Sunday 22 June 2014 : John 17 : 1-10   
I wonder what it would be like, if all our prayers were written down and published in a book for all to see, for all time? I think that has the potential to be quite embarrassing. When we look into the book of Psalms, we see some of King David’s prayers in times of exasperation and they’re really quite explicit in terms of what he’d like to happen to his opponents – children’s heads smashed against the rocks etc.
Now I’m not suggesting for a moment that any of us have ever gone quite that far – have you??? – but then again we have the benefit of having the prayer of Jesus recorded in John 17 to help, encourage and reassure us. It’s a long, detailed and gracious prayer, faithfully recorded by John, the man who described himself – not in boastful pride but in proper humility as to his true identity – as the disciple whom Jesus loved.

There’s a lot in this prayer, and over the next couple of times we’re together we’ll dip into its treasures and see what it’s saying to us now. In the opening 5 verses, Jesus is in fact praying for Himself. Now, that’s a statement in and of itself. It is not selfish to make time to pray for ourselves. If Jesus did that, if Jesus needed to do that, you can be sure that it’s not only acceptable but vital for us to do it.

We are told, in scripture, to cast all our anxieties upon the Lord because He cares for us – that’s in 1 Peter 5.7. Jesus Himself says we are to ask, and keep on asking, seek and keep on seeking, knock and keep on knocking. That’s Matthew 7.7. When we’re under pressure, we’re urged in Ephesians 6 to put on the gospel armour : Stand therefore, having girded your waist with truth, having put on the breastplate of righteousness, etc. and pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. 
Kenneth Hagin said : Stand therefore, until you receive what you’re standing there for! Truth to tell, God knows we need His love, His wisdom, His guidance. He is, after all, Our Father, and Our Father would find it a bit odd if we never came to Him to seek His help, especially since we know from His Word that nothing is too difficult for Him, that He has promised to meet all our needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus.

It’s not presumptuous to ask God for help, it’s presumptuous not to ask, to assume we can just wing it all by ourselves and hope to get it right. It’s about keeping things in balance. Out of a total of 26 verses in this prayer in John 17, in only five is Jesus praying for Himself – but, significantly, it’s the first five. It’s only as we go first to Our Father and freely receive the love and the blessing that He so freely longs to give, that we can ever be sufficiently abounding in the good things of God that we can pour them out on others, which is what we’re here to do. All right so far?
Then, in v.3, Jesus nails a popular misconception about the term eternal life. Most people think it’s about going to heaven when you die. Well, that’s part of it, and a very important part of it, but only part of it. Eternal life doesn’t just kick in on kicking the bucket. It starts the minute we come to faith in Jesus and it very much affects every aspect of our here-and-now life on this earth as well as the life to come hereafter. 

Jesus here defines eternal life as knowing God the Father and Jesus Christ. Now, can we be clear what this word “know” means in this context? Allow me to explain, with reference to the First Minister of Scotland, Alex Salmond – let me say, this is for illustrative purposes only which do not necessarily imply endorsement of the product, other parties are also available. That’s the disclaimer clause in right away, OK?!

I happen to know that Alex Salmond was born in 1954 in Linlithgow, that his dad was a church elder, that he is now MSP for Aberdeenshire East, and that he’s a devout Jambo, which, for the benefit of non-football fans, means he supports Heart of Midlothian FC.

And he did hear me preach once. However, the fact that I know a bit about him doesn’t mean I’m likely to be invited round to Salmond Towers for a Scotch pie and Irn-Bru any time soon, and I’m sure that’s a devastating a loss to Wee Eck as it is to me. 

Now, as regards the new Moderator of the Church of Scotland, John Chalmers, it’s a bit different. Again, I know a few things about John, including the fact that he has a bus drivers’ licence, the legacy of student days driving to bring in a few pennies. But over the past few years I’ve been in fairly regular touch with him in his day job as Principal Clerk to the General Assembly. We call each other by our first names. There’s a bit more of a relationship, but not enough to claim we were friends. Acquaintances, yes. Colleagues, yes. But we don’t really know each other, personally. OK?
But Lexy? That’s a whole different level of relationship, of intimacy. Over the years, we’ve developed the unnerving knack of thinking the same thing at the same time. We’re tuned into each other’s minds and hearts. We know each other. Married couples, you understand this! So what’s all this leading up to? Eternal life is knowing God the Father and Jesus Christ – but not just knowing about God, the way I know about Alex Salmond, essentially a stranger about whom I know a few random facts. 

That’s not a knowledge that gives true and eternal life, yet it’s where many people on our nation today are with God. We know bits of the Bible, mangers and crosses and things, some bits and bobs of head knowledge that doesn’t actually affect the way we think, the way we speak, the way we treat people, because there’s no heart relationship.
Same with the kind of casual acquaintance I have with the Moderator, someone I speak to once in a while when the need arises, but could go several months without contact and hardly notice the difference. Again, that’s where a lot of us are with God – He’s like the 4th emergency service, to be contacted when every human institution fails, but for most part to be ignored. That’s not the life-giving, life-changing relationship that Father God invites us to enjoy, and that the blood of Jesus enables us to enjoy. 

What was the ultimate purpose of Jesus laying down His heavenly glory and coming into this world, sharing in our human life, labouring in the building trade, experiencing and understanding the oppression the devil exercised over the affairs of this world? What was the ultimate purpose of Jesus striking out on God’s command to preach the good news of God’s grace with signs and wonders to demonstrate the authority of His perfect obedience to His Father, bringing love to the loveless, hope to the hopeless?

What was the ultimate purpose of Jesus enduring rejection, humiliation, persecution, execution, the vulgar taunts of the booze-swigging louts and the supercilious comments of the self-righteous religious leaders blending to supply the grotesque soundtrack to His agony? What was the ultimate purpose of Jesus suffering the unkindest cut of all, as even the Father turned His face away because He could not bear to look upon every sin, every sickness, every perversion, wreaking havoc on His own flesh-and-blood?

What was it all about? So we could have enough head-knowledge to tick a box marked Christian? So we could have someone to scurry off to as a last resort when all our own wheeling and dealing ends up in tears? No, surely the price Jesus paid in His own spilt blood, His own shattered body, had to mean something more than that.
Jesus took on, faced down, and overcame everything the devil could ever throw at the human race so we could have eternal life – that is, a new life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows ; a new life in which the person with whom we enjoy the most precious and passionate relationship by far, is Jesus Himself.
And doesn’t it just pull you up short to think that the reason Jesus went through all that He went through was this – so that you and I might know Him, that you and I might walk every minute of every day in His company, that you and I might recognise His voice and follow Him – as we heard in our call to worship this morning. Jesus didn’t go through all He went through for us to have a religion, but for us to have a relationship.

God’s saving grace, in Jesus, was all about restoring you and me to the place God always wanted us to be, in the bosom of His family, calling Him Dad, coming more freely and honestly to Him in every situation, good or not-so-good, than we would ever go to any other human being. The Devotional Diary this past week has taken us through Luke 15, the stories of the lost sheep, where the shepherd wasn’t content to have 99 out of 100 safe but went out looking for the other one ; the lost coin, where the lady turns the whole house upside down to find the missing money and has a party when she does.

And of course, the lost, or prodigal, son. I’m sure the father prayed every day, and set a place at the table every day, confident that the day would come when that boy would get off the bus, walk up the driveway, there would be a celebration, and all would be forgiven – and if the self-righteous big brother didn’t like it, that was his loss. 

The unifying factor in all of this is how totally and sacrificially committed God is to you and me, to our loved ones, no matter how far they may presently seem from faith in Jesus, the Lord has His plan and it’s working its way out. In our own parish, we’re seeing some lovely moments of people and families making that first small but vital step – often through baptism – to respond to grace and reconnect with the God of grace.

Let’s make our own response today to God’s initiative of grace in Jesus, Let’s make that choice to walk every day with Jesus, to make Jesus the first person we speak to in the morning, the last person we speak to at night, the voice we listen to and follow, and watch the blessing of the Lord flow freely to us and through us as we do.
