Sunday 28 September 2014 : John 18 : 1-11   
I don’t know how you’re getting on with your garden, but the benign weather we’ve been enjoying, and that we’ll continue to claim by faith right through till Easter, has been very kind to ours. Our wee apple tree round the back has three gorgeous apples just about ready to drop. The Virginia creeper on the kitchen wall is looking great, and there are some spectacular flowers in various places. 

But the grass is growing faster than I’ve been able to cut it, and the weeds … well, we all know they need no encouragement at all! Gardens, as you’ve probably noticed, feature prominently in the Bible. The problem of human sin kicked off in one, in Eden, and found its solution in another one, as the body of Jesus was taken from the cross to a burial in the private garden of Joseph of Arimathea … but then on the third day …

When we visited Jerusalem some 15 years ago now, we did the usual conducted tour round the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, built on the traditional site of the Easter story, and it really didn’t do much for us. Too busy, too loud, too aggressively commercial. But just round the corner, behind the bus station – and, yes, of course I notice such things – is somewhere very special, and it’s a garden. 

A garden where General Gordon, of Khartoum fame, discovered an ancient burial place, maybe THE tomb, maybe not, now an oasis of calm among the chaos of the old city. Here we celebrated a very precious and meaningful communion, in plain sight of what may have been the very grave that Jesus briefly occupied, or at the very least one just like it. It was as if we were transported in time and space to the first Easter.

But this is not the only garden in the Easter story. Our lesson today takes us, under cover of darkness, into a well-known Jerusalem landmark, the garden of Gethsemane – the name means olive-grove, or olive-press. This would not, at that moment, have been a peaceful place, for the death and resurrection of Jesus take place at the time of the great Passover feast, that most famous of all Jewish festivals.

It was, and is, the ambition of every Jewish family to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem at least once in their lifetime. You may remember in Luke 2 how a 12-year-old Jesus was posted missing in Jerusalem, and you may wonder how it was that it took his mum and dad so long to discover that Jesus wasn’t with them on the long journey home. 

In all likelihood, it would have been a mass exodus from Nazareth, a bit like the old village outings to Spittal Beach, only much bigger, with the men walking and talking in one group, the women in another, the children in yet another, the parents taking turns to supervise. Not till they stopped for the night and regrouped in families did Joseph and Mary discover they had a problem – nowadays Social Services would have been called!

Anyway … the point is that hundreds of thousands of pilgrims descended upon the city of Jerusalem every year for the Passover and, put simply, there weren’t enough hotel beds to go round. A bit like Bethlehem 30-odd years before, for the Roman census.

I don’t know if you remember, about 10 years ago, the G8 summit of world leaders met at Gleneagles, and the subject of world poverty was high on the agenda. The weekend before it, something like half-a-million people joined at the Meadows in Edinburgh for a demonstration of support for measures to cancel the debts of the world’s poorest countries. People travelled from all over the place for it, so where did they stay?

Not, for most part, tucked up in the luxury of the Balmoral or the Barcelo Carlton, or even the more basic comforts of the Travelodge. All sorts of camp-sites were set up, the biggest at the Jack Kane playing fields at Craigmillar, which became the overnight home for hundreds, I think it might actually have been thousands, of people. You get the same sort of thing, I suppose, at music festivals like T-in-the-Park and Glastonbury. I wouldn’t know. I don’t do tents. Camping for me means a Premier Inn.

Anyway, I believe the happy campers at the Jack Kane Centre that night had a whale of a time, even if actual sleep was at a premium. That’s what the Garden of Gethsemane would have been like on the night of Jesus’ arrest – mobbed, and probably a bit rowdy. Jewish festivals are not known for Presbyterian solemnity and sobriety, let’s say. 
In that context, the presence of a troop of armed soldiers leading away a troublemaker at the point of a sword would not have raised any great alarm. In all likelihood, Jesus would be just one of many to get huckled that night, and no-one would have bothered. That was why it was an attractive prospect for the Temple authorities to do the dirty deed on Jesus then, rather than in broad daylight in the temple. Nice and low-key.

Which is why they would have been grateful to Judas for the tip-off as to where Jesus would be that night. They could have arrested him any time, any place, but it would have attracted unwanted attention, and something might have kicked off to draw down disapproval from the real power in the city, Roman governor Pontius Pilate, a man who didn’t give 2p for the religious and cultural sensitivities of the Jewish people, but who was very keen to keep a tight grip on law and order. He was watching his own back.

It’s easy to over-estimate the part played by Judas Iscariot in the drama unfolding in this chapter. He behaved like a jerk, no two ways about it, but the temple authorities would have nailed Jesus with or without his help. It wasn’t as if they didn’t know who Jesus was, or where they would find Him day after day. Follow the crowds, as they say.
I remember being sent once as a linesman to a football ground deep in the old mining territories of Co Durham, and as it was a place I’d never been to before I phoned the club officials for directions. Which they gave me, with the famous closing words : if all else fails, follow the crowds. And so I found myself in Morrison’s supermarket.

All Judas did was make it easier and tidier for the enemies of Jesus to do what they were going to do anyway, without his help. Make no mistake, if they’d had to nail Him in the temple itself, they would have done it, but it would have needed more damage control. I’m telling you all this just so we can get a proper perspective on the treachery of Judas. In the great scheme of things, it was a far bigger loss for him than for Jesus.

What was in his mind as he went out, by night, to betray Jesus? I don’t think we’ll ever know for sure, and there’s no shortage of theories, some more credible than others. Was it the money? 30 pieces of silver? That’s a good night at the bingo, not much more. 

Or was it a political ploy, watching the barometer of public support for Jesus plummet and aligning himself instead with the side that looked set to win, namely the enemies of Jesus? Maybe, though that would be an act of considerable pomposity, as Judas was, to the best of our knowledge, hardly a high-profile celebrity endorsement for anyone.

Whatever the precise motivation of Judas Iscariot in going to the authorities as he did, and the way John reports it in John 13.30 says it all : As soon as Judas had taken the bread, he went out. And it was night. Can’t you just feel the temperature plummet as you read those words. Anyway, whatever his precise motivation, we can say with 99% certainty that it stemmed from this – Jesus was not first place in his life.
A longing for finance, esteem, popularity? Hey-ho. Whatever the actual desire might have been, it led Judas astray because he had allowed that desire, what the King James Version would call the lust of the flesh, to elbow Jesus off his rightful place on the throne of his heart. Not a good choice. 
Romans 8.6 [NKJV] : To be carnally minded is death, but to be spiritually minded is life and peace. [NLT] : Letting your sinful nature control your mind leads to death. But letting the Spirit control your mind leads to life and peace. We know which force Judas allowed to control his thinking, and we also know how badly it all turned out for Judas. Before the events that his actions had set in train reached their dramatic and glorious conclusion on the garden early Sunday morning, Judas had taken his own life.

The name of Judas is held up throughout the world as a byword for treachery. Our older daughter Lisa, a diehard Arsenal fan, applies that term with passion to Mr Van Persie, who moved to Manchester United, and to Mr Fabregas, who has turned up at Chelsea.  But here’s the scary thing. When you remember the basic mistake Judas made, which was not putting Jesus first, how many of us can honestly say we’ve never done that?

Although the consequences of his actions were much more far-reaching than anything we’ve ever done, that’s down either to our good luck or, more likely, God’s good grace.  There but for the grace of God, etc. You and I have opportunities every day in life to choose to follow in the footsteps of Jesus or of Judas, our call.
The opportunity when we hear someone being bad-mouthed or gossiped about, either to join in the chorus of condemnation and tittle-tattle or to speak a word in their defence. I know that’s not easy with some people, but the hard-fought victories are always the most satisfying. The opportunity when someone annoys you to plot revenge, or to smile sweetly, forgive, forget and go on being nice to them. Love your enemies and all that.
Or if an opportunity comes up to make money, but it would involve cutting corners, turning a blind eye to safety regulations, or excessively creative accounting. Believe me, you and I will know when those moments are, because the Holy Spirit will speak with a still small voice to put our hearts and minds on alert. 

Keeping Jesus first place in our lives, at all times, is a discipline, and sometimes it’s a battle between what we know God’s Word says, and what we feel as a result of what’s going on round about us. That’s when we need to make a quality decision, in line with Paul’s advice in 2 Corinthians 4.18 : we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
Keeping Jesus first place in our lives turns on the tap of His unlimited wisdom and peace in tricky situations, and will save us from making total twits of ourselves as we would if we followed the flesh and went with the proverbial flow, along with all the dead fish. The wisdom of God’s Word is reliable, that of the world isn’t. When you’re 120 and go to Heaven, you can ask Judas. You’ll recognise him. He’s the one with the sheepish grin, maybe even the false beard and moustache! 
Let’s remember the principle that Judas, very sadly, forgot : what would Jesus do? You’ve seen the car stickers, you’ve worn the wristband, now it’s time to do it. And if we’re not sure what the answer is, ideally let’s make time to have a look at the gospels and find out. If we don’t have time, a prayer would do. Can I close by sharing with you the precise wording of a prayer that has been shown to work? Jesus, HELP! 
