Sunday 25 March 2012 : John 12 : 9-19  
The drama of Jesus’ earthly life is now drawing to a close. His enemies are circling Him like vultures, intent on stamping Him out as if he were a bluebottle in a kitchen. The passage we read this morning, the very familiar story of Palm Sunday, links back to an incident we spent quite some time on, the raising of Lazarus from the dead.

You will recall that Lazarus, dead and buried for four days, was spectacularly brought back from the grave in front of virtually the entire population of Bethany, which was well within easy walking distance of Jerusalem. Even in those primitive days before mobile phones, text messages, e-mail, facebook and twitter – how did we ever survive without such accoutrements? – the news spread like wildfire around the Jewish capital.

For the religious leaders of the day, this was the final slap in the face. The fact was that they were not producing the goods, and Jesus was. Their form of religion was as dry as an East Anglian reservoir, and as stale as a station buffet sandwich ; whilst everywhere Jesus went, miracles were happening, and people were hearing good news, forgiveness, reconciliation, the love of God, the promise of new life.

It had now got to the stage that Lazarus was quite a celebrity as well. People couldn’t resist gawping at this guy who had been dead for four days but who was now walking around the city, as fit as the proverbial butcher’s dog. The old green-eyed monster was by this time afflicting the High Priest and his cronies big time, to the extent that, as is always the temptation when unsaved people see their vested interests threatened, they planned desperate and dastardly deeds to eliminate the threat – Jesus and Lazarus both.

How ironic that life out of death for Lazarus was the event that ensured death for Jesus. But let’s not ever lose sight of the fact that Jesus was not swept along helplessly on a tide of events beyond His control. This was the way it had to be. The joy of Christmas necessarily carried with it the pain and passion of Easter. The wrong deeds of man since creation itself had separated man from the blessing and life of God, and put the whole of creation under what the Bible repeatedly calls the curse. 

The perfect and uncompromised justice of God demanded that man had to pay the death penalty for sin. But the perfect and uncompromised love of God demanded that man had that death penalty paid for Him. The sinless Son of Man, Jesus, by perfect and uncompromised obedience to the call of God on His life, ensured that He had both the integrity and the credibility to bear that punishment for us, in our place.

His death ensured our life. His pain secured our gain. And Jesus knew it. Jesus knew what was coming His way. Let’s look back to the very beginning of His ministry, at His baptism in the Rover Jordan, when the audible voice of God spoke from the heavens : Luke 3.22 : You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased. The Message : You are my Son, chosen and marked by my love, pride of my life. The Amplified Bible : You are My Son, My Beloved! In You I am well pleased and find delight!

Let’s listen in to the very first sermon Jesus preached. Talk about short and to the point! The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written : The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour. Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. 
The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them : Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing. He BEGAN by saying that, but He didn’t get to finish. The congregation went ballistic. They were offended by these words – words of hope and promise and grace! Didn’t want that sort of thing in church! They tried to grab Him and fling Him off a cliff! Welcome to the ministry, Jesus!

But, undeterred by their stubborn unbelief and hostility, Jesus stuck firm to the task in hand and did exactly what He said in the synagogue that day. Acts 10.38 succinctly summarises His ministry : God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him. Humanly speaking, that’s what got Him killed!

The healing of Lazarus was just the most outrageous expression of that going around doing good, the event that really rubbed the devil’s nose in it. And today we see that the healing of Lazarus boosted Jesus’ opinion poll standings no end. Vs. 12-13 : The great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. They took palm branches and went out to meet him, shouting : Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the King of Israel!
But Jesus wasn’t fooled by this great public demonstration. He was only too well aware that popularity is a fickle thing, and how foolish it is to set our spiritual clocks by it. One of the great mistakes, indeed tragedies, of Christian church history is that so many compromises have been made, so many Biblical principles shoved under the carpet, in order to be liked and well thought-of. It’s understandable, it’s natural, but it’s carnal.

We read in John 1.14-17 : The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. The law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ
Sometimes well-meaning decent Christian people treat grace and truth as if they were two quite distinct, indeed opposed, concepts. They’re not. I’m told that in the original Greek in John 1, there is a single word for grace-and-truth. The truth of Jesus is His grace, that He forgives sin and saves sinners. The grace of Jesus is the truth that we have sinned and yet He forgives and saves us. Grace and truth make no sense apart from one another, but there is a temptation for us preachers, in the name of grace, to keep pretty quiet about sin in case it frightens people off – or indeed, in the name of truth, to soft-pedal the grace in case it gives people the idea that it’s OK to sin. 

I understand those pressures, and I would freely admit that I myself have fallen into both traps at various times in the past 20-odd years, but for the Christian gospel to be Good News requires full weight to be given to both. As I said to the folks at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf last week, Romans 3.23-24 holds grace and truth in balance.

ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of God – truth – AND are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus – grace! We do people no favours, in fact we probably insult their intelligence, if we ignore the reality of human sin and its destructive effect on every aspect of human life. It acts as a curse, the Bible says, on our physical wellbeing, our mental and emotional wellbeing, our financial wellbeing, our family and relationship wellbeing, our spiritual wellbeing. 
BUT … we need to be clear WHY. Sin – with the single exception of unforgiveness, which is in a class of its own – does NOT cause God to stop loving us, nor to withhold His blessing from us. Not at all. While we were still sinners, Christ died for us – and you can’t get a bigger blessing that that! But sin-consciousness is an open door to guilt and condemnation, which destroy our confidence to seek blessing from God. 

That’s the problem. If sin and its henchmen guilt and condemnation weren’t there, Jesus wouldn’t have had to come. But He did, thank God, and He dealt with it, completely, symptoms, roots, the lot, once for all time and for all people who will just receive it, at Easter. But if people don’t know they need Jesus, how will they ever realise or receive what Jesus has done for them?

That’s why it is our job to get God’s grace-and-truth out there, not just from the pulpit, but by the way you live your life 7 days a week. Every single day, you are witnessing to people that never hear me preach, and God honours you for that. But not everyone else will thank you for it. When the devil is stretched out on the settee of someone’s life, his muddy boots on the coffee table, the ashtray full of doubts, tightly clutching the remote control of that person’s mind, he won’t let go of that cushy billet without a fight..

It’s not always easy living out the grace-and-truth of God’s Word ; being the one who makes a point of saying something nice about a person everyone else is having a go at ; the one who consistently gives 100% to every task even when the boss isn’t watching ; the one who politely but firmly refuses to get involved in buying things off the back of a lorry ; the one who invariably treats everyone else courteously even in the face of rudeness ; the one who can be trusted to say the same about people to their faces as they do behind their backs ; the one who doesn’t insist on making their views known on every single issue but will, when asked, give an honest, gracious and balanced opinion.

You know that allowing the Holy Spirit to lead and guide us isn’t always a walk in the park. Sometimes we don’t feel like being nice. Our old flesh has a hairy fit at some of the things we do and say – or don’t do and say – out of respect for Jesus. 
On top of that, the light of Christ shining from us gives some people spiritual migraines. They can’t cope. They envy us, they secretly wish they could be like us, but they don’t want to pay the price we have paid – telling our selfish flesh to sit down and shut up for Jesus’ sake. And so these people turn against us. If you ever find that happening to you, take it as a compliment. You’re getting something right. 
In a very small way, it’s like the treatment Jesus got from the Pharisees. And, unpleasant as it may be to lose friends, it’s far better than getting spiritual haemorrhoids sitting on the fence, scared to be different for fear of being unpopular., People won’t love us for it. They’ll laugh at us.

Jesus knew He had only one shot at this business of saving humanity, and He had to go at it, both barrels blazing. He told it as it was, and He illustrated His words with His works. Grace-and-truth outraged the Pharisees even as it raised Lazarus from the dead. But Jesus gave people the opportunity to see and hear that grace-and-truth, so they were able to make up their own minds about Him. God never holds a gun to anyone’s head and forces them to believe, nor should any preacher. Faith must be by free choice.

Our calling is to present the evidence that will enable others to make that choice as an informed decision. Many people today have been turned off, not by the reality of Jesus – actually, what they know of Jesus, they rather like – but by the outrageous caricatures of the church that the media likes to present, mild-mannered but muddle-headed clerics, brimstone-breathing money-grubbing televangelists, the pious dragons of soap opera – anyone remember the formidable Ena Sharples? Nell Mangel? Dot Cotton? Get it?

You and I have the opportunity to be the real thing, the authentic follower of Jesus, the one people can trust to be consistently the same honest, compassionate, gracious person from one day to the next. Being a breath of fresh air for Jesus’ sake honours Him. But be aware that a fresh air can work one of two ways. For some people, our witness will be an inspiration and encouragement. For others, we’ll just get up their noses. 

Don’t let the reaction of others stymie your relationship with, or witness for, Jesus. Trust me, 200 years from now, it won’t matter who didn’t like you because you stood firm on your faith. You’ll be with Jesus, seated in heavenly glory, and you gave that person every opportunity to see Jesus in your life so they could be there in the Father’s presence with you. If they didn’t take it, you won’t be held responsible for that.

One final point. History tells us that many of the crowds who gathered to greet Jesus on Palm Sunday with loud Hosannas all too soon changed their tune. For them, Jesus went from hero to zero in just five days. Quite why that was, I don’t fully understand, but I know the devil had a lot to do with it. He probably did what he usually does and fed lies into their heads. He’s a liar, he’s a bully, he’s a manipulator, but he’s also a twit.
He overplayed his hand. As usual. If the devil had a brain, he wouldn’t have got Jesus killed. He knew enough about the Bible to be aware that he couldn’t stop the Messiah. It would have suited his purpose far better if Jesus had been allowed to carry on and die suddenly in his bed at a ripe old age, rather than die to forgive the sins of the world. 

Sometimes I think we give the devil more credit than he deserves. Yes, he’s a bloomin’ nuisance. But a defeated one. Jesus has humbled him and crushed him under his feet, it says in Hebrews 10.13. And, since we are the body of Christ, where is the devil for us? Yes, you got it in one – under our feet. Grace-and-truth has humiliated the liar once and for all, so let’s walk tall and strong and secure in the victory Jesus has won for us. 
