3 February 2013 : Matthew 26 : 1-16    
The last Sunday morning I preached here it wasn’t yet Christmas. Now, already, we’re nearly into the run-up to Easter. From the crib to the cross seems such a short journey and, even in real time, it was only about 33 years. Indeed Our Lord’s active ministry lasted not much more than 3 years, but it was 3 years that stood history on its head.
As we continue to follow Matthew’s gospel, the 26th chapter tells us of some of the events that set Jesus, inevitably, on a collision course with the temple and the empire. We have already seen that Jesus was at loggerheads with the religious leaders, largely because their God was too small. No-one could accuse the chief priests, the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law of being less than devout, but they lacked the vision thing.

They saw their task in fairly limited terms. Their primary concern was to hold on to what they had, to protect the worship and traditions that were precious to them and to the whole Jewish people, and to do so under pressure from a secular government that, to say the least, wasn’t sympathetic. But that backs-to-the wall defensive mindset meant that they were very prickly about any challenge to their beliefs or their authority from within the Jewish ranks, especially by a populist radical from unfashionable Galilee.

From their point of view, they had enough problems keeping Rome from meddling in the religious life of the nation, without also having to contend with tough questions from the lips of the one-time general building contractor from Nazareth, a town not exactly famed for its learning or sophistication, or indeed anything else.

There’s a refreshingly honest comment made in John 1.46 that just about says it all. Philip went to look for Nathanael and told him, “We have found the very person Moses] and the prophets wrote about! His name is Jesus, the son of Joseph from Nazareth.” “Nazareth!” exclaimed Nathanael. “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” Or, in The Message translation, Nathanael comments : “Nazareth? You’ve got to be kidding!”
However irritating we, at 2,000 years’ remove, might find the Jewish leaders, it would be wise of us not be too hard on them, for perhaps we can hear echoes of their plight in the situation facing the church in Scotland today. During my 20-something years in the ministry of the Church of Scotland, there has been a marked decline in the importance and influence of the Christian church in this country, and indeed it doesn’t stretch the imagination too much to detect that our secular rulers find us a bit of a nuisance.
A constant drip-drip-drip of legislation, from greater regulation of charity accounting to what masquerades under the fine-sounding rubric of equality and human rights, plus an steadily more hostile media which delights in scandal-mongering or simply ridiculing Christians, has made it more difficult, year by year, for us to get on with our God-given task of making Jesus known to the nation. Let me remind you of some of the creeping changes that have happened within the memory of almost all of us.
Not so many years ago, Sunday services were regularly broadcast on BBC and ITV, and Willie Barclay’s televised Bible lectures were popular viewing on what has since come to be known as prime-time TV. Ministers wrote regular features in best-selling newspapers. Not long after we moved to Ancrum, I contacted the Daily Record about a new weekly feature they had started, which was a whole page devoted to horoscopes, and I asked them if, in the interests of balance, they would carry a Christian message.

They contacted me immediately and invited me to contribute an article, which was duly printed. A regular contract was not offered, but at least they gave me that courtesy. Recently I tried again, with a whole batch of the papers, including the ones you might have thought were among the more wholesome and sympathetic, and got completely ignored, apart from the Sunday Post, who thanked me but declined politely.

A few weeks ago, BBC TV’s breakfast programme celebrated 30 years on the air, and among the guests at the party, was Russell Grant who, on the plus side, entertained us on Strictly and is a keen non-league football fan, but, on the minus side, is an astrologer who has – how can I put this – unorthodox domestic arrangements. As they interviewed Russell about how he got on to TV 30 years ago, he made the very interesting comment that he didn’t know if he’d get the stars feature on the air, or if the time would instead be offered as a God-slot, At least we were seriously considered back then!

Attempts by governments both sides of the Border to redefine marriage away from what the Bible, as well as the vast majority of people of all beliefs, consider it to be, is a very hot potato indeed. Although both governments are pledging that no church, and no individual minister, one will be forced to conduct an alternative marriage against their conscience, there is real doubt as to whether building such a provision into the planned legislation would survive legal challenge on the grounds of equality and discrimination.

Recent Christian freedom cases going to Strasbourg for rulings offer little ground for optimism, as does the decision of OSCR to threaten removal of charitable status from a Christian adoption agency because it expects prospective parents to uphold and adhere to a Christian understanding of marriage. In official circles, it seems, we are not the flavour of the month. This is a situation that needs much prayer.

But it also needs the church to respond to the challenge better than did the Pharisees and teachers of the law 2,000 years ago. They thought the safest course of action was to keep their heads down. Go through the motions, don’t rock the boat, don’t upset people. And stamp down ruthlessly on anyone within asking awkward questions, which in this case was Jesus. History lesson. That policy failed. Within 40 years, Jerusalem and its temple was a smouldering ruin and Israel as a nation ceased to exist until 1948.

Moral of the story? There is hope. There is a future for the Christian church in this land, but only if we uphold the Word of God as the supreme rule of life and faith, as is stated in the constitution of the Church of Scotland and the ordination vows of ministers and elder. Our God is a covenant God, and He keeps His promises to His faithful people. 

Let’s not be like the leaders of Jesus’ day, of whom in Matthew 15.8 He said sadly : These people honour me with their lips,  but their hearts are far from me. When we worship Him from the heart, and honour His Word, God takes responsibility to protect and prosper us. Read Psalm 112, which reminds us how joyful are those who fear the Lord  and delight in obeying his commands, and goes on to set out the many and varied ways in which God delights to bless and prosper those who remain loyal to Him.
Likewise Psalm 91, If we will say with the Psalmist : This I declare about the Lord:
He alone is my refuge, my place of safety ; he is my God, and I trust him ; then all the great pledges of protection and safekeeping set out in that Psalm are ours. The powers of darkness always overplay their hand, and over-reach themselves. Our God is greater by far than them. Our dad is bigger than their dad. Psalm 2 : He Who sits in the heavens laughs ; the Lord has them in derision and in supreme contempt He mocks them.

The glorious truth of the matter is that we have a far more wonderful message than anything the tired, cynical, secular world could ever dream of, and a beautiful example of it is found in these verses when the unnamed woman upends several hundred pounds worth of high-end perfume over Jesus. From one viewpoint, it was a waste of money. 
Hmph. The perfume could have been sold and the money given to the poor, came the grumblings from the cheap seats. John 12.5 identifies the grumbler as Judas Iscariot, and in the following verse gives am acid commentary on how empty those pious words were : He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.
Matthew doesn’t name and shame quite so directly, but it’s surely no coincidence that in v.14 of our passage he goes on to outline the treachery of Judas. Cause and effect? What actually happened here between the woman and Jesus?  Who is the mystery lady? Luke 7.37 describes her as a woman who had lived – past tense – a sinful life in the town, that is until Jesus had ministered unconditional love and acceptance toward her and in so doing empowered her to change her lifestyle. 
John identifies her as Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus. So, putting it all together, can we see how it came about that Jesus and the disciples became such close friends of this particular family? In my opinion, and it’s only that, the key passage is John 8.1-11, where some hapless woman is caught in the act, dragged out of bed in a state of undress and dumped in front of Jesus in the hope that Jesus would join in the condemnation.

You will recall that Jesus refused to play the squalid little game, but instead He put her accusers in the dock. Well aware that the whole thing was a set-up, and that the other party thereto was, most likely, a crony of this self-righteous lynch mob, Jesus refused to say if he agreed with the sentence of death by stoning, but merely invited whoever was without fault himself to have the guts to chuck the first pebble. Then he stood back, fixed them with his beady eye, and dared them even to think about doing it.

You will recall also how, in private, he dealt with the woman. He neither condemned her nor condoned her actions. He took the initiative to extend grace and mercy to her, a fresh start hers for the taking, and then instructed her, inspired and empowered by that act of acceptance and forgiveness, to go and sin no more. Mary’s life, and that of her entire family, and indeed – after the raising of her brother Lazarus from the dead – of her entire village, turned round completely. The power of God’s amazing grace.   

And we see here how it worked out in Simon the leper’s house. How the unconditional, life-giving, life-changing love from Jesus brought forth a response of recklessly extravagant love from Mary. That’s the dynamic of grace. It always builds up and encourages and inspires and changes us from one degree of glory to another. What to an outsider to divine grace may look like a ludicrous waste of money is in fact an expression of intense radical gratitude, right from the heart, for what Jesus had done.

And what was that? Jesus had come across someone whose lifestyle was a total mess, whose self-respect was on the floor, whose spirit was crushed, whose heart was heavy and dark, whose past was littered with serial failure, whose future was nasty, brutish and short, whose expectation was to be abused, exploited, judged and rejected, exactly as had happened hundreds of times before. Then Jesus came, and Jesus was different.

Now can you see the window of opportunity for the church today? To be like Jesus in a society riddled to the core with guilt and fear and insecurity? To have the courage and integrity not to call good evil and evil good, but to see past the lifestyle issues to the hurting frightened person underneath? To hate the sin, yes, but love the sinner more? 

That’s what we need to be doing, proclaiming by word and action the radical forgiving, reconciling, healing grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ to a nation that needs it far more than it presently realises. Only grace can do what religious respectability never can, and that’s to break down the barriers the devil has shoved up and set God’s people free. 
Can I share one final thought? One thing that’s encouraged me the last wee while is the way things are beginning to turn around with the young people, With John & Elaine’s Friday night group, and my own school chaplaincy visits, I see a freshness and freedom among the children as they hear the good news of God’s love. They come without the baggage of Presbyterian tradition that our generation tend to carry with us, a heritage that, for all we value it, isn’t always conducive to joyful positive expressions of faith. 
Today’s children haven’t learned to let religion get in the way of knowing a Jesus who cares for them and is on their side. That’s a green shoot of hope that I thank God for, and I would appreciate your prayers that we’ll be able to nurture this new generation to turn the tide, and be the people Paul speaks of in Romans 8, the new children of God who will grasp their destiny and establish His Kingdom here on earth.

