10 March 2013 : Matthew 26 : 69-75 
On the eastern slopes of Mount Zion, just outside the historic city wall of Jerusalem, stands the church of St Peter in Gallicantu. Most churches in Jerusalem are where they are for a specific scriptural reason. If I tell you that this one is built on the reputed site of the house of the high priest Caiaphas ; that on its roof you can see a golden rooster on top of a black cross ; and that in Latin, galli-cantu means cockcrow ; you can easily earn a coconut by working out that this church ties in to this passage.

Let us recap on vs. 31-34 of this chapter, set as Jesus and the disciples made their way through the gathering darkness from the Upper Room to the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus told them : “This very night you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written : ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered’. But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee”. Peter replied : “Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will”. “Truly I tell you”, Jesus answered, “this very night, before the cock crows, you will disown me three times”.
Not for the first time, Peter has followed the time-dishonoured practice of open mouth, insert foot. But this morning we’re not going to queue up to take cheap shots at Peter. He did not have, as we have, the privilege of knowing as historical fact how the story ended. We do not have, as he had, the fear that his association with Jesus might be used as evidence against him to get him terminated, as he was seeing happen to Jesus.
In v.69 and v.71, the same comment is made twice in quick succession to Peter : You were with Jesus of Nazareth. It was not difficult for anyone to join the dots and work that out, for Peter had often been seen in the company of His Lord. The question I want to raise this morning is a simple one : would anyone say that about you or me? 

On your order of service today, along with the picture of St Peter in Gallicantu, is a wee cartoon which poses a very thought-provoking puzzle. If you or I were accused of being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict us? Is there enough in our everyday life that stands out from the dull shades of beige and grey in our compromised world that would count as conclusive proof that we have been with Jesus of Nazareth?
Yes, we might be known as members of the church, but that’s not quite the same thing. I think, if we are absolutely honest, we’ve all come across one or two people, from time to time, in the church who haven’t exactly radiated the love and grace of Jesus Christ ; one or two people – I’m happy to say, a tiny minority – that, if we were PR agents or spin doctors for the Kirk, we wouldn’t rush to put forward to advertise us.

And, again if we are absolutely honest, many of us would privately admit that, on the odd bad day, we have been that person whose behaviour on a particular occasion didn’t exactly do the reputation of Jesus much good. I’m not going to embarrass myself again by telling stories against myself on this, though I could certainly think of a few, and – more worryingly – you might be able to come up with a few more! Not going there!!
The point, however, is not to engage in a communal sackcloth-and-ashes moment for our past failures in this regard. That’s not helpful, and nor is it scriptural. Romans 8.1 tells us, as plain as can be : there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. How much condemnation is that? None! If you have received Jesus as Saviour, you have the assurance that Jesus has already carried away all guilt, all condemnation, at the cross so that you and I who put our faith and trust in Him may walk tall and free.

I am well aware that the New King James version adds another phrase, so that it reads : There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus, who do not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit. However, that isn’t a restriction on the scope of the saving grace of Jesus. Quite the reverse. 

It’s a reminder of what has happened to you since you received that grace. Once you walked according to the flesh, the greedy, selfish, vindictive human nature. That was all you could do. As we said a couple of weeks ago, the person who has never received new life in Jesus, has never been born again of the Holy Spirit, has no option but to behave that way. If we’re not in Christ Jesus, we don’t know any better.

But when we do receive God’s gift of new life, when we are in Christ Jesus, our nature is completely changed – re-booted, if you’re computer-minded. Our instinct now is to walk according to the Spirit, which means to go through life with a smile on our faces and treat people with courtesy and consideration. Now, you and I know that doesn’t always work in practice. Can any of you remember that I told you why?

It’s because, although our spirit is completely renewed in an instant when we ask Jesus to be the Lord of our lives, our soul and indeed our body – how we think, how we feel etc – takes some considerable time, to catch up. And God’s relaxed about that. Paul, in this extra bit of Romans 8.1, is actually encouraging us by reminding what Jesus has done for us. Multiple blessing. We are not condemned, but we are totally renewed.
You were with Jesus of Nazareth. For Peter, an accusation. For us, a liberation. The key to walking in victory in ordinary everyday life is just this being with Jesus. You see, the reason why we have those nightmare days when we know we’re a poor advert for the Lord is that those are the days when we lose sight of His grace, when we mistakenly try to carry the weight of the whole world on our own shoulders, when we wrongly think that our being accepted and loved by God is dependent on what we do for Him.

It doesn’t. Not one little bit. That’s called self-righteousness, and it’s one of the slickest deceptions the devil has ever sold the church, As soon as you make your good works a link in the chain of salvation, you make yourself the weakest link and set yourself up for disappointment and disillusionment. The devil, who sold you the lie of salvation by works in the first place, is the ultra-legalist who will use that deception to bear you up.

What you do for God or for the church has no power whatsoever to save you. It’s what Jesus has already done for you that has saved you, and the main thing that He expects of you is that you receive what He has done and enjoy being with Him. 

If we would spend less time and energy dashing about like headless chickens doing this and that and the next thing in the vain hope of buying God’s approval, and spend more time just sitting, enjoying a time of fellowship with the Lord whose death on the cross and rising again has already secured that divine approval for us as a free gift, we would be much less stressed about everything, much easier to get on with, much less prickly and prone to taking offence … and what we do for Jesus and for His Kingdom will be much more beautiful in His sight because we’ll do it better and with the right motives, and we’ll enjoy doing it as a offering of faith, not as a chore out of fear.

Now if I’ve just driven a double-decker bus right through your Protestant work ethic and left the beliefs you held when you walked in the door this morning in a mangled heap on the church floor, well, so be it. I’m not trying to upset you, I’m just trying to point out there’s no need for you to stay imprisoned by legalism and works-mentality because what Jesus did at the cross has opened the cell door and set you free.

In John 6.28f Jesus was asked : What must we do to do the works God requires? Jesus answered, ‘The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.’ You might think that’s too easy. Not at all. Jesus said His burden is easy, His yoke is light. Can I ask you when was the last time you just sat down with a cuppa and enjoyed being with Jesus?

When was the last time you stretched out comfortably with your Bible and reminded yourself of all the wonderful things He has done for you, and maybe sang a few of your favourite hymns and choruses to praise Him? And if the neighbours don’t like your singing, well, bless their little cotton socks, let them turn the sound up on the telly!

If you want to kick-start a change for the better in your life, make a priority of being with Jesus of Nazareth. Regularly. Alexis and I like to have time together with Jesus in our wee prayer-room first thing in the morning. If that doesn’t work for you, find a time that does. You’ll surprise yourself how much you enjoy it. And you’ll be surprised also how much everyone else round about you enjoys the change it will make in you.

How wonderful when our families, our friends, our neighbours, our work colleagues start saying to us, and about us : You were with Jesus of Nazareth. Your quality of life will go through the roof, and so will the quality and the quantity of what you do. Why? Because you’ll no longer be winging it under your own steam, you’ll be walking in the blessing of the Lord, by the grace of God, and life will be so much more fun. Try it. You’ve nothing to lose but your frown and your tranquillisers.

One final comment. It’s about the third person who fingered Peter for being with Jesus. Surely you are one of them; your accent gives you away. Accents are a funny thing.      If you watched Countryfile last Sunday, you’d have seen a farmer from down Otterburn way spouting poetry in Northumbrian. It was wonderful! Having said that, though it’s barely 30 miles from here, it might as well have been Serbo-Croat for all I understood! The difference in accent from Yetholm to Wooler, what, 13 miles, is massive.
Regional accents can be a dead giveaway. Remember the spanner in the works of the Yorkshire Ripper investigation because someone phoned in claiming to be the Ripper? A voice analyst was brought in to work out something about this person who, alas, as it transpired, was a hoaxer, and I was astonished that, based on a brief recorded message, they could trace that person not just to north-east England, not just to Wearside, but in fact to the Castletown area of Sunderland. Amazing. All down to the accent.
So, does the way we speak have the authentic accent of divine grace? Listening to us, do people hear the still small voice of the Holy Spirit in our tone, the authentic Word of God’s love and power in our words? Or is our conversation as shoddy and carnal as the next person? When someone is having their character torn to shreds in our presence, do we join in the frenzy and throw the next stone, or do we speak in the accent of Jesus and say something positive about that person, yes, even if we’re not their greatest fan?

When everyone else round about us is grumbling about the weather, the government, the economy, do we join the chorus of doom and gloom or do we dare to speak in the accent of Jesus and inject a note of faith and hope? When the conversation in the health centre waiting room is all about the reappearance of swine flu, do we start expecting to catch it? Or boldly declare, in Jesus’ name, God’s promised protection in Psalm 91?

If someone round about us is in trouble, whether of their own making or not, do we speak to them in the accent of Jesus, and offer a listening ear, a helping hand, or do we do what the carnal person would do and walk by on the other side? If we’re in a crisis in our own life, do we whinge that it’s not fair, or speak in faith according to the Word “My God will supply all my needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus”?

Yes, our accent tells a lot about where we come from, not just geographically but also spiritually. Let’s make sure what we say and how we say it sounds like Jesus. How do we do that? As we’ve said already, by habitually hanging out with Jesus, by spending time with Him on a regular basis so that His loving nature infuses into ours. Out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks, as Jesus points out in Matthew 12.34.

How we speak is determined by what company we keep. If you’re a parent, you’ll have seen that in your children. God the Father sees it in His children too. Make time in your life for Jesus and people will notice. : You’ve been with Jesus of Nazareth. We’ll start to think like Jesus, act like Jesus, talk like Jesus, win people for the Kingdom like Jesus – and that’s just about as good a testimonial as we could ever hope for!
