Maundy Thursday Communion : 1 April 2010 : John 14 : 1-14
Earlier this evening we shared the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. We broke the bread and drank of the cup in the tranquillity of this April evening in the Scottish Borders. There was peace, there was quiet, there was calm dignity about our celebration.

But for Jesus, the Last Supper with His disciples was a very different occasion. Picture them, if you will, squeezed into a rented room, the noises of a packed, boisterous and volatile city outside – and inside the room, see if you can read the minds of those who shared that meal. Judas Iscariot, squirming uncomfortably in the knowledge of the deal he had struck to betray Jesus, itching for his opportunity to vanish into the night.

James and John, jockeying for position at the Master’s side, anxious to prove that they were the favoured ones. Simon Peter, a man of wild emotional swings ; Nathanael, with the down-to-earth sense of humour ; Thomas, whose cup was forever half-empty, never half-full ; Philip, well-meaning but not always on the ball ; Andrew, in many ways the star pupil ; not one of them, in all honesty, with even the slightest clue what harrowing drama was about to unfold before their very eyes.

And Jesus? What of Jesus? Jesus knew, all right. Jesus knew His earthly race was run. Jesus knew He had completed the task the Father had assigned to Him – except, that is, for the last, most ferocious, most agonising, and utterly decisive battle against the devil. What must His mind have been like that night? Knowing full well, in stark detail, just what lay ahead of Him in the coming hours, how thoroughly unpleasant it would be.

Jesus knew Isaiah 53 – despised, rejected, stricken, smitten, afflicted, pierced, crushed, punished, wounded. He knew that He was about to undergo every part of that horrific litany of suffering. He knew that the full weight of the curse of human disobedience would crash down on His shoulders. He knew what it meant, and His flesh and blood screamed out in protest. Yet He knew also that the eternal destiny of each and every human being throughout all time depended on the successful completion of that battle.

He knew that He had to maintain His own composure, and share with this motley crew of former fishermen, tax collectors and terrorists the most profound teaching ever to issue forth from His lips. He had to do it in the time it took to walk from the city centre to the Mount of Olives, because the 11 who had stayed the course thus far would need every single word of it to survive the next few weeks, and, later, to minister themselves.

Chapters 14 to 17 of John’s gospel represent Jesus handing over the family business of saving the world to the next generation, and as at that very moment the heirs to that venture were painfully ill-prepared. And so Jesus speaks, and His words to those men on that poignant occasion remain as fresh and vital as by His Holy Spirit He addresses them to us tonight, as when they were first spoken in a Galilean accent by Jesus then.
Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, trust also in me. Jesus says this with the glint of the cross already in His eyes. He, about to be brutalised by spears and nails, tells US not to be troubled? And yet these are words we still need to hear, for we allow ourselves to be troubled by concerns of a far lesser scale than Jesus had to endure.

We get in an awfie panic over the silliest wee things, don’t we? Worrying seems to be something of a national pastime for us, on any subject from the weather [for me, as a Saturday approaches] through what the cash implications might be of that odd noise under the car bonnet, to how the Election will turn out – and that’s not even taking into account matters of genuine import, like job security, health or our family’s welfare.
I am told that, in some form or another, the command don’t be afraid appears 365 times in the Bible. That’s once for every day of the year. When Jesus says here : do not let your hearts be troubled : it’s not just a patronising, pat on the head sort of thing in the way that we might speak to a person we were fond of, but thought slightly neurotic.
The reason why we should not trouble our hearts, the reason why we can safely trust in God and in Jesus His Son, is what Jesus did next. He went to the cross and took upon Himself every bad thing that could ever be thrown at a human being. He cancelled the curse of disobedience and separation from God by becoming a curse for us, by carrying the can for every single thing we – or anyone else – has ever done wrong.

And not just for decent fine upstanding churchgoing members of the community either. John, the author of this gospel, would later write of Jesus : He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours, but also for the sins of the whole world [1 John 2.2]. 

Well, everybody’s except Osama Bin Laden, Fred Shipman, Adolf Hitler and Pol Pot. No, the Bible says – the whole world. And when the Word of God says – the whole world, it means – the whole world. All these characters had their sins forgiven by Jesus on the cross 2,000 years ago, and if they, or anyone else, died out of fellowship with God and found themselves facing a nasty eternity separated from God, it was their own choice. Their sins had been forgiven, but if they did not receive that forgiveness …

You and I have got nothing to worry about, if we have accepted Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord. Nothing to fear about the past, because every sin is forgiven and all guilt has been wiped out. Nothing to fear about the future because as born-again Christ-followers our names have been written in the Lamb’s book of life, and as no-one has the authority to press the delete button or tippex them out, heavenly bliss for eternity is secure.

Nothing to fear about the present, because as we walk in faith in Jesus, so too we have access to all the promises of the Word which are yes and Amen in Him, promises that cover every imaginable nook and cranny of everyday life. He has promised to meet all our needs so richly that we will have plenty left over to pour out on others – you can see that in Philippians 4 and 2 Corinthians 9. He has healed all our diseases, as we see in the concise New Testament commentary on Isaiah 53 in 1 Peter 2. 

His promises are to us, to our children, and to all who are far off, so for example the pointers to divine protection over believers and their households in Psalm 91 cascade down into the generations of the New Testament church. The Lord is faithful to ALL his promises, and loving towards ALL that He has made, it says in Psalm 145.13.

Psalm 112 tells of God’s goodness to the righteous man. But who is the righteous man? Is it someone who ties himself in knots doing goody-goody things to buy God’s favour? No! Paul writes that God made Jesus, who had no sin, to become sin for us, in our place – carrying the can for us, paying for the price for our botch-ups, bearing the punishment we had richly deserved – so that in Him we might become The Righteousness of God.

That’s 2 Corinthians 5.21. So who is righteous? The person who is smart enough to see that we can’t make it under our own steam, that we can’t buy our ticket to heaven, and is content to let Jesus do it and pay for it instead. We are declared righteous because of our relationship with Jesus, nothing else. As Jesus says in John 14.6 : I am the way, the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me. 
And so we who trust in Jesus are heirs to all the stress-buster promises in Psalm 112. Listen to this : Those who are righteous – say “that’s me!” – will be long remembered. Such people will not be overcome by evil. They do not fear bad news. They confidently trust the Lord to care for them. They are confident and fearless and can face their foes triumphantly. They share freely and give generously to those in need. Their good deeds will be remembered forever. They will have influence and honour.

Tonight around the table we celebrated being washed clean by the blood of Jesus shed to settle the account of our sin, but we celebrated also being part of the body of Christ, as represented by the bread broken for our healing and wholeness and welcome into the people of promise, the New Testament church. There is nothing to fear, because Jesus has placed all things – all nasty unpleasant frightening things – under His feet, and His Name is above all names – names like cancer, debt, heart disease must submit to Jesus.
Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, trust also in Jesus.
