3 August 2014 : 2 Corinthians 5:17 – 6:2
I hope you’ve all been enjoying the Commonwealth Games. The holy city of Glasgow – not that I’m in any way biased – has had a grand old time welcoming athletes, officials and supporters from all over the world and, by and large, notwithstanding one alleged remark from Mr Bolt, it truly has lived up to the title “The Friendly Games”, and the fact that we’ve had local interest with Lucy Hope from Crailing has added extra spice to it.

If, in terms of tea-time TV, the Games have provided the good, the rest of the world news has supplied the bad and the ugly, in spades. I’ll talk about that in a minute, but there’s an old saying that if you don’t learn from the mistakes of the past, you’ll only repeat them in the future. That being so, the human race has proved itself a poor student of history.

It was the assassination in Sarajevo, capital of the present day Bosnia, on 28 July 1914, of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, that lit the blue touch paper and set off the First World War. The spiders web of military alliances throughout Europe ensured that hostilities spread like a plague, drawing in our own nation 100 years ago this weekend, eventually causing 9 million deaths worldwide. 

On our village war memorial we see the names of those men from our own parish who lost their lives in the First World War, a picture replicated in countless towns and villages in countless nations, a testament to the real cost of human pride and greed and that peculiar form of insanity that sees territorial and ideological ambitions as more important than human life itself. World War 1 was supposed to be the war to end all wars. Some hope.

100 years on, it’s still, if you’ll pardon the expression, a madhouse out there. Syria has been tearing itself apart for 3 ½ years, with catastrophic effects on the civilian population, and it’s hard to see any resolution to that conflict which offers even the slightest prospect of a fairer, safer, more secure Middle East. Iraq and Afghanistan, in spite of intervention the wisdom of which was questionable, remain resolutely lawless and unstable. 

The Holy Land remains anything but holy, with the civilian population of Gaza caught in the crossfire. The rights and wrongs of the matter aren’t straightforward, but one basic issue to bear in mind, one that’s been glossed over in the rather one-sided media coverage, is the official and oft-repeated position of the Palestinian leadership, a stubborn refusal even to recognise the very existence of Israel but instead to pledge its destruction. 
With that mindset so firmly entrenched, undermining even the briefest of humanitarian ceasefires, it’s difficult to be overly positive about the prospects for peace any time soon. Then there’s Ukraine, Nigeria, Kenya, to name but a few, testament to man’s inhumanity to man. And I get really irritated when “religion” is cited as a justification for belligerence, don’t you? Not that I would argue for the absolute moral supremacy of pacifism. 

In a fallen world where the Lordship of Jesus, the Prince of Peace, is a minority position, when diplomacy fails, there may be no alternative but to respond in kind to aggression to protect the vulnerable. It would not have been a godly position to stand by idly and ignore Hitler’s attempts to obliterate the Jews, for example. 
What I would say, without fear of contradiction, is that any religion, whatever it calls itself, that urges its followers to go out and kill other people simply because they are of a different race, a different culture, a different way of thinking, is a religion that is utterly foreign to the revelation of the nature and purpose of God in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
The gospel of Jesus Christ tells us of the unconditional and unlimited love of God for all the human race ; of the unconditional and unlimited availability to all people, of all nations and all backgrounds, of the saving grace of Jesus that has already paid in full the price of all human sin. Yes, even the terrorists of Hamas and Hezbollah, of Al-Qaeda and ISIS, even those who brought down the Malaysian plane over Ukraine, even they have had the price of their sin paid for in full by the blood of Jesus, and all they have to do to enjoy complete forgiveness and new life in abundance to the full till it overflows, is receive it.

Ultimately, there is only one hope for this world, and it is not in the hands of politicians and diplomats operating only within the constraints of a secular mindset, but through the gospel of Jesus, the new covenant in His blood, offering forgiveness, peace, reconciliation.  

And for us who are followers of Jesus, we have a real contribution to make toward this. 
Jesus has called us to live for Him, in such a way that we influence those round about us, and set up a ripple effect that, in time, will change the world for good. Romans 8.19-21 : 
All creation waits in eager expectation for the children and heirs of God to be revealed. Against its will, everything on earth was subjected to the curse of the Law. All creation anticipates the day when it will join God’s children in glorious freedom from death and decay. The exciting news is that we are that generation of God’s children and heirs to the Kingdom and the promises of God through Jesus, with a ministry of light to a dark world.
It is to us that God has committed the privilege of sharing with the world the glorious truth we’ve read in recent weeks in Hebrews 8.12 : I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more. As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5.19-20 : God has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making His appeal through us. 
So how is this to happen? Well, in the first instance, let’s not make the mistake the world makes of sticking labels on people. Every time we stick a label on someone – Muslim or Jew, Israeli or Arab, dare I say Protestant or Catholic – or indeed whenever we stick a label on ourselves, we’re limiting our ability to see that person, or ourselves, as a precious and dearly loved child of the Most High God ; bought and paid for by the blood of Christ ; spirit, soul and body. Labels compromise and reduce people’s essential humanity.
I remember when I was at school, standing at the bus stop outside Cathkin High School, a non-denominational school, and when the bus from the Catholic secondary school in Cambuslang passed by, it was like a war zone. Why? We all lived in the same streets, our parents worked and shopped in the same places, we drank from the same water supply and breathed the same air, used the same currency, the same health centres. Yet for those mad moments, all the people on the bus and at the bus stop noticed about each other was that we were different in one respect, the brand of so-called “Christianity” we’d inherited.

I need hardly point out that no-one with half an ounce of true Christianity in their hearts would give house-room to such a poisonous attitude. 20 years later, in my first charge, the primary school our children attended was literally next door to the Catholic primary school and the head teachers had the brilliant idea of sharing a Harvest Thanksgiving service. 

It was a wonderful idea, and a wonderful moment, which the children enjoyed, but the head teachers had to ramrod the idea through in spite of the very vocal opposition of some of the parents in both schools, who seemed to think their children would be contaminated if they had to be in the same room as the other lot. See what a ghastly toxic soup the devil can brew out of his two favourite ingredients, religious superstition and plain old fear? 

By contrast, another school story, and this time a visit to Tabeetha School, a Church of Scotland establishment in Jaffa where children of various nations, raced and creeds are educated together. My memory – this probably won’t surprise you – is playing tig in the playground with a whole bunch of the youngsters. I haven’t a clue whether they were Christian, Jew Muslim, Israeli, Arab or whatever. Their laughter all sounded the same.

Enough strolls down Memory Lane. The point is, every person we encounter, we do so as an ambassador of Jesus, with a ministry to help that person be reconciled to God through Jesus. We are not called to judge anyone, on the grounds of their ethnic origin, their conduct, their background, their marital status, not even what football team they support! 
Our calling is simple, given to us by Jesus Himself in John 13.34-35 : A new command I give you. Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all the world will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another. One new command. Love others, in the love we receive from Jesus.
Now, let me say straight away that our ability to do this depends entirely on whether we have ourselves in fact received the love of Jesus. If our religious experience has been of an Old Testament nature based on fear and human performance, incessantly making demands upon us, or else, rather than the gospel of grace and knowing Jesus personally and intimately, which is all about His desire constantly to supply our every need, then it’s time to change. It’s time to let go of old-testament religion, and embrace new-testament grace.

And once we’ve done that, once the gospel of grace breathes the fresh air of new life and love into our weary souls, we are empowered to do far more for God effortlessly than we ever did by huffing and puffing before, when we were afraid to slip up or let Him down in case a bolt of lightning zapped us! In Jesus we find freedom as God’s precious children.

And when we walk in that freedom, no longer imprisoned by self-consciousness and sin-consciousness, we’re able to look at other people in a whole new light. No need any more to perceive anyone else as a threat to be feared, but as a potential sister or brother in the Lord to be blessed. Every human encounter becomes a blessing opportunity, and I’m sure that’s really revolutionary good news for some people here today. 

There will be some of you who get stressed because of certain people, whether it’s because of some previous with that person, or because you fear that person might behave the way someone else did in the past and hurt you. Up to now, every time you’ve seen their face or heard their name, the hackles have risen. That, my friend, is bondage, and it’s crippled you in your walk with God. But now, through the love of Jesus, you are free to forget all that rubbish, to reach out, to be reconciled, to be an ambassador for Jesus to that person.
Isn’t that good? That’s the sort of transformation of attitude that softens hearts and opens doors for the gospel, and I believe that this very day some new doors of opportunity have been flung wide open as you have heard and received and embraced this message of the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ, and have started to enjoy the liberty of a child of God that the blood of Jesus bought and paid for and credited to your account 2,000 years ago.

Another way we can bring the much-needed love of Christ to a broken world is through generous giving to hurting people, and I have to say that this congregation and community have been absolutely splendid in doing this over the years. Whenever there’s been human need, no matter what colour or creed the needy people might be, the people of Ale & Teviot have always stepped up to the plate to show love in action. 

Whatever the rights and wrongs of the politics behind a humanitarian crisis, whatever we may think of the leadership, or lack of it, behind that crisis, I encourage you to keep on as you have done, looking past the politics to the victims of the politics, to the pain-etched faces on both sides of the divide. By practising mercy triumphing over judgement, you have helped to build water wells, you have helped rebuild after natural disasters, you have helped Jew, Muslim, Christian and people of all beliefs and none, because of the love of Jesus in you that sees beyond man-made labels to God-made and blood-bought people.

Most of us are of a generation that is, shall we say, in the second half of our time on this planet till we go home to meet the Lord. What will be our legacy to the generations to come? As we can all see, the world system has not served us well, and it would defy all logic to believe that the seed it has sown for our children and grandchildren will do anything other than bring forth the self-same thorns and thistles of strife and suffering.

The Word system, by contrast, also brings forth fruit according to its kind – the fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control – and this is what will change the world. This is what you and I can contribute to the future. This is the legacy we can leave, as we receive the love of Jesus, and share it. In the words of Jesus Himself, freely we have received, freely give. And it’s never too late to begin. 
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