might die to sin and live for righteousness, and by his wounds we have been healed. If we are true Christ-followers, we have already been declared NOT GUILTY for whatever is past, we have already entered into eternal life, to be enjoyed in abundance, to the full, till it overflows.

Isn’t that just magnificent? Isn’t that Good News worth celebrating not just for this hour on a Sunday morning but 24/7? But only true Christ-followers will enjoy it to the full as God intends. Nominal churchianity, being on a church membership roll, signing up to a few key doctrines turning up when we feel like it, and chucking a couple of quid in the plate once in a while, isn’t really enough to help us appreciate how great, how far-reaching, how life-transforming, is God’s love for us. What we sow, we reap. 
The more honour we give God, as we worship Him from the heart, study His Word and do it, the more God honours us and the more we enter into that John 10.10 life to be enjoyed, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, which is the life Jesus died for us to have. Most people of Scotland aren’t there yet, and I think that’s because we, who are believers, aren’t quite bold and adventurous enough in our walk of faith.

Remember who Jesus was speaking to in these verses. He wasn’t in the roughest bar or the seediest night-club in Jerusalem. He wasn’t haranguing the punters going into the bookies or the casino. He was speaking to the religious leaders, the people who enjoyed the trappings and the traditions, but he challenged them … where were their hearts?

Jesus gave these guys a hard time, not because he loved them any less than anyone else, but because he wanted them to raise their game, to be true to what they claimed to be, to walk the walk as well as talk the talk. Today also Jesus needs the church to stand up and be counted, to model our ministry, to be out there in the real world on Monday and Tuesday and Wednesday enjoying abundant overflowing life, as a witness to Him.

There is a rather curious little verse, Romans 8.19, which I’m only just beginning to get my head around. Here it is. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. Although Jesus broke the curse of human disobedience 2,000 years ago, most of the people in the world today are still living under the curse. All we ever hear about is economic decline, or epidemics of pig flu, violent crime, or drug addiction.

Far too many people in God’s world, whom God’s Son died to set free, are still living in Satan’s bondage – as Kenneth Copeland puts it, sick, broke, busted and disgusted. Something is wrong with that picture. Jesus said that He came to bring good news to the poor, sight to the blind, release to the captives, and so on. But Jesus is now home in Heaven with His dad. So who has the job of bringing that Good News now?
The church, which scripture says, is the body of Christ. You and I, the sons and heirs of God’s Kingdom, have a job to do, and the world is screaming out for someone to bring good news to them. I’m not going to get involved in all the speculation about whether we are living in the last days, but this much is for sure – we’re living in our last days, and there are people out there in desperate need of a touch of Christ now.

If people are dying of hunger, AIDS, cancer, or in plain unbelief, they don’t have time to wait while we pray the coward’s prayer : Here I am, Lord – send someone else. God is in a hurry for these precious children to get their share of the good news, their share of the victory that the agony of Christ has bought for them. 
Let’s believe the good news, today, and believe it enough to obey it, and get out there and do it. And when we do, Jesus will come through with Holy Spirit power to back us to the hilt, according to His promise, I am with you always, right to the very end.
