Sunday 21 October 2012 : John 14 : 1-14  
Last time around, we took a leisurely stroll through v.1 – the prescription to beat stress ; don’t let your hearts be troubled, trust in God, trust also in Jesus. Today we move on to the best-known part of this text, verses we use often at funerals, when Jesus backs up His instruction not to be troubled, but to trust Him, with the assurance that He has it all in hand, not only for this life on earth, but for eternity. 
Much of what we’ve been learning Sunday by Sunday is about living a victorious life here and now, how to overcome the garbage the devil flings relentlessly at us on this earth. I don’t usually speak much about the afterlife, not because it’s unimportant but because the church, historically, has focused so much on the glory to come in Heaven that I believe we need a fresh emphasis on the blessings available to us in this life.

But it’s all a matter of balance, so it’s good that today Jesus reminds us of the eternal perspective of faith. In its original context, just hours ahead of Jesus’ crucifixion, this was something the disciples really needed to hear. They were about to be put through the wringer. Everything they had known for the past three years was about to be ripped apart. Jesus would no longer be at their side to bail them out when they were in trouble.
In no time at all, they’d be left on their own. They were about to face their sternest test, and it was absolutely vital that they survived it. Stop and think for a moment what would have happened if the disciples had failed, if they had renounced their faith under all the pressure. What would have happened if they had simply crawled away, defeated and demoralised, into obscurity? What if they had chosen to forget all about everything Jesus had said and done in their presence, and gone back to catching fish for a living?

Let me spell out what that would have meant. If the disciples had bottled it and run, there would have been no-one to take the good news of a living Jesus out into a dying world. There would have been no church, no hope for humanity. Jesus would have died in vain, and God had no Plan B. The devil would have won and the human race would forever be crushed under the curse of the Law. That’s how big a deal this was.
These words of Jesus would be an immense comfort to them in the torrid, tempestuous times that lay immediately ahead, the six or seven weeks between Easter and Pentecost. These words would remind them that, whatever happened, whatever troubles would be flung at them, in the end, it would be all right. 100 years from now, they would be with Jesus inn heavenly glory, in the mansion their Father would provide for them.

And I don’t know about you, but sometimes I need to draw on that comfort too, that no matter what chaos kicks off all around me, no matter how hopeless – humanly speaking – a situation I may find myself in at times, it won’t last forever. That heavenly mansion is under construction, and the work’s in better hands than the Duke’s Field or the trams in Edinburgh! It will be ready on time and on budget for my arrival, praise God!

Let’s just set things into a perspective here. The Bible teaches that it is never God’s will for His people to suffer. Never. I’ll show that from Scripture and plain commonsense. Would you agree that it would be an affront to any civilised form of justice to punish a second individual for a crime that someone else has already accepted punishment for?

Right then. Isaiah 53.4-6, a prophetic passage looking ahead to Jesus : Surely He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God,  smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities ; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him,  and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way ; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.
Now Hebrews 9.12 : He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.  According to the Word of God, then, Jesus has already paid the full price due for all the sin of the human race. He has already, through the cross, set us free from every aspect of the curse of the Law, every punishment for human disobedience. Yes?
When you and I check out of this life, leave our earth-suit behind, and go to be with the Father, we will not be presented with a bill to pay before we get in. According to the Word of God, that’s correct, yes? And is that because we paid for our own ticket to heaven through our own suffering and our own afflictions and our own sorrows? No, it’s because Jesus paid for them all, 2,000 years ago. With me so far?
So, if suffering and disease and hardship do not contribute in any way to our salvation, because Jesus has already entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption, because the punishment that brought us peace was upon Jesus, and by his wounds we are healed – what possible reason can there be for us to put up with suffering and disease and hardship that Jesus already underwent for us?
None whatsoever. The once-for-all atonement of Jesus is both necessary and sufficient for our forgiveness, our reconciliation to the Father, our freedom from guilt and fear, our healing of every disease, our deliverance from poverty and all kinds of oppression. That’s what the Bible teaches. That’s what God wants us to enjoy. That’s what Jesus died for us to enjoy. All bought and paid for 2,000 years ago at the cross.

That’s God’s best for His children, and it’s my pleasure and privilege and responsibility to teach you from the Word of God how to live in God’s best all the time. But for us to do so takes a radical renewal of the mind. What God is revealing to us from His Word is so different from the traditional understanding of Christianity that, let’s face it, it’s taking some getting used to. I was nearly 50, and had been in ministry the best part of 20 years, before I started to get a handle on it, and I’m still amazed how good God is, how loving, how generous, how absolutely and sacrificially committed to our welfare..

And when the devil, who – as we’ve often noted – comes only to steal, kill and destroy, gatecrashes our lives with some crisis or other, designed to steal our confidence in God and His Word and in all that Christ has done for us and in us, whether that be a health problem, a family or relationship problem, a job or money problem, whatever – that’s a big challenge, because we’ve only had a few years of being taught for 15 minutes once or twice a month about the authority of the believer to tell the devil where to go.
I highlighted to the people at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf last week Mark 9.24, where the distraught dad whose son had repeated epileptic fits, was told by Jesus : If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes. The father cried out and said with tears : I do believe, but help me overcome my unbelief! That’s honest unbelief. He wanted so much to believe that Jesus would heal his son but the crisis he was up against was crushing his faith. We’ve all had to deal with that issue once in a while. We can see in the Scripture the promises God has made, the promises that all come true in Jesus. 

We want to believe, but nothing in our past experience, nor our present circumstances, not even – I’m sorry to say – what we’ve heard in the past in church, encourages or equips us to believe the eternal truth of the Word over against the facts of our present situation. That is honest unbelief, understandable in a society as virulently secular and a church as painfully liberal as our denomination has become, but unbelief still. 

As, over the next few years, we persevere in learning more and more of the full gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, the completeness and finality of His redeeming work, we will be better equipped to fight back against whatever comes against us. As we do what it says in Romans 12.2 and renew our minds by consistent study of the Word, we become more and more confident in Christ, less and less intimidated by circumstances.
From time to time we minister to people who are, literally, fighting for their life in the face of what’s diagnosed as terminal illness. On the one hand, the person takes God’s medicine, getting into the Word 3 or 4 times a day to feed on healing scriptures. On the other hand, the person has to contend with the weight of negative expectations from the world, whether it’s the medical experts doing their level best but not quite getting there, or loved ones genuinely struggling to cope with their own emotions about the situation.

What’s the spiritual mathematics of that scenario? Well, God wants the person to be completely healed and has provided for that healing through Jesus. The person wants to be completely healed and is committed to act on their faith. But because there’s been a lifetime of not being introduced to the full and radical gospel of Jesus, because those of us teaching genuinely haven’t known any better, and only a short exposure to teaching on the full redemption of Jesus, the battle between faith and unbelief can go wrong.

And so the words of Jesus today are a real comfort in that situation, because it means the very worst possible outcome of that situation is that the person will go home to be with the Lord, in peace. It’s not the best outcome. That would be complete recovery and the opportunity to spend the next 30 years testifying to the healing power of Jesus.

And even if they may not be able to hang on and fight through the pain barrier during the process of renewing the mind from the Word, at the very least that person receives the assurance that Jesus loves them and died for their sakes, and one day – be it sooner or later – they will see Him face to face. And, let’s face it, that’s the assurance we’ll all be grateful for in the end. 200 years from now, we won’t much care if those corns or bunions were healed, but we will be glad we turned to Jesus and were born again.   

Listen. God wants us to enjoy His best life right now. Make no mistake about that. Jesus suffered and died to make it available to us. It is our job as the church of Jesus Christ, the heirs of His great commission, to spread that good news as a matter of great urgency throughout the whole earth – by the regular feeding of the faithful in church Sunday by Sunday, through the church magazine taking the Word out to every home in the parish irrespective of their background, by the gospel radio broadcasts to Eastern Europe and the Muslim word that we did last year … and by you going out and talking your family, your friends, about what you’ve learned here, a Word for living.

Living our best life, healthy, prosperous, peaceful and joyful, is a tremendous witness for Jesus, irrefutable evidence that the gospel works in practice, and the longer we stick with the Word, the more we will see lives changed in Ale & Teviot parish. But rejoice that, when the Lord has done all He wants to do in us and through us, we’re out of here and home with Him forever. That’s the greatest gift of all from our Saviour Jesus.

Well, last time we did v.1. This time we’ve just about covered vs. 2/3. Maybe we’ll get through John 14 before Jesus comes back again to take us all home!!   

