27 September 2015 : Mind your own business! : John 21 : 15-25  
I began last time to tell you about the plant named Soleirolia soleirolii, native to Corsica and Sardinia, a creeping perennial with tiny rounded leaves, occasionally grown in rock gardens and in greenhouses. The Royal Horticultural Society warn that, despite looking pretty in cracks in paving, it re-grows from the smallest stem sections and can soon get out of control, especially in the lawn. It is, therefore, no great surprise that the common term for this greenery is mind-your-own-business. That’s a salutary warning for us humans too, and we were going to see from v.22 that this was a lesson Peter had to learn the hard way.
The risen Jesus has just shared with Peter some pretty unpalatable information about how the rest of his life was going to pan out. Vs.18-19 : I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go. Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, "Follow me!"  To say the least, Peter did not enjoy hearing this.

The memories of what had happened to Jesus were all too fresh, and the heavy-duty hint that a similar fate would befall Peter did not appeal to him one tiny little bit, and I’m sure we can all understand that. But Peter’s reaction was decidedly of the flesh rather than of the Spirit. We have noted before that the relationship between Peter and John wasn’t uniformly smooth. There was a streak of jealousy and envy just under the surface, and from time to time it popped out for all to see, and it was all down to self-image.
Peter was always the one who wanted to be the right-hand man, who wanted to be the most loyal of the disciples, who laid great emphasis on how much he loved Jesus – and as we saw in verses 15-17, it was very hard for him to come to terms with the fact that his love for Jesus wasn’t quite as robust as he liked to think it was. Compare this with the repeated claim of John, the author of this gospel, to be the disciple Jesus loved.

On first hearing, it’s not hard to see how that could really get under the skin of the others. Who did John think he was, calling himself that? Did he really think he was the teacher’s pet, the master’s favourite? You can just imagine the other disciples, especially Peter, looking daggers at John every time he said it. But let’s stand back from that fleshly human reaction and think seriously about it. Actually, John was right.

And there was no reason why the other disciples didn’t say the same thing. It wasn’t that Jesus was singling out John for special favour. It was just that John had the revelation that his true identity, what really made him tick, wasn’t his love for Jesus, but rather Jesus’ love for him. For John, the penny had dropped that you can’t give what you’ve never received. Who do you think wrote : We love Him because He first loved us. 1 John 4.19!

John knew that it was only by drinking in the love, grace, mercy and unmerited favour of Jesus that we have any power at all to love anyone else, or indeed behave in any way other than utter unmitigated selfishness, at least not with any degree of consistency. 
By our own purely human effort or endeavour, we can never rise higher than fallen human nature, the sin of Adam, will allow. It’s only by letting Jesus in to take over our lives from the inside out, spirit, soul and body, that we can even begin to understand what love really is and what love can really do. This was, if you recall, the hard lesson Jesus taught Peter in vs. 15-17. When push came to shove, Peter could honestly say he liked Jesus, but with His heavenly Friend’s piercing eyes looking straight into his heart, he could not with integrity claim to love Jesus with the agape-love that Jesus was looking for.

That was a step of growth and maturity in faith that Peter was yet to take, and he knew he would not find it easy. Anyone able to empathise? Anyone here know how hard it is to love other people, especially annoying, demanding people, with the sort of love that Jesus calls for and indeed commands, the sort of agape-love that transforms lives? Oh yes, the great and appealing thing about Peter is just how much we can identify with his struggles.

And as Peter is still standing there, licking his wounds from the tough master-class in love that he’s just been through a few moment ago, a few verses ago, Jesus lands an uppercut right on the chin of his protesting flesh by pointing out just what hardships awaited him as he obeyed the command to follow the Master. And how did Peter react? The way we so often react when we’re challenged about our behaviour, our attitude – by trying to deflect attention from our shortcomings on to someone else.

Peter looked at John, and just as the Master Himself had said in Matthew 12.34 : out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks – although I liked how one preacher put it, out of the abundance of the heart the mouth leaks – his mouth leaked old jealousy of John as he pointed to his colleague and whinged : what about him? As if the pain of getting it in the neck yourself is somehow eased by the prospect that your rival will suffer the same fate! How daft is that? Yet how often do we let ourselves think that way?
We have an expression : cutting off your nose to spite your face. It’s not an elegant turn of phrase, but we all know exactly what it means. Acting in a manner that is not only ungodly but also downright stupid just to make a point that actually wasn’t worth making in the first place. Anyone relate? One of the most damaging expressions of this phenomenon is holding grudges, or, as a famous Ayrshireman put it : nursing our wrath to keep it warm. 
So often, on a matter of so-called principle, though it very rarely is, we risk permanent damage to a relationship by taking offence – and I use that phrase advisedly, because it is always our choice whether or not to be offended, and some of us are just too bloomin’ touchy. Wiser counsel, and certainly Biblical counsel, is as in the theme song to the film Frozen – let it go, let it go. And if you’ve taken offence at my singing, let it go, let it go!
Hanging on grimly to hurts from the dim and distant past is downright foolish. The person that hurt us all those years ago has long since forgotten it. Who are you hurting by that exercise of unforgiveness? I’ve heard it said that refusing to forgive and forget, or having a bad and resentful attitude, is like drinking cyanide and hoping the other person dies. What is medically proven is that unforgiveness can lead to brain damage and even dementia.
Let’s do ourselves a favour, forgive, forget, embrace the freedom that the forgiving grace of Jesus makes available to us and, as with every other aspect of the gospel of Jesus Christ, be as quick and as glad to share it with others as we are to enjoy it ourselves. But of course to get to that point we need to actually receive that gospel, and this is where minding our own business really is so vital. What Peter did, trying to distract attention away from his own discomfort and start meddling in John’s life, was just a delaying tactic.

And I’d be prepared to say that every single one of us has done exactly that. If we can get ourselves focussed on what someone else needs to do to make us happy, if we can say, well, if you do this and that and the next thing, then I can get myself sorted out, the one thing we can say with absolute and incontrovertible certainty is that we’ll never get sorted.
You see, God doesn’t make any other human being responsible for my happiness, for my security, for my contentment. And if I try to dump the burden for those things on my wife, on my children, on the Government, on 121 George Street, on the tooth fairy or the Easter bunny, I’m just trying to evade God’s call on my life in Romans 12.2 : Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.  

It is my God-given responsibility to receive for myself the life-giving, life-changing power of the blood of Jesus shed to forgive my sins and reconcile me to Father, and the body of Jesus broken for my healing and complete restoration. It is my God-given responsibility to receive for myself the Holy Spirit of God and to renew my mind daily from the teaching of His Word. If I choose to flunk that opportunity to grow in grace and faith because I’m too busy being all bitter and twisted because of someone else’s behaviour, more fool me.

We’re not anointed to judge, criticise or condemn other people. That’s the devil’s domain and I think we’d be very well advised to steer well clear of it! I didn’t lay down my life at the cross for you, you didn’t lay down your life at the cross for me, Jesus did that, He did it freely and willingly, He did it while we were still sinners, He became sin for us so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God [2 Corinthians 5.21]

And if God has not given us responsibility for other people’s behaviour, maybe we would be wise to exercise a great deal of humility about even expressing negative opinions about other people’s behaviour. Somebody once said : Do not judge, or you too will be judged.
That’s Matthew 7.1, and The Message translation of that part of the sermon on the mount makes very interesting hearing. Remember this is gentle Jesus, meek and mild!

Don’t pick on people, jump on their failures, criticize their faults— unless, of course, you want the same treatment. That critical spirit has a way of boomeranging. It’s easy to see a smudge on your neighbour’s face and be oblivious to the ugly sneer on your own. Do you have the nerve to say, ‘Let me wash your face for you,’ when your own face is distorted by contempt? It’s this whole traveling road-show mentality all over again, playing a holier-than-thou part instead of just living your part. Wipe that ugly sneer off your own face, and you might be fit to offer a washcloth to your neighbour.  
We live in a time when minding our own business is increasingly difficult. 24-hour TV and the social media have more or less wiped out the concept of privacy. I happen to believe that each individual as both a right to privacy and a duty of discretion. I don’t get this idea of people, especially people in the public eye, feeling they have to shove their personal lives in my face all the time. Too much information. Stemming from insecurity. Stemming from a need to be loved. Well, Jesus has already answered that need. 

Nor do I care for exposing the supposed foibles of others. We don’t need to know what the Prime Minister may or may not have smoked at university half a lifetime ago. We have a God who gave His own Son as a sacrifice to wipe out all sin, past, present and future. There is something deeply dysfunctional about wanting to dig up someone’s past to score a point over them in the present and potentially impede their future. Jealousy? Envy? Insecurity? Again, Jesus has dealt once and for all with all these things. Receive Him, receive His healing, His forgiveness, and be free from this desperate urge to compete.
Just in closing, let me repeat what I shared with the folks at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf last week. Take heed of Paul’s wise commentary in 2 Corinthians 10.12 about the petty attitudes that stop so many people from enjoying the life they have : They are only comparing themselves with each other, using themselves as the standard of measurement. How ignorant! But please note also that contentment is not the same as complacency. It is not a smug self-satisfaction with ourselves and with our lot that makes us insensitive to the needs of others. Scripture says : Godliness with contentment is great gain. 1 Timothy 6.6
For the believer, contentment is a quality decision to be happy with who we are, where we are and what we have whilst we’re still on the journey toward fulfilling God’s best in us, for us and through us. Contentment involves patiently waiting in faith for God’s will and purpose to be worked out in His time, and not wasting energy in pointless comparisons with other people’s spouses, houses, cars or whatever. 

If someone else seems to be doing better than you are right now, let that be a God-given opportunity to be happy for them, not a fleshly knee-jerk reaction to be jealous of them. Our attitude is infinitely more important in the Kingdom of God than our bank balance. Indeed, keeping a humble and contented attitude is a major key to advancement.  
