Sunday 22 February 2015 : John 19 : 1-16   
Anyone have pancakes on Tuesday? Well done, so for the next 6 weeks I guess you’ll be steering clear of any rich, sweet or fattening foods? Aye, RIGHT! This past week, we’ve entered into the season known as Lent, remembering that period of 40 days or so when Jesus went off into the desert for time alone in prayer with Father.

John’s gospel does not specifically mention that desert experience at all, while the other gospels put that event right at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, before He does any teaching or any miracles. In the Christian calendar, though, it’s slotted in just before the end of Jesus’ life, in the immediate run-up to Easter. Which I can understand, in that the temptations in the desert and the passion are like bookends in the life of Jesus.

When Jesus, physically weakened by heat and hunger, overcame the triple temptation that Satan threw in His way out in the desert, He gave notice to the enemy that He was not for turning, and whatever came His way, He would stick to the purpose the Father had set before Him, the purpose for which He came. We read that the devil went away, forked tail between His legs, to await a more opportune moment [Luke 4.13].

At Easter, that more opportune moment arose. If the Galilee Gazette or other local media had, at the time of the events related in John 19, prepared an obituary of Jesus of Nazareth for publication, they would probably have concluded that he was no more than the latest in a long line of failed hopefuls, whose star burned brightly for a short time, then plunged ignominiously to ground. Another one bites the dust.

After more than 3 years on the road, for all the attention Jesus had received, for all the passing interest He had aroused, for all the crowds that come along to see what this guy was all about, He had attracted surprisingly few faithful followers. If you look ahead to Acts 2, you’d find only about 120 or so at the morning service on the day of Pentecost. 

As far as the public were concerned, Jesus did not fit the bill. His miracles were fine, some of His teaching was okay, but as it became increasingly obvious that Jesus was not interested in a revolution of arms against the political oppression of Rome but rather in a revolution of love against the spiritual oppression of sin, they switched off. 

They had their agenda. Their minds and hearts were set as hard as concrete on what they wanted, and when Jesus dared to suggest there was a more fundamental problem than the sight of Roman soldiers tramping through the city and offending their customs, and that this fundamental problem was located inside their souls, and was therefore their responsibility, this was not what they wanted to hear. 

They’d no use for that sort of stuff. Jesus was a traitor to his traditions. He had to go. Just like so many promising young men before Him, the Galilee Gazette might have observed, Jesus had misread the popular mood and paid the price. Last week’s news, next week’s fish-and-chip paper. By all outward appearances, He was a flop.

And I’m sure the devil would have had the greatest of pleasure, at this more opportune moment of Jesus’ betrayal, arrest, and fiasco of trial, in replaying over and over again the apparent failures of Jesus’ short life and ministry, in gate-crashing His brain with the facts and figures of those He had offended, those who had come to hate Him, those who had come to despise and scorn Him, those who had once been His friends who had turned on their heels and deserted Him, and even traded Him into the authorities.

The young generation today have some interesting sign language – JERK and LOSER. I’ve not a clue what the Aramaic equivalents of those taunts might be, but I have not the faintest doubt that Jesus would have heard them all and seen them all, plus a few much saltier ones, during the horrors of His passion. 

The devil would undoubtedly have taken advantage of Jesus’ physical, mental and emotional pain and exhaustion at this more opportune moment, from his point of view, to do all in his power to convey to Jesus the message : LOSER ; to seek to undermine the essential unity of Jesus and the Father, which was absolutely vital to Jesus.

Remember John 10.30 : I and my Father are one ; John 5.43 : I have come in my Father’s name ; John 8.28 : I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me ; John 10.37-38 : Do not believe me unless I do the works of my Father. But if I do them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me, and I in the Father.
Every act of brutality directed toward Jesus, and we see plenty in John 19, the devil would have cheered in the hope that it would have finally broken Jesus and caused Him to let go of the Father. I don’t want to dwell unduly on the gory details of what befell Jesus in the last hours of His earthly life, but it’s so easy to read v.1 : Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged : without necessarily grasping what that actually meant.
David McClister writes : Its purpose was not only to cause great pain, but to humiliate as well. It was belittling, debasing, and demeaning, so degrading a form of punishment that Roman citizens were exempt from it. It was appropriate only for slaves and non-Romans, those who were viewed as the lesser elements in Roman society. To make it as humiliating as possible, scourging was carried out in public.

The instrument used to deliver this form of punishment was called in Latin a flagellum. It was a whip with several thongs or strands, each perhaps as much as three feet long, and the strands were weighted with lead balls or pieces of bone. This instrument was designed to lacerate. The weighed thongs struck the skin so violently that it broke open. 
The church historian Eusebius of Caesarea recounts with vivid, horrible detail a scene of scourging. He says, “For they say that the bystanders were struck with amazement when they saw them lacerated with scourges even to the innermost veins and arteries, so that the hidden inward parts of the body, both their bowels and their members, were exposed to view” (Ecclesiastical History, Book 4, chap. 15).

The victim of a scourging was bound to a post or frame, stripped of his clothing, and beaten with the flagellum from the shoulders to the loins. The beating left the victim bloody and weak, in unimaginable pain, and near the point of death. Whereas under Jewish law, the number of lashes was limited to 39, the Romans had no such scruples.

And Jesus was never in any doubt that this would happen to Him. Matthew 20.18-19 : the words of the Lord Himself to His disciples : We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified. 
When Jesus went up to Jerusalem that last time, He knew exactly what He was letting Himself in for, yet still He made that journey, and on the way still had time to heal two blind men sitting at the roadside. That’s the love of Jesus. How did Jesus know this would happen? He knew the Word. 

Isaiah 53.3-5 : He was despised and rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, and familiar with pain. Like one from whom people hide their faces he was despised, and we held him in low esteem. Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities ; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. 
Jesus knew that He was destined to fulfil this prophecy, not in a general approximate way but in gruesome detail. And for a very good reason, one that we sometimes miss, sometimes gloss over. Any form of execution, even a single bullet through the temple, would have been perfectly sufficient to pay the price of all human sin, for all people, for all time. For our forgiveness, any death penalty for Jesus would have done.
So why all this gruesome stuff? Why was Jesus ripped virtually to shreds, to the extent that Isaiah 52.14 foretells : there were many who were appalled at him, his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any human being and his form marred beyond human likeness. If you’d seen Jesus on Good Friday, you wouldn’t have recognised Him, His body beaten to pulp, His face swollen and caked with blood.
We are told the reason for it in Isaiah 53.5 : by his wounds we are healed. This is not just an isolated anomaly of the Old Testament. It’s reflected in Matthew 8.16-17 : When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: “He took up our infirmities and bore our diseases.
Also we find it in 1 Peter 2.24 : Christ himself carried our sins in his body to the cross, so that we might die to sin and live for righteousness. It is by his wounds that you have been healed. There is a very important part of the gospel of Jesus Christ that most of the church has lost sight of for many hundreds of years, and it is the purpose and the power of God to overcome disease of the body as well as disease of the soul.
Please let’s not lose sight of the healing ministry that God gave the church, and that the unspeakable sufferings of Jesus bought and paid for. He took into His own human body not only the full weight of all human sin, past, present and future, but also the full weight of all human suffering, past, present and future. We have a 3-dimensional God and a 3-dimensional Saviour who offers to all who will receive it a 3-dimensional shalom – spirit, soul, and body, restored and renewed, nothing missing, nothing broken. 

Jesus never refused to heal anyone in His own earthly ministry. Why on earth do we think He might have changed His mind now, in the wake of all He suffered to enable that healing of the body to cascade through the centuries as a counterpart of the healing of the spirit that we call being born again? It is absolutely part of God’s plan for you, and Christ’s offering for you, that you should have the birthright as a believer to walk in divine health. Health is part of God’s blessing on you so that you are able to be a blessing to others. Don’t let dead religious tradition steal it from you.

We shall have more to say about the healing ministry of the church on other occasions, but today let’s establish beyond any doubt that God wants us to open that door, so long slammed shut by inadequate teaching of the Word, and I am the first to put my hand up and admit I’ve not fed you enough of that solid food, and start to discover that bit of the riches of His grace. Whatever mistakes we’ve made in the past, let’s get it right, now.
Let’s not make the same mistake the crowds made when what Jesus taught clashed with their opinions and traditions, the mistake of dumbing down God’s glorious Word of grace to the level of our very patchy and very fallible human experience. His mercies, it says in Lamentations 3, are fresh and new every morning. Let’s receive His revelation, however much it challenges our preconceptions, with gratitude and joyful excitement.
