Palm Sunday : 13 April 2014 : John 12 : 20-36  
In the sporting world, there’s an honourable tradition that a team that’s won their league or cup celebrates by parading the trophy on an open-top bus round the streets of the town, with much popping of champagne corks. At least, so I’m told. My team’s not been in the habit of winning much since I’ve been following their fortunes or painful lack thereof!

The day Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey must have been pretty much like that. Picture it – a warm sunny day, thousands lining the side of the road down the Mount of Olives into the city, cheering and waving palm branches till their throats were dry and their arms almost ready to fall off. And I think if there had been hot-dog stalls and ice-cream vans in those days, they’d have made a fortune by lunch-time!

And all the time, through all the noise and the excitement, Jesus knew fine well how it would all end. It wasn’t a nice thought. Humanly speaking, the pain – physical, mental, emotional, spiritual – would be horrendous. The Romans didn’t do humane executions, padded crosses. But worse than all that was the prospect that, during those final hours, Jesus would not be in fellowship with His Father. Now that statement may shock you, but let me explain.

2 Corinthians 5.21 : God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. Galatians 3.13 : Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: Cursed is everyone who is hung on a pole.

Now I know you’ve heard those scriptures so often you’re probably reciting them in your sleep or singing them in the shower to a One Direction tune, but alongside the great blessing we find in these words, there’s a cutting edge to them that we might very easily miss, and that’s the calamitous cost to Jesus. 

For those hours on the cross, as the death sentence due to the entire human race through the sin of Adam, replicated throughout countless generations, was imposed upon Jesus, He didn’t just carry sin, He became sin ; He didn’t just suffer the curse, He became the curse.  During those horrible hours, the forces of evil and darkness were allowed full access to the body and mind of Jesus. Every sin every committed, every disease ever suffered, in effect took charge of Jesus for that day. And the Father could not look upon such things. 

However awful the agony of the nails ripping into his wrists and ankles, the jagged splinters of wood tearing into the raw flesh where His back had been beaten so brutally ; however crass the vulgar taunts of the crowd enjoying the grim spectacle of a good old-fashioned execution ; was as nothing compared with the knowledge that Father had turned His back. 

We all know Jesus cried out from Psalm 22.1 : My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so far from my cries of anguish? 
The psalm goes on to say : I am a worm and not a man, scorned by everyone, despised by the people.  All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads. Exactly what was happening, all echoing the thoughts we find in that starkest of all messianic prophecies in Isaiah 53 : He is despised and rejected by men, a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. And we hid, as it were, our faces from Him; He was despised, and we did not esteem Him.
But Jesus knew also that Psalm 22 goes on to say : All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord, and all the families of the nations will bow down before him, for dominion belongs to the Lord and he rules over the nations. 

Jesus knew also that Isaiah 53 continues : Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.
And even as the body and soul of Jesus were tortured mercilessly on the cross, the spirit within Him would be sustained only by the Father’s words in the Scriptures, assuring His Son in His solitary suffering that this was all for a purpose, the purpose of rescuing the human race from its self-inflicted troubles, the purpose of offering salvation as a free gift to every single human being who would simply believe and receive.

John 12.27-28 : Jesus speaks : Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? 'Father, save me from this hour'? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!" Then a voice came from heaven, "I have glorified it, and will glorify it again." 
Oh yes, the Father had glorified His name every single time Jesus said what He heard His Father saying, every time Jesus did what He saw His Father doing. Turning water into wine or feeding the 5,000 ; forgiving and healing the paralysed man lowered through the roof or forgiving and healing the woman dragged out of bed and dumped at His feet like a sack of spuds ; casting out demons, making the blind see, or the lame walk ; embracing the children or raising the dead ; in all this and more besides Jesus was 100% obedient to His Father.
In all this and more besides, Jesus had gone around doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil. In all this and more besides, Jesus had come to destroy the works of the evil one and reclaim the peoples of the earth from the thief’s malign clutches. Already the devil had been put on the canvas and taken a standing count, but the knockout blow was just a couple of days away. The devil would do his worst on Calvary, he would play all his strongest cards, but the empty tomb was about to trump the lot.

John 12.31-32 : Jesus says : Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself. Yes indeed, judgement was coming fast upon the world – that is, the world’s crazy mixed-up way of thinking, that toxic brew of hatred and anger, selfishness and jealousy, fear and insecurity, which is exactly where the devil wants to keep us all under lock and key.
And when that world system was overthrown, so too was its figurehead, the devil himself. His reign of terror over humanity was over. He was shown for what he truly was, a great big bag of wind who had no clubs in his bag other than lies and deception. But now Jesus had come from the Father, full of grace and truth – infinitely more powerful forces – but above all Jesus had come with a Father’s love that would stop at nothing, shrink from nothing, hold back nothing, to rescue His children and set us free from the Mouth of the South.
We usually picture the devil with horns and a forked tail, but if you want a better cartoon, draw a great big bad-breathed gob parked on top of a pair of wee short bare legs – because I don’t want you to forget the devil’s all mouth and no trousers. You don’t need to listen to a single word he has to say to you – and he’ll have plenty – because every word is a lie.
That wee voice that tells you you’re no good, you’re a failure, you’ve messed up again, God doesn’t love you, you can’t call yourself a Christian after what you just did – anyone else ever hear that wee voice? That wee nippy annoying nagging voice? And anyone else ever, like me, daft enough to listen to it and let it rent space in our brain? And give us a hard time till the Holy Spirit finally gets it through to us what Paul wrote in Romans 8.1 that there is NO condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus? Like – NO condemnation!!

And every so often the devil will use the comments of fellow human beings to try to put us under condemnation. When you’re associated with the church of Jesus Christ, everyone suddenly seems to think they’ve the right to an opinion on your behaviour. I loved the way Andrew Wommack, a plain-speaking preacher to say the least, deals with critical comments. He just asks : Excuse me, when did God die and give you the right to judge me?
I’m quite sure Andrew won’t mind if you use that line next time someone takes it upon themselves to have a pop at you. The people who will judge you have neither the right nor the authority to do so, and the only One who does have right and authority, never will. Interesting, that, isn’t it? The Holy Spirit of God convicts, He doesn’t condemn. He corrects us privately, not publicly. And He does it to help and encourage us, not to dishearten us.

Jesus has already drawn unto Himself all the judgement God ever had to do. There’s not one sin left un-judged, and unpaid for, and there never will be. Interestingly, although most Bible translations have Jesus saying in v.32 : When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all men to myself, there is no noun in the original Greek after the word all – and in context it could just as easily read : When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all judgement to myself. Both options are fair translations, and both are perfectly true.

And so as we go forward with the Lord into Holy Week, we see the two sides of the coin, the pain of Jesus for the gain of humanity ; the judgement Jesus volunteered for to save us from having to face judgement. Let us walk in the light of His love, and be glad that darkness has no more power over us. Let us shine with the light of His love, that all may see Jesus in us and believe that Jesus is Lord, and may enjoy life in all its glorious fullness in Him.
