26 February 2012 : John 12 : 37-50  
Today’s text begins with one of the saddest verses in all of the New Testament : Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him. Pause and think about that for a moment. In our study of John’s gospel, we’ve seen Jesus turn water into wine, heal the son of a royal official, restore mobility to a man who’d been crippled for 38 years, feed an entire 5-figure crowd with the contents of a single lunch-box, walk on water, and give sight to a man born blind.

Then, in the previous chapter, the daddy of them all, as Jesus – in front of the whole village of Bethany, raised Lazarus from the dead after he had been buried for 4 days. Seven miraculous signs, not counting other miracles recorded by Matthew, Mark and Luke, but not by John. Let’s be blunt about this. With all this evidence out there in the public domain, not believing in Jesus is something that a rational, honest person would find impossible. Unbelief is a crazy choice flying in the face of facts. And it still is.
Not believing in Jesus is a position one can only come to by disregarding the objective evidence of the Scripture and the subjective evidence of lives changed by faith in Jesus.  And none of this came as a surprise to Jesus. He pointed to the prophesy of Isaiah 6.10 : 
For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says : He has blinded their eyes and deadened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, nor understand with their hearts, nor turn, and I would heal them. 
Now that’s a verse that sounds very strange to our ears. Is it suggesting that somehow God has deliberately closed people eyes, ears, minds and hearts so that the message of love and grace will pass them by? Is God wilfully writing a whole bunch of people off to hellfire and damnation just because He can? Not at all. If you look at the context in Isaiah you will see that these verses are overlaid with heavy irony.

Isaiah is being told go out and proclaim God’s truth, but the very hearing of that truth will cause the audience to stick their fingers in their ears and start talking over it – did any of your kids get to a certain age when they did that when they were being told off? Did it “work your patience”? Imagine, then, how irritating the “talk to the hand” routine was for the Lord when all He was doing was try to save them from their own stupidity!
Unfortunately, in Jesus’ own time, as in ours, there are people who simply do not want to know the truth. It’s not a question of can’t believe, it’s won’t believe, and the reason for that is very straightforward – to acknowledge Jesus is who He is has implications for how we conduct our lives. If Jesus is who He says He is – and the things He did are crystal clear proof that He is who He says He is – then the things He said must, by any rational process, be true and relevant to our life. 

And if you don’t want what Jesus says to be a measure of how you live your life, then it’s time to search desperately for loopholes, find excuses, hide behind the old chestnut that all beliefs are ways to God worthy of equal respect. It’s all “talk to the hand” stuff!  
That was the tragedy of the people, including the religious people of Jesus’ time. They had their own beliefs and they weren’t about to change them, no matter what happened. No matter if the dead were being raised, no matter if people’s lives were being changed dramatically for the good all around them, no matter if their own lives were a complete and utter mess and they knew it – they were too scared and too cowardly to admit that their beliefs weren’t doing any good and this Jesus might just be the answer.

Vs 42f : Many, even among the leaders, believed in Jesus. But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue ; for they loved praise from men more than praise from God. Let me translate that into 21st century terms. First, an attitude especially common among men missing from church. 
OK, I know the historical truth about Jesus of Nazareth can’t be denied. There is far better evidence for the existence of Jesus than there is for almost any other historical figure, at least until the invention of the printing press. And I’ve got to face the fact that even the 1st century Jewish and Roman historians who were sworn enemies of Jesus couldn’t explain away the resurrection, and nobody in the last 2,000 years has come up with any alternative explanation to the resurrection that’s not completely off the wall. 
But the fact of the matter is, even though I’m in debt up to my ears, even though I’ve got a bad report from the doctor, even though my marriage is a battlefield and my kids – last I heard, which was a while ago – were on the dole and doing drugs, I’ve got my reputation to think of. If I believe in Jesus, all my friends will think I’m weird. I can’t risk losing the mates I get drunk with, and tell dirty jokes with, in the pub.
Or, perhaps a more plausible scenario for those of us present today : I can see that all this faith stuff is in the Bible. I can see that it works for a lot of people. Of course I’d like all my aches and pains to go away. That would be great. Of course I’d like not to be under constant pressure financially, what with me being on a fixed income and the price of food and petrol and heating always going up. Of course I’d like to be a happier person, not so worried what the future holds for me and my family as we get older.

But to spend so much time reading the Bible and praying seems a lot of work. And as regards tithing, I know the Bible promises God will make the 90% that’s left go further than the 100%, but I can’t get my head round that. And this thing about : you will have what you say. I’m not sure if I can handle that. I like to meet up with my friends and have a good old chinwag and put the world to rights, and it sounds as if I won’t be able to do that, or I’ll have to be so careful what I’m saying that I won’t enjoy it any more. No, sorry, it’s too much bother. I’ve got my beliefs and I’ll stick with them.
The truth about Jesus, and all that He has done for us, and all that He wants to do now for us and in us and through us, that truth isn’t going to go away anytime soon. There is not going to be a comfortable compromise between the radical life-changing gospel of Jesus Christ – who healed the sick, released the captives, fed the hungry and raised the dead – a gospel that brings life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, for eternity.

No compromise between that radical gospel and the spiritual morphine prescribed by the modern world : it’s OK what you believe as long as you believe something, you’ve got to be tolerant of everything except intolerance, and so on. It all sounds so worthy, so plausible, but it’s totally devoid of content. If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything, and the devil will have you just where he wants you, asleep on the job and powerless to resist his bullying tactics. The devil delights in making eyes blind, ears deaf, minds slow and hearts cold, because he doesn’t want you to know the truth.

The truth that, when you truly believe in Jesus from the heart, and confess that faith with your mouth – Romans 10.9f – you will receive the complete forgiveness Jesus has already bought and paid for at the cross. You are empowered by His grace to clean your act up – Hebrews 9.12-14. You are set free forever from all guilt and condemnation – Romans 8.1. You become a child of God – Romans 8.16 ; reconciled to the Father – Colossians 1.22 ; and a joint heir of the Kingdom with Jesus – Romans 8.17.
You are washed, sanctified, justified in the Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of God – 1 Corinthians 6.11. You can have every disease of your body healed – 1 Peter 2.24 – your youth renewed like the eagle – Psalm 103.5. You will walk in victory over all the junk the world and the devil throw at you – Romans 8.37. You will have the Holy Spirit of the living God inside you, directing your life – 1 Corinthians 6.19.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
You become like Jesus – 1 John 4.17 – able to think like Jesus – 1 Corinthians 2.16. You have an awesome purpose in life – Ephesians 2.8. You become the new generation of God’s children who will set this world free from its messes – Romans 8.18ff. You will do the things that Jesus did when He was around – John 14.12, in the same power and authority that God used when He raised Jesus from the dead – Ephesians 1.20.

Will these promises do, for going along with, to prove that it does matter what you believe? Will these do as good enough reasons to make the bold and irreversible quality decision to follow Jesus? Will these words of love and grace from God outweigh the words of those people who may not like our new-found in-at-the-deep-end commitment to Jesus, but who – let’s face it, no matter how much we love them and care for them – didn’t go to the cross and lay down their life for us?

In v.47 Jesus says : I did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There is no reason whatsoever why anyone should miss God’s best. Jesus came to bring life in all its rich fullness to anyone who will receive it. He had the authority of the Father to do that, but He did not, and does not, have the authority of the Father to ram God’s gift of love and grace down the gullet of anyone who genuinely doesn’t want to receive it. Jesus judges no-one, rejects no-one. Life is a choice, offered to every individual. Let’s get it right.

