Sunday 22 March 2015 : John 19 : 16-22   
Lexy and I have had the privilege of going to Jerusalem and seeing the various places the Bible mentions in relation to the life of Jesus. Some locations aren’t easy to pin down precisely, though, especially the exact site of the crucifixion.
There is a big, rambling, frankly rather ugly, partly medieval, but largely Victorian, pile called the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, plonked on top of what was traditionally thought to be the very spot where Jesus was crucified. It’s a hotch-potch of a building with a hotch-potch of denominations each with a finger in the pie of managing and profiting from it, and there is a place where you can clamber under a table, shove your hand through a hole in the floor, and touch what is claimed to be Golgotha, or Calvary.
Personally, I didn’t find it the most edifying part of the visit, but nearby is another site discovered in the 19th century and often called Gordon’s Calvary, as in General Gordon of Khartoum, who was a passionate supporter of the idea that this spot was where it all went down at Easter. Certainly there is a rocky outcrop, now right beside a bus station, that could be argued to look like a skull, and near it there is a man-made cave, which would be pretty much what Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb would have looked like.

Whether or not it’s historically accurate, it’s certainly a much more peaceful place, far better suited to quiet reflection on what the death and resurrection of Jesus actually means to us, and there we took communion. That was special! But notice that Jesus had company on the cross. Two common or garden thieves were crucified beside him, one on his left, the other on his right. John does not share the conversation with the robbers as Luke does, noting their vastly different reactions to Jesus.

One continued to his dying breath to pour out scorn and venom on Jesus : So you’re the Messiah, are you? Prove it by saving yourself – and us, too, while you’re at it! A real charmer to the bitter end! The other had more sense : Don't you fear God? You received the same sentence he did. Ours, however, is only right, because we are getting what we deserve for what we did; but he has done no wrong.” And he said to Jesus, “Remember me, Jesus, when you come as King!” Neither had many words left in his dying body, but one persisted in speaking death and the curse, the other repented and chose life.
Arguably, for many millions of people, the most encouraging verse in all of Scripture is the Lord’s response to that second thief in Luke 23.43 : I assure you, today you will be with me in paradise. The amazing grace of God in Christ is perhaps never more clearly and dramatically illustrated that in this promise that, even for those who have made a total and utter mess of the gift of life, even for those who have frittered away year after precious year on utter unadulterated rubbish – crime, addiction, whatever – as long as there’s breath to speak, there’s hope of life, eternal and abundant life. 

40, 50, 60 wasted years redeemed in a single sentence of repentance and faith, bringing forth the Lord’s promise of forgiveness, reconciliation to the Father, and heavenly bliss for eternity, starting the instant the eyelids close in death. Note what Jesus said. 
Today you will be with me in paradise. Today! Not, you will be with me after 20,000 years in purgatory to serve sentence for your sin. No, what Jesus was doing up there paid it all in full. One sacrifice, for all sin, for all people, for all time. Hebrews 10.10. That’s the love of God in the fast lane! Anyone here as glad and relieved as I am that the cross of Jesus is enough to pay my way to heaven the instant I fall off my mortal perch? In spite of my mess? Now, some people struggle with that level of grace, that unlimited and unconditional love that embraces whoever will receive it, no matter what.

Jesus had to contend with some pretty mean-minded characters in his time, and one of his best-known stories deals with it. The prodigal son, who wasn’t satisfied with his father’s love and care, blew his dad’s resources in the pubs and clubs of the big city, kept company with people his dad knew would be a very bad influence, ended up sleeping rough in a pig-sty and fighting for his share of the swill, somehow hitched a lift home, probably in the back of a bin lorry. What had he done to deserve Dad’s love?

He prepared his wee speech of self-deprecating gloom, but he never got the chance to say a word. Dad rushed out to meet him and hugged him till his ribs nearly cracked. Oh, and by the way, Dad didn’t order him to take a shower before he did so. Wonderful story. Happy days. For everyone, that is, except the big brother, and of course the fatted calf, whose views were never recorded. But what was big brother’s beef?

He took it upon himself to judge the kid. There was no love there. Big Bro’s problem was that he thought he had earned Dad’s love as a right because he had worked his tail off in the family business, and how dare Dad make such a big fuss of this worthless wee scruff. I tell you this, very few attitudes disappoint our Dad and break His loving heart more than when you or I get it into our heads that someone is less worthy of God’s favour than our churchgoing selves. And it’s an easy trap to fall into, isn’t it?

Once upon a time, I baptised a bairn, and it was just the mum who came forward. What the congregation didn’t know, because it was a private pastoral matter, was that the dad had gone off with someone else and left her with the bairn, and it took major guts for her to stand up there and make those baptismal vows by herself. 95% of those present in church were absolutely supportive and wonderful about it, but I did hear afterwards that one or two had mouthed off about a woman like that being in church.

A bit big brotherly, eh? Jesus urges us in Luke 6.37 : Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. You see, before God, we are responsible for our own deeds, our own words, our own thoughts. No-one else’s, except in a few clearly defined situations, like parents with young children, or employers with employees. And if God doesn’t expect you to take responsibility for anyone else’s actions, what makes you think he wants your opinion about anyone else’s actions? 
The thing is, one person has already taken full responsibility for all our actions, and that is Jesus. He and He alone went to the cross to pay the price to set every one of us free from every one of our sins, and now, in His eyes, we are just like that smart thief, with the promise that we will go straight from this life on earth to the life of Heaven. 

Not only that, but because of what Jesus has done, God now sees us as righteous. He, the Father, ran out to embrace us even before we took a shower and cleaned up our act. He sees us as righteous because we are, the Bible says, in Christ, and He is righteous. God does not measure our worth according to our own performance, what we have done, but according to what Jesus has done, that once-for-all sacrifice at the cross.

So, if anyone takes it upon themselves to stand in judgement over us, to have a go at us, to talk trash about us ; or, equally, if we take it upon ourselves to stand in judgement over anyone else, to have a go at anyone else, to talk trash about anyone else ; those thoughts and words of judgement are directly opposed to the thoughts and words of Father God. That’s not a sensible or comfortable place to be, is it? 

I know, believe me I know, how tough it is not to let certain individuals get under my skin, and here is the list of those … no, only joking!! Let’s get that big brother attitude out of the way, however much it pains our flesh to do so, however much we’re itching to let loose with a snide sarcastic comment. That’s not how God sees that person, so one of us is wrong. I wonder who? If we didn’t die for them, as Jesus did, we don’t have the right to have a go at them. Jesus does have that right, but will never exercise it, because He calls us righteous. And if – when – we do slip up, let’s repent right away!

I’ve now taken up most of my time addressing a verse that isn’t actually in the text, so let me get back on message and point you toward v.19 : Pilate had a notice prepared and fastened to the cross. It read: Jesus of Nazareth, the king of the Jews. Last time we saw that Pilate didn’t cover himself in glory over Jesus, bowing to public pressure to save his own job. But at least on the matter of this notice, he refused to give an inch to the temple authorities. What I have written, Pilate insisted, stays written. 

It’s fascinating to note that even he, hard-boiled secular politician that he was, and the Roman soldiers we find at Matthew 27.54, could see there was in Jesus something special, something unique, even if they didn’t fully understand what it was. Sometimes it takes minds not hardened like concrete by tradition, eyes not blinded by prejudice, to see what’s in front of them. What the Jewish leaders could not, more accurately, would not see, these non-religious people noticed.

I know there are all sorts of gloomy statistics about the supposed decline of the church in Scotland, but I’m not too discouraged by that. Billy Graham used to describe much of what passed for church life as like a flu jag, a tiny harmless dose to prevent you from catching the real thing. Sometimes it’s easier for people with no church background to get excited by the power of the gospel and the beauty of the Lord of the gospel, than those who’ve been inoculated against it by a childhood experience of formal religion.

When we have the courage to take the wraps off the real Jesus and let it be known just how radical and life-changing His ministry is, ministry – as we said last time, to spirit, soul and body ; ministry of total forgiveness for every past mistake, ministry of healing in the body and in personal relationships, ministry of empowerment to succeed in every area of life, there’s every chance people outwith the church will sit up and take notice. 

There’s every chance people will say : you know, I grew up thinking church was dull and depressing, full of thou-shalt-nots, reeking of mothballs and pan-drops, but now I can see Jesus and I like what I see. As a church, we are presently being tested. Will we, for the sake of cheap and temporary popularity, wrap up the gospel message in cotton wool and go with the secular flow, in the hope that we won’t offend people? 

Or will we have the courage to tell it as it is, to make the real Jesus known, to get His many rich promises out there to give people real hope in the real problems they face? Will we have courage to be like the New Testament church, daring to confront people with the choice to embrace the full gospel that will change their whole lives from the inside out, to leave behind the mish-mash of legalistic ritual that has too often been served up instead of the gospel, and go forward on a new journey with the Jesus who gave His all for us and now challenges us to give our all to Him?

There is a younger generation coming through who approach the church with a fresh viewpoint, a blank page that they want nothing less than the living Word of God to fill, who refuse to be fobbed off with thou-shalt-not’s but long to experience the life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, that Jesus promised to all who will follow Him.

If Pilate could say : What I have written, I have written : how much more is it true of God and all the rich promises of His Word, that He will never break, addressing every area of our life, every possible need, all of which are YES and AMEN to us the minute we say YES and AMEN to the call of Jesus : Follow me.         

. 
