Sunday 24 August 2014 : John 17 : 20-26   [p. 1085]
I don’t know if you played that game at school called Simple Simon Says. I tell you for sure, you wouldn’t be allowed to play it now, the commissars of political correctness would have a hairy canary at the thought. Actually I expect to be drawn over the coals for even that remark, by the Liberation Front for Featherly Challenged Songbirds!

Anyway, you remember the game. If the teacher says, Simple Simon says – do this, you do it. If the teacher says, just, Do this, you don’t, and if you do, you’re out of the game. Remember that? All harmless fun. And why am I mentioning it? Because it was the name that authorised the command. Without the name, there was no authority to do it.

Can you see the link from the primary school classroom in the days of Jeanie Stewart, Frances Strachan etc to the life of mature Christians today? The Name is the authority. If Jesus said it, or did it, that gives us authority to follow His example and expect to see the same results. In John 17, we see a perfect example of Jesus at prayer, and if it was good enough for Jesus, we can take it to the bank that it will be good enough for us.
So far in our look at John 17, we’ve seen Jesus pray for Himself, then for His followers, and now for people who as yet did not believe. And we can see that threefold pattern mirrored in our own lives. We need, very much, to be in a constant prayer relationship with Jesus for our own daily walk in this world, with all its potential pitfalls. 

The daily news bulletins remind us, as if we needed reminding, of what the psalmist wrote, we walk through the valley of the shadow of death. Our precious personal time with Jesus, on the other hand, reminds us that the shadow of a dog never bit anybody! Spending time with Him, casting all our cares upon Him, reassures our heart in the teeth of all troubles of the promise He made : I will never leave you nor forsake you.
The Psalmist goes on : You prepare a meal for me – one translation puts it : You serve me a six-course dinner – right in front of my enemies. You pour oil of blessing on my head. You fill my cup to overflowing. Taking, or in fact, making, time to be one-to-one with Jesus renews our confidence in His promise to provide. Philippians 4.19 tells us that God will meet all our needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus.

Physical needs, very much including health of body and mind. Emotional needs, including a security that no human being, however well-intentioned, could ever provide or is ever equipped to provide. Spiritual needs, the assurance of right standing with God in spite of the trash the world has to say, including complete forgiveness, plus wisdom and guidance in every situation because, 1 Corinthians 2.16, we have the mind of Christ
All these glorious riches are God’s gift to us, our heritage and birthright because of our relationship with Jesus, and our sharing in all that His blood sacrifice has achieved and bought and paid for. But it’s so easy, in a world where what’s served up to us day in, day out, is wall-to-wall hot-and-cold running doom and gloom, to be distracted from all God’s promised love and goodness, that six-course dinner of divine grace. 

You won’t read about God’s promises in the daily papers or hear about them on the 6 o’clock news. For that, we need to encourage ourselves by spending time in prayer, in intimate Father-son or Father-daughter time with God, when His still small voice of calm will remind you of all that Jesus has done for you and wants to do for you.

Also what He wants to do in you and through you. God’s great master-plan of salvation isn’t some exclusive club that only those and such as those can share. One of the great deceptions of religion, any religion, whatever it calls itself, is that somehow you have to earn or measure up to some performance-related standard to qualify for its benefits.

God’s Word tells us something very different. In the part of Jesus’ prayer that we read today, the heart of the Lord to reach out to everyone is crystal clear, and there are a whole bunch of other texts that make the same point. 1 John 2.2 : Jesus is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.   
Hebrews 9.12 : Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all, by his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption. 1 Timothy 2.4-5 : God wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus.
These verses give us an indication of the passion of the Father to have His children, of all nations and all backgrounds, restored to Him, restored to a treasured place around His family table. These verses tell us also how it happens, because it’s all too easy to presume on God’s grace. His perfect will to save all, through Jesus, is clear, but it’s not automatic. We have a responsibility to agree with that perfect will, and come to Him on His terms. There’s a popular belief that I’ll summarise as : it doesn’t matter what you believe, all religions lead to God and, whatever one you choose, it will be OK.

Let me say right away that I can see the superficial attraction of that, but it doesn’t work. Jesus Himself said, as we saw in John 14 : I am the way, the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me. With the greatest respect in the world, the followers of Islam don’t claim that Mohamed died to forgive their sins, nor that he came back to life again. Buddhists make no such claim about Buddha, nor do Hindus, Sikhs, Zoroastrians etc say it about their gods or founding figures.

Followers of these other religions are actually quite insulted to be lumped into a bag with everybody else. It seems it’s only liberal Christians that will put up with, far less encourage, the awful ecumenical efforts to make one bland, tasteless ideological soup out of many different belief systems. Bluntly, it’s just lazy thinking that lies behind it.

One God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus. One. Not a bus-load. Jesus is unique. Jesus alone claims to be equal with God, and Jesus alone authenticates that claim with his teaching and His miraculous deeds, His dying and His rising again. Jesus is not like a bunch of other random great historical men. Great men simply do not behave the way Jesus did, or provoke the reactions Jesus provoked. He is either exactly what He claims to be, or He is a lunatic, or He is a fraud. Simple as.

The most important question any human being ever has to answer is the very same one Jesus put to the 12 at Caesarea Philippi in Mark 8.29 : What about you? Who do you say I am? We each have a decision to make, and it is not a step into the dark, we have well-documented evidence to help us. Jesus is by far the most written-about human being in history, at least until the explosion of mass communication in recent years.

The crucial issue is, of course, the resurrection. If it is true, as the Bible says, that Jesus came back from the dead and was seen by over 500 people on several distinct occasions then it is glaringly obvious that here we have someone who deserves to be listened to, especially when what He says is all to our good. 

And it’s very interesting that the non-Christian writings of the time do not contradict the fact of the resurrection. Josephus, the old master of Jewish historians, was not himself a Christian, but wrote uncritically of Jesus and made no attempt to refute the claims of the church that Jesus had risen. 
So why do some people tie themselves in knots trying to find a way round Jesus? When He freely offers life in all its glorious abundance, peace and joy, health and prosperity, fulfilment and purpose, for all people, for all time! It just doesn’t get any better, so why the desperate attempts to look somewhere else? 

As I said last week in a different context, it’s like turning your nose up at a prime fillet steak in favour of a smart-price burger containing meat of doubtful origin which might in fact have ended its days after finishing a distant last in the 2.45 at Haydock.

Am I saying that people who don’t believe in Jesus won’t get into Heaven? That is not for me to speculate on. Judging others is no part of our earthly remit. Ever. What I will say is that it’s not clever. To turn our backs on His free gift of life and blessing just makes our stay on this life a whole lot harder and a lot less enjoyable or fruitful.

Last Sunday I submitted a claim for postage costs to our treasurer, Tony Rae. By the end of the day, Tony had put a cheque through my letter box. Brilliant. How daft would it have been for me not to pay that cheque into the bank, but instead to bleat to anyone who cared to listen, stage a protest march, write to Michael Moore, John Lamont or the Southern Reporter, about how unfair it was that buying stamps for the church magazine had plunged me into poverty? Yet so many people act just like that.

Refuse the payment that Jesus has already made, in full, to forgive us, to reconcile us to Father God, to redeem us from the curse of the Law and to restore to us the blessing of Abraham … refuse that payment of grace and then wonder why the wheels fall off their lives and whinge about it! Crazy. Not to mention ungrateful. 

So what do we do about the people who think that way? As we see in these verses, Jesus prayed for the people who didn’t believe, to be moved by the life of believers to change their minds. So we have three things we can do. First, share the passion of Jesus to see all people receive His gift of eternal life. It’s not an option to be apathetic. 

If we belong to Jesus and are part of His body, the church, our heart will be like His, on fire for the Kingdom, sharing the joy of the Father when every single prodigal son or daughter comes back to the family home. Second, pray about it. Pray for the people you know, you care for, who as yet have not made a commitment to Jesus. 
Pray for children, grandchildren, wives, husbands, family members, friends, colleagues, neighbours, people you like, people you can’t stand. Remind God of the Scriptures I shared earlier about His will, that all enter into eternal life. Agree with God’s purpose and plan for their lives, and be ready to be part of that purpose and plan.

Which brings us to the third part. By the grace that God ministers to you daily in your time with Him, let His love percolate richly and beautifully through your life so that those people you’re praying for can see the difference, can see that your faith works, can start to want what you have, can ask you what you did to get it.

Which is, of course, what Jesus said : believe in Him. You provide the willingness to be a witness, He will provide the power for you to do it well. And you will share in the joy of Jesus and the Father when you see your prayers come to pass, when you see the seed of your faithfulness and obedience come to fruition, in lives changed for good.
