23 August 2015 : The problem with fear and the power of words : John 21 : 15-25  
There is a plant called Soleirolia soleirolii, native to Corsica and Sardinia, occasionally grown in rock gardens and in greenhouses. It is a creeping perennial with tiny rounded leaves. Despite looking pretty in cracks in paving, it re-grows from the smallest stem sections and can soon get out of control. It is especially difficult to control in the lawn.
Thus sayeth the Royal Horticultural Society, and with such a lukewarm commendation of this plant, and with such stern warnings as to its unfortunate tendency to spread and cause disruption to good garden order, it may not surprise you to learn that this piece of greenery is colloquially known as mind-your-own-business.

Which is pretty much the gist of what Jesus tells Peter in v.22. Jesus has just outlined to his big pal what was going to happen to him, and it wasn’t especially pretty. So Peter’s reaction was to turn round, point to John, and demand to know what his fate would be. One of the most appealing things about Peter is that he reacts to situations pretty much as most of us would do. He is not the perfect specimen of obedience. He lets his feelings get in the way from time to time. Like us, he is not the finished article.

And so when we point one finger at Peter’s latest lapse, we become aware of several fingers pointing back at us as if to say : like you would do any better, hot shot? What we see in this verse is something I guess most of us have done, more than once, attempt to deflect attention away from our own weakness on to the supposed weakness of others.

Think, for example, of a minor difference of opinion between a husband and a wife. Now, of course, I know this is all hypothetical as these things never happen in churchgoing homes!! But, just suppose, how can I put this delicately, your spouse makes an observation that you interpret as a criticism, and perhaps correctly interpret it thus, OK? 

Your instant reaction is, of course, to thank your spouse for raising this important matter, on which you will take counsel from the Lord and pray over it. Aye, RIGHT! The instant reaction, 99 times out of 100, is to dig into that handy little database of remembered hurts that the devil thoughtfully maintains for us, and lob an accusation right back. 

We all know that it’s never us that’s at fault, it’s someone else. We make sure we’re all clad in Teflon so that no blame can ever stick. But, deep down, though we would never admit it, we know this is a crock of garbage. It’s nothing but a defensive reaction, stemming from a root of fear and insecurity, that will take a challenge to a particular piece of behaviour, however trivial, and blow it up into a rejection of you as a person.
In fact, it’s not the behaviour pattern that’s the problem. In the great scheme of things, leaving your toenail clippings in the shower is pretty inconsequential, it’s the root of fear and insecurity that over-reacts to any comment about your wayward toenail clippings that really does need to be addressed ruthlessly and without compromise. 

Let me tell you something about fear and insecurity. Actually, let’s simplify it and use the plain word fear – insecurity is just a sanitised touchy-feely version of it, but if we want to get to grips with the problem and solve it, rather than dance round it, let’s call it what it is. Fear is the devil’s counterfeit of faith. Simple as. That’s why it’s so dangerous.

Whereas faith is an affirmation of God’s power, God’s promises, God’s victory, God’s blessing, God’s eternal and irreversible supremacy over Satan and all his dastardly deeds, fear is the exact opposite. It is the conviction that Satan is more powerful than God, that evil will triumph over good, that according to Murphy’s Law whatever can go wrong, will go wrong, that the statement in Galatians 3.13-14 that Christ has redeemed me from the curse of the Law and opened up to me the blessing of Abraham, is not true for me. 

Let’s not mince words here. Let’s get this out in the open. Let’s name and shame the demonic deception that is fear and give it its marching orders. Fear is spiritual cyanide, and the decision to drink that cyanide, or not, is always ours to make, and if we are in Christ we are empowered – indeed we are commanded – to say no, to tell Satan to get lost.

We need to grasp the spiritual dynamic here. Faith and fear are mirror images of one another, and both have power to bring about results. What we think and what we speak are the seeds which determine the harvest of our lives. Think faith-filled thoughts, speak faith-filled words, and we shall see that faith bear the good fruit of health and prosperity in every area of life, spirit, soul, body, relationships, resources, everything.

Listen to what the Bible says. Romans 10.9-10 : If you declare with your mouth, Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.  For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved. 

Mark 11.23f : Jesus says : Truly I tell you, whoever says to this mountain, Be lifted up and thrown into the sea! and does not doubt at all in his heart but believes that what he says will take place, it will be done for him. For this reason I am telling you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe, trust and be confident that it is granted to you, and you will get it.   
What you believe and what you say will go a long way toward shaping how you live.  Choose to live by faith, trusting God’s promises, speaking God’s promises, you can expect to receive God’s promises. Choose to live by fear, and you kick-start the reverse process. There is in the Bible a salutary tale of someone who found that out the hard way. 

Are you familiar with a man called Job, who was overcome by one disaster after another? If anyone understood the principle of Murphy’s Law, it would be Job. His fortune, his family, everything he held dear, wiped out in a single day. His response was bizarre. Job 1.21 : The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away ; Blessed be the name of the Lord.  2,000 years later, we recognise – at least I hope we recognise – that to be seriously bad theology. God is not schizophrenic, but to be fair Job did not have sight of the earlier part of Job 1 when the curtain is lifted on what actually went on behind the spiritual scenes.

What happened was this. Satan, in exceedingly bad fettle as he realised how disastrously foolish had been his rebellion against God that got him and his minions kicked out of God’s heavenly presence for eternity, was spoiling for a fight. And so he challenged God over this righteous man Job. In v.12, God has to admit that everything Job has is in Satan’s hands. Why? Because God hands Job over to him to be put through the mill, just for sport? 
No. In fact, God specifically intervenes and pulls rank on Satan and tells him not to touch the man himself. God is actually fighting on Job’s behalf. But instead Job attributes his misfortunes to God – the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away. Which is rubbish and, as we shall see, a very dangerous mouthful. Emboldened by this, the devil comes back in chapter 2 for another bite of the cherry and this time he stakes claim to Job’s health. 
Again God intervenes to demand that, although Satan has the legitimate authority to cause disease in Job’s life, he must not kill him. Job duly gets hit by illness, but this time, in the midst of that, he has a moment of painful revelation. Job 3.25 : What I feared has come upon me ; what I dreaded has happened to me. It dawns on Job that he has himself inadvertently opened the door to the devil and given him authority to trash his life. 

Why? Because he has given place to fear rather than to faith, and if you look at Job 1.5 you’ll see he offered guilt offerings just in case any of his children had sinned. Job had a habit of believing the worst, and speaking the worst, and he was right. Now, Job was an Old Testament figure. He lived before Jesus, and did not possess the promise that Jesus, by becoming a curse, had redeemed him from the curse of the Law and released the fullness of the father’s blessing upon him. Though he did have another momentary revelation of the future. Who do you think first said : I know that my redeemer lives? Job 19.25 
Living before Jesus, Job had an excuse for talking negative fear-filled rubbish. We don’t. There is no excuse for the sort of crazy conversations we have at the bus stop – well, maybe not with the new timetable – or in the queue at the Co-op. You know the sort of thing, someone asks : how are you? : and we tell them! In excruciating detail! 

We hear too many organ recitals from church folks. You know what an organ recital is? It’s when we recite what we think is wrong with every organ of our body. And after we’ve told 25 people all our aches and pains, then we mutter under our breath in case anyone overhears and thinks we’re daft : By the stripes of Jesus I have been healed : and wonder why we don’t get better! The balance of our conversation has been negativity and unbelief, and that’s what’s made up the guest bedroom for the ailment we’re always on about.
Hebrews 3.1 says that Jesus is the High Priest of our confession – that is, He takes what we say to the throne of God’s grace and brings it to pass. If, that is, it’s in agreement with God’s will as revealed in God’s Word. If, however, what we say is just whinging and complaining, Jesus can’t do anything with that. We’re hung by our own tongue! The gift of speech is much more precious and much more powerful than we give God credit for. 

The purpose of speech, of words, is not so we can make polite small-talk. Far less is it about gossiping and fault-finding, and sadly that kind of behaviour is not unheard of in church circles, which is tragic. Words are essentially containers of divine creative power. Read Genesis 1 and you will see how God created the world. And God said. 

Read John 1 and you will see Jesus described as the Word made flesh, sent into this world to create new life and new beginnings. Since we are made in the likeness of God, we are authorised to speak words of creative power, in agreement with God’s Word. The world out there thinks talking to yourself is a sign of madness. Nonsense.

God has given you and me authority to give ourselves a good talking-to, to speak healing and health into our bodies when they’re out of whack, to speak correction into our minds when they’re hanging on to angry, mean or other unpleasant thoughts. And if you think this message this morning is a sure sign the wee men in white coats should be coming for me, let me ask you this. Have you ever talked to an inanimate object?

You’re in a hurry, but you can’t find your car keys. You try to tell me you’ve never said : where are you, you stupid keys? Then you do find them, you get into the car, and it won’t start. Come on, you useless heap of junk. In desperation, you abandon your effort to drive to your destination as that rarest of breeds, the 120 bus, is due any minute. But it’s late, and it’s started to rain. Oh for goodness sake, hurry up, bus, before I get soaked.  

Sound familiar? So, if we don’t think twice about speaking negative fear-filled words to inanimate objects, which will do no good whatsoever, why think it strange to turn that round and speak faith-filled words which do have God-given power to change things in the right direction? For example : Left knee, in the name of Jesus, and on the authority of 1 Peter 2.24, I command you to stop aching, to stop being stiff, and do your job properly.
To embrace fear, insecurity, negativity, whether spoken or thought, is – in effect – to call God a liar, to deny the relevance of His wonderful promises and Christ’s redeeming grace in our lives. To live in faith, to think faith, to speak faith, is to take God at His Word and release that Word to work miracles in our life. And it’s our choice. Choose life, choose blessing. Now, I had absolutely no intention in the world to deal with this today, but there it is, and I’ll try to get back on-track with the mind-your-own-business plant next time! 

