18 October 2015 : The measure of God’s love for you : John 21 : 15-25  
And so, finally, we reach the end of our pilgrimage through John’s gospel. Hey-ho, it’s only taken us 9 years. Many things have happened in that time, some good and enjoyable, some less so. Some of us have acquired some, shall we say, divine designer streaks in that time, but I’m convinced the advance of white hair is a sign of distinction, not extinction!

Seriously, though, whatever life has thrown at us from that day in January 2007 when we began our study of John’s gospel, I’d like to think that we’ve all grown spiritually in that time, matured in our relationship with God and in our understanding of His purpose for our life. I’d like to think that our faith has become more robust as God has revealed His truth to us, bringing Jesus to life in our hearts and minds.

Not that there haven’t been some bumps in the road. 7 years ago last weekend, our nephew Christopher died tragically in Amsterdam, aged 27, and I imagine few of us present have remained unaffected by the precious but fragile nature of life on earth. As the hymn we’ve just sung observes : Many that we loved have left us, reaching first their journey’s end : and it’s appropriate that, around the communion table this morning, we will celebrate our ongoing relationship with those who have gone on before us into Father’s presence.

For the Bible teaches us a number of foundational principles about what life is all about, and perhaps none of the Biblical authors are more prolific or more profound than John. The gospel begins : In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. These first four verses of John 1 set the life of Jesus in context.
The coming of Jesus into the world – and, yes, it’s not long till we celebrate that again, watch out for Christmas trees and Christmas CD’s in shopping centres near you soon – was not some last-minute change of plan by God, spawned out of desperation. One of the great mysteries of our faith is that God knew exactly what He was getting, even before time itself began. He knew the human race would let Him down time and time again.

God knew Adam would blow it in the Garden. God knew His people would turn away from Him, forget His miraculous works, persecute His prophets and eventually assassinate His own flesh and blood. None of this came as a surprise to God. Which being so, we may wonder, why did He bother with humanity, in all our fallibility and fickleness? Why not build a model world, where everything and everyone runs like clockwork, in accordance with pre-programmed instructions? That would have been so much less hassle. 

But it could never have allowed God to fulfil the essence of His whole being, which John again describes for us with an elegant economy of words in 1 John 4.16 : God is love. Isn’t it just so humbling to recognise that God put Himself through all a Father’s anguish at His children’s rebellion simply because He is love, and without human beings, imperfect as we are, yet created in His likeness, without us to love, Almighty God would be incomplete?

You and I are, if you like, the reason God gets out of bed in the morning. You and I are the reason Jesus went through all He did go through, the horror of Gethsemane, the stitch-up in the High Priest’s courtyard, the contempt of the Sanhedrin, the brutality of the Roman soldiers, the barbarism of the cross, the ultimate agony of separation from His Father.

You and I are the reason that He who was without sin became sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God [2 Corinthians 5.21]. It was for you and me that Christ became a curse by being hung on a tree, to redeem you and me from the curse of the law, that the blessing of Abraham might come upon us [Galatians 3.13-14].  It was your sins and mine that He bore on the tree, so that you and I might die to sin and live in right standing with God, and that by His wounds you and I are healed. [1 Peter 2.24]

And, as in his old age in exile on the island of Patmos, the old man John would reflect [Revelation 13.8] : It was for you and me that the Lamb of God was slain from the foundation of the world. Yes, even as Jesus was present at the start of the universe, as the Word calling all things into being – even if you happen to believe in the Big Bang, it was Jesus that pressed the button – even back then, He knew the inevitability of the cross.

The true measure of God’s love for you and me is that He chose to breathe life into the dust and create man, even though He recognised from eternity past what it would cost Him. If you have an image problem, if you’re not sure your life matters to anyone, just you remember how much you matter to God. You are the reason Jesus came to earth. You are the reason He went to the cross. You are the reason He rose again. Comprehend??

And, in a world with more than its fair share of spin and deception, it’s so reassuring to note vs.24-25 of today’s lesson : This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true. Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.
What we have in John’s gospel is no less than an eye-witness account of the life of Jesus. John was there from the beginning. John was one of the so-called Sons of Thunder, the two hot-headed young fishermen who were among the first disciples whom Jesus called to Himself. As we’ve noted, John was the one who would style himself the disciple whom Jesus loved, not as a slap in the face to the others as if Jesus somehow didn’t love them, but as a shrewd recognition that his whole identity was defined not by anything John himself did or said, but purely by the love of Jesus, poured out by unmerited grace.

As I was writing these notes, my mind, for some reason or another, went back to a one-hit wonder pop group from the late 1960’s, Plastic Penny, whose lead singer Brian Keith came from Port Glasgow, and that one hit began : Everything I am, I am because of you. That is pretty much what John was trying to say about Jesus, and I think it’s pretty much what each and every one of us here could sing as a hymn of gratitude to Jesus too.

The fact that John was there, saw it all, heard it all, smelled it all, felt it all in the depths of His being throughout the ministry of Jesus, means that we can trust the contents of this book to be a faithful and accurate representation of what happened. The blunt truth of the matter is that to deny the events related in the gospel, as some try to do, has neither intellectual credibility nor moral integrity.

I’ve dealt before with the bizarre mental acrobatics of those who try to explain away, for example, the resurrection of Jesus. Neither the Jewish leaders nor the Roman occupation forces, who for their own reasons would have loved to squelch the gospel message before it spread beyond Jerusalem, could mount any remotely rational alternative to the claim of the early church that Jesus was alive. They had to resort to intimidation, persecution.

To say, as some otherwise intelligent people today do, that Jesus did not exist, or that the events related in the gospels are fictitious, is absurd. It would make more historical sense to deny the existence of William the Conqueror or Robert the Bruce. John is a credible witness. He was there. He calls it as he saw it. He did not make it up. Think about it. 

What could he, or anyone else, hope to gain by inventing a story about a man who claimed to be God, who made himself deeply unpopular with the authorities, who got himself killed, but who then came back from the dead? 
John’s insistence on telling the Jesus story earned himself nothing but trouble – at least one assassination attempt as a pagan emperor ordered John to be boiled in oil but he refused to die, he just kept on preaching so half of those who came to watch got converted. Banished to an inhospitable barren rock in the middle of the sea, called Patmos, to work all day breaking rocks, and write letters of hope and encouragement to the church by night.  
John’s final words in this letter remind us that the four gospels give us only snapshots of the 3½ years of Jesus’ earthly ministry. These are only, if you like, edited highlights of a period of time in which the miraculous became commonplace, when almost every day in life the sick were healed, the blind saw, the lame walked, the demon-possessed were set free, the poor received good news and the authorities had their cages well and truly rattled.

Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.  John supposes correctly, and the really exciting truth is that, all over the world, Jesus, through His body, the church, is still changing lives today. This very day, thousands of people will be born again into the Kingdom. Thousands will be healed from disease, set free from addiction or bondage of some sort, commissioned to ministry. 

Books are still being written of the things that Jesus is doing. Is there any reason why your story should not be in there too? Today you have been fed from God’s Word, and you will be fed at God’s table. If you’ve not yet made the decision to make Jesus the Lord of your life, and be born again of His Holy Spirit, perhaps it’s time to ask yourself what’s stopping you. Let this be your day for new life, new hope, new joy, new peace, new purpose.
