3 March 2013 : Matthew 26 : 57-68    
Violence. Intimidation. Lies. Corruption. All in today’s lesson. Surely that sort of thing could never happen nowadays!! As the clock ticks relentlessly through the final hours and minutes of Jesus’ earthly life, we see how desperate His enemies have become to get rid of Him. No trick is too dirty, no tactic stoops too low, for the religious leaders in their obsession to dispose of this troublesome horny-handed-labourer-turned-preacher, as they regarded Him, from the unfashionable provincial town of Nazareth,
In this little snapshot of the first phase of what might, with a mirthless laugh, be called the trial of Jesus, there are a number of revealing comments. Let’s focus on vs. 59-60 : The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for false evidence against Jesus so that they could put him to death. But they did not find any, though many false witnesses came forward. The first obvious question mark. Why were these supposedly great men of God looking for false evidence as an excuse to put Jesus to death?
Because if they looked at the truth about His life, and considered honestly the evidence of what Jesus had said and done over the past three years in their very midst, the only conclusion any person of intelligence and integrity could have drawn is the one they utterly refused to contemplate – that this Jesus was none other than the One God had promised to send to His people, the Saviour, the Christ.

The case for the defence of Jesus of Nazareth was, quite simply, that – as summarised in Acts 10.38 – He went around doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil. Listen to this little snippet from Luke 7, when the followers of John the Baptist, who’d been shoved in prison awaiting execution, came to seek reassurance that Jesus really was the One, and Luke tells us : At that very time, Jesus cured many people of their diseases, illnesses, and evil spirits, and he restored sight to many who were blind. 
Then he told John’s disciples, Go back to John and tell him what you have seen and heard : the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the Good News is being preached to the poor, and tell him, God blesses those who do not turn away because of me. 
Now, why would the news of what Jesus was doing have comforted John the Baptist as he awaited the chop? Not just because it was good and worthy, which of course it was, but because in the Old Testament, in the book of Isaiah, it had been foretold hundreds of years before that when the Special One came – I’m not talking about Jose Mourinho, I’m talking about the Saviour of the world – these were the signs that would show He was the One. And John, as a man who knew his Bible inside out, would understand.

And if John understood, so should the guys running the temple at Jerusalem who were supposed to be the wise and learned Bible teachers. They should have seen what Jesus was doing, and been dancing in the streets with joy that they had the privilege of seeing in their lifetime God come into the world and release the nation of Israel and indeed the whole world from disease and death, poverty and suffering. They should have seen it.
But their prejudices got in the way. It wasn’t that they couldn’t see who Jesus was, but that they wouldn’t see. Like the little kid getting a row from his parents who screws his eyes shut, puts his fingers in his ears and starts making farmyard noises – OK, I know none of you ever did that! That’s how they were behaving. And so what we read about in Matthew 26 was no fair trial, founded upon calm and rational examination of facts.
This was a stitch-up. You’ve heard of the medieval tradition of Jethart justice – hang ‘em today, try ‘em tomorrow? Jerusalem justice was a triple espresso version of that! The chief priest and his cronies had their minds made up. The guilty verdict was a foregone conclusion. It was just a matter now of cobbling up some threadbare pretext for it. Any old bus stop gossip, coffee-shop tittle-tattle, or outright fabrication would do – and even then they were struggling to find any. That’s what these verses tell us.

But before we pronounce judgement on these religious leaders, let’s ask ourselves if we ever make the same mistake. Do we ever allow our prejudices to get in the way of what the Word of God tells us? And I’m not even talking about great big theological issues here. I’m referring to everyday, Monday-to-Friday, 9-5, nuts-and-bolts stuff. 

In Galatians 5.19, Paul warns us against what he calls the acts of the flesh : sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery;  idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions  and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. And we think to ourselves, no problem, I don’t do things like that.
Are we sure? Certainly I didn’t see a lot of broomsticks parked outside, so not a lot of witchcraft around. And indeed for most of us, most of these things aren’t a temptation. But the list does include jealousy and envy. We’ve got to watch those don’t creep in, because they can cause all sorts of havoc in relationships. As can discord – stirring up trouble for someone by bad-mouthing them, planting little seeds of gossip about them. 
Selfish ambition is in there too. Now it’s no bad thing to have dreams and ambitions. If you aim at nothing in life, you’re sure to hit it every time. But the key-word is selfish. If our drive to succeed leads us into treating people as less than our equals to get our own way, that’s a problem. It’s all very well climbing the ladder of success, but let’s be sure it’s leaning against the right wall. And let’s never use people to bring us things. Let’s use things to bring people into the kingdom of God.

And idolatry. That’s not just about having a big stone statue in the living room that you bow down to in the morning. Idolatry, in the Biblical sense, happens every time we put something or someone above our relationship with Jesus. Don’t misunderstand. God delights to bless us with families to love and be loved by. He graciously gives us all good things to enjoy. The Bible tells us that. He’s our Father, who wants the best for us.

But the minute we move from having money or possessions, to money or possessions having us, that’s idolatry. The minute we compromise in our walk with God because we don’t want to upset someone whose love and affection we value more than we value serving God, that’s idolatry. And in the end, what you compromise to keep, you’ll lose.  
Then there’s our attitudes. As ever, I tell you stories against myself because I struggle with these things too. It’s getting into church magazine time, and that’s a big job that will take me most of next week and a fair chunk of the following week by the time we get over 1,000 copies printed, sorted, and out for delivery and postage. Normally I take out four delivery districts myself, which is OK, they’re in a picturesque part of the parish and if I pick a nice day, it’s a very pleasant way of spending an afternoon.

However, on one occasion, for a variety of reasons, there were a total of 9 districts still sitting in the churches, undelivered, by about a week before Christmas. And I thought to myself : hmph. I spend all that time slaving over a red-hot photocopier, and nobody can even be bothered to spend half-an-hour taking these things out. I don’t know why I knock my pan in – no gratitude, no appreciation yada yada – and for about 5 minutes or so I was having a rare old pity party all by my sorry little self.

Anybody else ever had one of those moments when you think – am I the only one who ever does any work around here? There’s a standing joke we have with a friend of ours who loves to wind me up that I spend all week, apart from Sunday morning, lying on the couch watching football on the telly. And I throw it back by saying how wonderful the Bulgarian one-legged over-60’s 7th division north game was, and I can hardly wait for tomorrow to see the live Gambian glamorous grannies league cup semi-final!

Anyway! Back to the 9 magazine districts. I flounced off in bad fettle, feeling put upon, a mound of magazines under my arm. Then a still small voice invited me to consider what a great privilege it was to put the Word of God through the doors of so many precious families that the Lord loves and cares for and gave His life for, and if I would care to pick up my lip and do so cheerfully and prayerfully it would be a much stronger seed sown into the Kingdom. Well, that was me told! And I should have known better!

One of the first sermons I ever heard was on Colossians 3, which includes the following instructions : whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters. I should also have remembered Philippians 2.14 : Do everything without grumbling or arguing.

Now I had read those verses. I had preached on those verses. I knew fine well those verses were in the Book. But I’d let my selfish flesh get in the road. Now I know none of you would ever let that happen. None of you would ever rent space in your brain for a minute to that idea that you’re being put upon and taken for granted, and even if the thought did momentarily flit across your mind, you’re all far too spiritually mature to actually give voice to it. Isn’t that right?

At the end of the service we’ll have prayer and anointing to cast out lying spirits! Now, may I also say, in case I be accused of selfish ambition, that I’m more than happy to share the blessing of magazine distribution with anyone willing to help! Gratefully received! Anyway, just for that brief period of time I’d – effectively, in however subtle a way – made the same mistake as the chief priests and the Pharisees.

Which is – to get the authority structure of my life wrong. Any time we allow anything to push God and His Word out of the forefront of our mind, any time we allow anything greater prominence than God and His Word in shaping our thoughts, our attitudes, our feelings, our decision-making, we are in a little mini-rebellion against God. You know what? That never works out well. Anyone else here ever found that out, the hard way?
So how do we deal with it, when we find ourselves in these mini-rebellions? Well, we shouldn’t deal it by making excuses for our conduct, even to ourselves. You know that one? It’s all right for you, but you don’t know how bad it is for me. Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen. Well, Jesus knows. It says in Hebrews 4.15-16 : Jesus, this High Priest of ours understands our weaknesses, for he faced all of the same testings we do, yet he did not sin. So let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, and we will find grace to help us when we need it most.

So, when you find that toxic thought, that angry feeling, that critical attitude, rising up in you, recognise it for what it is – a pathetic attempt by the devil to deceive you into a mini-rebellion against God. Recognise that you don’t need to fight it under your own steam, because Jesus has already won the victory for you. Just run up the white flag of surrender and pray that theologically-profound prayer : Jesus, help! 

And you will find, as Paul found, that his grace is more than sufficient to meet all your needs, in every way. Jesus is our more-than-enough, nothing-but-the-best Saviour, who has already won all your battles for you. By faith, let’s live in the triumph of His grace.
