23 November 2014 : John 18 : 12-27   
No doubt by now your minds will be turning lightly toward the C-word, a word I hardly dare speak out loud until the November page is torn off the calendar, a word linked inextricably to every imaginable expense and excess, despite which we love every bit of it. You all know the word I’m thinking of, the word associated with cards, presents, lights, turkey, mince pies, and an old fat guy in a red furry suit boldly defying every EU Health & Safety and working-time directive to ensure every child from Adelaide to Anchorage, Alaska, wakes up to a sack-load of goodies on that special morning.

And despite the C-word hanging unspoken in the air, you may have noticed that today’s lesson points firmly toward another festival in the spring of the year, when the chocolate fix comes in the form of eggs rather than selection boxes. Of course these two festivals are like bookends in the earthly journey of Jesus of Nazareth. Without one or the other, the life of Jesus would make about as much sense as the instruction leaflet you get with flat-pack furniture, and what you built with it wouldn’t even last as long.
God’s Word tells us that Jesus was born as a real flesh-and-blood baby, of a real flesh-and-blood mother ; that He suffered a real flesh-and-blood death only to receive on the third day a real flesh-and-blood resurrection. Any belief that ignores or rejects the essential oneness of Jesus with the human race as well as with His Heavenly Father and ours, as manifested at Christmas, or that ignores or rejects His sacrificial death to atone for the human race and His physical resurrection as the first-fruits of the resurrection of all humanity, as demonstrated at Easter, is not a faith that will save or sustain.

Today’s lesson carries us firmly into the last lap of the Lord’s earthly race. He will never again see the green pastures of Galilee. He will never again see the sun set over the old city of Jerusalem. At least, not in His present natural body. It is night, and under cover of darkness the powers of darkness – the unholy alliance of church and state – have done the dirty deed they came to do. I want to just touch on a couple of things.
Did you notice that Caiaphas, the high priest that year, had prophesied what was about to happen? In v.14 : Caiaphas was the one who had advised the Jews that it would be good if one man died for the people. Even the most bitter enemy of Jesus, without even trying, had spoken the truth about Him. One man, dying for the people. 
That’s exactly what Jesus was about to do, and wherever Caipahas may be now, I guess giving grateful thanks every day from his modest semi in heaven that Jesus spoke from the cross : Father, forgive them, they don’t know what they’re doing, he might reflect with a rueful smile that a comment he made with the most cynical of political motives proved so gloriously true. And not just for the nation of Israel, but for the nationS!

Up until the time of Jesus, all the wonderful promises of God in the Old Testament, and there were loads of them, belonged only to the Jewish people, the natural descendants of Abraham through the line of Isaac, the son of God’s promise. Later in the history of Israel, in the time of Moses, access to the promise was even further restricted.

Only those who adhered rigidly to the Law, the 10 commandments and every other legal code we see in the Jewish scriptures, could qualify for Father’s blessing. Let it be said, it was never God’s best will to exclude people from the embrace of His goodness. That’s a long and sorry story that we’ve been following in our study of Hebrews at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf, but basically the problem was that the people were too proud to live by God’s grace and wanted instead to earn His favour. What a mistake that was.
Anyway, as you can imagine, with non-Jews excluded, and those who failed to obey the Law in even the tiniest aspect excluded, you can imagine not many people were enjoying God’s best. You can imagine also how Father felt about that. Selfishness and pride had built a great big wall between Father God and His children, and between the children themselves. Somebody had to break that wall down. Somebody with a foot in both camps, both God and man. That somebody was Jesus, son of God, son of Mary.

In Ezekiel 42, the prophet has a vision of the rebuilt temple and he describes the design as follows : It had a wall round it, five hundred cubits long and five hundred cubits wide, to separate the holy from the common. But things were going to change. Another famous prophet, Isaiah, wrote of God’s coming Messiah : It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth. That’s Isaiah 49.6, and Jesus fulfilled that, big time.

As Paul, once a bitter, bigoted enemy of Jesus and of anyone who was not impeccably Jewish, later wrote to the church at Ephesus : Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one people when, in his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us. That wall Ezekiel saw and wrote about is now down, forever, and that is very much in our favour.

As Paul also wrote, this time to the church in Galatia, 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. And now that you belong to Christ, you are the true children of Abraham. You are his heirs, and God’s promise to Abraham belongs to you.
Because Jesus came, you and I are entitled to an equal share of every promise of God’s Word, long life, strong life, health, prosperity, and even our children and grandchildren walking in the same promises. God loves you every bit as much as He loved Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph. Moses, Joshua, David, Solomon, Isaiah, Peter, Paul, and Jesus. 

Yes, I did say … and Jesus. If you have received Jesus as Lord then, according to His own Word – and God never tells lies nor goes back on His promises – you are just like Jesus in this world [1 John 4.17] enjoying equal favour with Jesus, as a joint-heir with Jesus of His eternal Kingdom, as a partner with Jesus in reaching out and saving all the world. Now doesn’t THAT warm the cockles of your heart this November day?
Very shortly I’ll need to renew my passport, or that’s the overseas holidays down the Swannee. I won’t get anywhere near the departure lounge without a passport, nor will I  get back into the country without one, and I could squawl and bawl and stamp my feet and throw a hissy fit : do you have any idea who I am? : and it will not impress the airport security staff one bit. No passport, no bit of paper, to prove I am a bona-fide citizen of the UK with the right to be here, and it’s no go, no argument.

You know something? God isn’t interested in passports. God has no concern at all what country you come from, what colour your skin is, anything like that. When Jesus came, He threw open the gates of the Kingdom who wanted to be part of it, and no human concerns have anything to do with it. Say Yes to Jesus, He says Yes to you. Finito.

God doesn’t do favourites. So why is it that some people are walking in and enjoying His favour, but most aren’t? How many of you parents and grandparents have had one of your little cherubs ask you the nightmare question : who’s your favourite? Whoa! Burny-burny! The Lord gave me an answer to that once. I said : I couldn’t have any favourites, because that would mean I thought less of some of you than the others, and that just isn’t going to happen, is it? Thanks, Lord, for getting me out of jail.

Now we all know that, at various times, we may have less to do with one or other of our children or grandchildren than another, but that’s only because, at that moment, they wanted it that way. It was their choice, not mine. In pretty much the same way, how close a relationship we have with God is our call. His door is open, to everyone, at all times, but He doesn’t force us to walk in His ways and enjoy His supernatural provision. God’s will is that we do, but it’s got to be our will too. OK?
And the great thing is that, because Father God’s abundant blessing is all by grace and none by any merit of our own, there’s never any doubt that there’s a way back, even when we’ve majorly blown it. Since we didn’t earn his favour by our own performance, we can’t lose it by our own performance either. 

Let’s face it, in this passage, Peter does not cover himself with glory. One of the Lord’s closest associates hotly denying that he’d ever seen Jesus, and in Mark’s version of this story, which almost certainly came from the lips of Peter himself, he throws in a few bits of bad language to emphasise the point. When his neck was on the line, Peter’s faith couldn’t cut it. As Jeremy Thorpe acidly observed of Prime Minister Harold Macmillan after the infamous Night of the Long Knives in July 1962, Greater love hath no man than this, that he lay down his friends for his life. Likewise with Peter.
Three and a half years at the Master’s side, drinking in every word that fell from the Master’s lips, sharing in the miracles the Master performed, even daring to get out of the boat when the Master called him … but it all went for a burton in the high priest’s courtyard. Surely such cowardice and treachery meant the end of a beautiful friendship and disqualification from any future ministry? Not a bit of it! One of the first things the Risen Jesus did was to forgive and restore His fallen friend. God bears no grudges.
Two things to say about that, briefly. First, no matter what you’ve done, no matter what you’ve said, no matter what you’ve thought, no matter what chaos you’ve caused, this is the time and this is the place to turn from it, get over it, receive the Lord’s complete and utter forgiveness for it, and get with His programme for the rest of your life.

If God in Christ is big enough to forgive Peter for this, and He is ; if God in Christ is big enough to forgive Caiaphas, Pilate, Herod, the soldiers that brutalised Jesus and gambled for His clothing, and He is ; then God in Christ is big enough to forgive you for whatever you may have done, so pick up your lip and say : Jesus, I receive your grace, I receive your good plan for my life which the Word says you prepared before time even began, and I am yours to command, starting here and now.

Second, if God in Christ is big enough to forgive Peter, and He is ; if God in Christ is big enough to forgive Caiaphas, Pilate, Herod, the soldiers that brutalised Jesus and gambled for His clothing, and He is ; if God in Christ is big enough to forgive us, and He is ; if God bears no grudges, and He doesn’t ; then there is absolutely no excuse for us holding on to a grudge or a huff or anything else against anyone else. No excuse.
We all love the promise of miraculous deliverance Jesus gives in Mark 11.23-24 : I tell you the truth, you can say to this mountain, ‘May you be lifted up and thrown into the sea,’ and it will happen. But you must really believe it will happen and have no doubt in your heart. I tell you, you can pray for anything, and if you believe that you’ve received it, it will be yours. Yes, Lord, Amen, bring it on. Woo-hoo!

But don’t forget Mark 11.25-26 : And – that means it’s linked to the previous verses – and whenever you stand praying, if you have anything against anyone, forgive him, that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses. But if you do not forgive, neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses. Jesus said that too.
The biggest blessing-blocker of all is withholding forgiveness. When Paul wrote to the church at Colossae : As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you … that last phrase is not a suggestion, it is an instruction.

Paul wasn’t just blowing bubbles here. He knew what it was like to be forgiven much, and he knew what it was like to have to forgive much. I urge you, do not go from this place today with any negative thoughts in your mind toward anybody. It will only get in the way of what God wants to do for you, in you and through you, and we don’t have time to waste in unforgiveness. Freely we have received, freely give.
