19 October 2014 : John 18 : 1-11   
This was it. This was the moment the wheels could have come off, good and proper. Come with me for an imaginary journey to a balmy spring night in Jerusalem as we pick up the story at John 18.3, but insert a twist in the tale. 

Judas came to the grove, guiding a detachment of soldiers and some officials from the chief priests and Pharisees. They were carrying torches, lanterns and weapons. Jesus, knowing all that was going to happen to him, went out and asked them, "Who is it you want?" "Jesus of Nazareth," they replied. "You’ve just missed him. He went that-a-way toward Jericho," Jesus said. (And Judas the traitor was standing there with them.)
Now, that would have put the cat among the pigeons, wouldn’t it? In the flickering light of the torches, the soldiers wouldn’t have known for sure if it was Jesus or not. I’m not at all sure they would have risked embarrassment or worse by arresting the wrong guy. And I am by no means convinced that Judas would have dared say a word, not with the other disciples nearby. Then Jesus could have slipped away quietly into the night to spend the remaining years of his life in peaceful obscurity. 
But what would have happened to the rest of the human race? If the blood sacrifice required to wipe out the entire historical catalogue of human misdemeanour had not been made, we would all have been busted. Big time. It was now or never. This was the one and only window of opportunity for God’s salvation plan to work. Dozens of prophecies in the Old Testament scriptures pointed to this single moment in time, and if it didn’t happen then, with the flesh-and-blood Son of God, there was no Plan B.

Do you see how easy it would have been for the salvation of the whole world to have been derailed? All it would have taken was for Jesus not to have followed through with the not-my-will-but-yours, Father routine. All it would have taken was for Jesus, at that crucial moment, to focus more on the agony – physical, emotional and spiritual – that He was signing up to endure in Himself, than on the reward it would bring to us.

Never forget, our Lord was not placed on an altar between two candlesticks, but on a cross between two thieves. Those 6-inch rough rusty nails would have hurt. That wood, splinters rubbing into the torn flesh of His back, would have hurt. The thirst, hanging there on a hot Middle East day as His body cried out for relief, would have hurt. 

The taunts of the crowd, vulgar and blasphemous as any stand-up comic of our day, would have hurt. The desertion of His disciples, His closest friends, nowhere to be seen at this time of need, would have hurt. The rejection by the people He came to save, the people whom He had taught and fed and befriended and reached out to in love, would have hurt. Above all, the momentary separation from Father, as all the sin and all the sickness and all the evil, since time began till time shall end, was dumped upon the shoulders of Jesus and He became sin for us, would have hurt.

As we come to the table of the Lord, to remember His blood poured out to forgive us and reconcile us to Our Father, and His body broken to heal us and make us new, let us never forget what it cost Jesus to do that. Let us never make the mistake of under-estimating either the cost of the cross to Jesus, or the benefits of the cross to us.

Let us not insult the passion of the Lord by taking His saving grace lightly, by treating the historic event of Easter as just an optional add-on to our busy lives, a religious gloss on a basically unchanged way of thinking and way of living. The apostle Paul urges the church to examine ourselves before taking communion and not to take it unworthily.

And that’s often been taken entirely the wrong way, as if somehow we have to clean up our act and put on our Sunday best before we come to church. That’s not just wrong, it’s a positive insult to Jesus. If we were remotely capable of sorting ourselves out and becoming acceptable to God by our own effort, Jesus could have spared Himself the bother of going to the cross. The whole point is that God knew we can’t save ourselves.

As, before we come to the table, we take seriously the command to examine ourselves, what should come to mind is not guilt for all we’ve done wrong, so we sit here with our heads between our knees feeling the size of a processed pea through condemnation. What should come to mind is intense gratitude for the fact that now, through what Jesus suffered in our place, we are counted perfect, sons and daughters of God, equal with Jesus in the eyes of the Father, and all by His overwhelming grace and mercy.

Taking communion unworthily is taking it lightly, as if it was just a ritual exercise that we’re expected to go through every so often. That sort of attitude disappoints Father because it shows we just don’t get what it’s all about. 

Hebrews 10.14 : by one sacrifice Jesus has made perfect for ever those who are being made holy. Have you made Jesus the Lord of your life? If so, that applies to you. You have been made perfect and you are being made holy.

Galatians 3.13-14 : Christ has rescued us from the curse pronounced by the law. When he was hung on the cross, he took upon himself the curse for our wrongdoing. For it is written in the Scriptures, “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” Through Christ Jesus, God has blessed the Gentiles with the same blessing he promised to Abraham, so that we who are believers might receive the promised Holy Spirit through faith.
In a world that is going mad, believers have this marvellous promise that we are free from being abandoned to the negative consequences of human stupidity, and are free to enjoy the same things promised to Abraham, blessing and prosperity in every aspect of life. If you are born again into Jesus’ gift of new life, that promise is yours.

1 Peter 2.24 : Jesus himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. In the eyes of God, salvation isn’t all about pie-in-the-sky-when-you-die, it’s steak-on-the-plate-while-you-wait. For those who have said YES to Jesus, the life of Heaven starts now.

And the benefits affect every area of life, from your principles and your priorities right through to your aches and your pains. The believer is no longer limited by the laws of a fallen world, nobbled as it is by the devil and his minions. If you are a Christ-follower, you are a citizen and ambassador of heaven here on earth, with the right to assert your diplomatic immunity from all the devil’s tedious tactics, spirit, soul and body.

Please don’t go away from here today without allowing the Word of God, brought to life by the Spirit of God, to renew your mind, as Romans 12.2 says. God’s covenant with you, if you belong to Jesus and aren’t just playing a religious game, is to pour out just so much goodness on your life. God’s kids should never settle for mediocrity, just enough to get by. That is to show disrespect to the passion of Jesus.

Father’s will for His children is plain and simple – nothing but the best, in abundance to the full, till it overflows, blessed, empowered and resourced to be a blessing to others. You want it, you got it! Isn’t that selfish, you may think? Not at all. Was Jesus selfish? Just look at the lesson. He went willingly to the cross, giving up His life to save ours, and our children’s, and our grandchildren’s. 

Why? Because we’re such awesomely magnificent specimens of humanity that we deserve it? Give us a break!  It’s just the opposite. He did all this precisely because He loves the unlovely, and the unloving, and the unlovable, and in our flesh, you and I fall into at least one of those categories! 

And even on the way to the cross, on the point of being arrested, Jesus was unselfish enough to demand that, since the soldiers had Him, His friends be allowed to go free ... you’ll see from v.6 that the power of His presence made sure the soldiers complied with that request. Check also v.10 – Peter, bless him, as usual meaning well but not quite getting the point … as we used to say, heart in the right place, but his heid’s wasted.
And so Jesus even performs a miraculous healing on one of the very men sent to lead Him off to His death. How unselfish is that? How much more loving-your-enemies can you get? That’s the difference an encounter with Jesus can make to anyone’s life, if we just come, openly and honestly, to Him, to receive all that Jesus wants to do for us, in us and through us. It can happen to any of us here today, as we take communion and remember all that He has done, His perfect life laid down to make our mess perfect.

Between Islamic State, Ebola, and all the rest of it, and all the panic stirred up by the media over it, the devil may well think he’s getting away with one final fling before he’s cast into the pit forever. It’s time to show him who’s boss. It’s time for the church to stand firm on the covenant promises of God, sealed in the blood of Jesus, and draw the line. Jesus IS Lord, and we WILL believe and receive all He wants to give, and we WILL follow where He leads us, and we WILL establish His Kingdom here and now.
If you’re up for that, if you’re up for being more than a conqueror through Christ who loves you and gave everything for you, this is your day to make your stand. Who is on the Lord’s side? Who will serve the King? 
