21 February 2016 : Acts 1 :1-11  
Last time I left you halfway through laying out the background to the ministry of Jesus, at the point where Adam, by allowing himself to be swayed by the wrong voice, broke the perfect fellowship between the Father and His children. As Paul put it in his letter to the church at Rome : Romans 6.16 : Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one you obey ; whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness?

That was the point at which Adam, created in the likeness of God to rule and reign over all the world, with power and authority to do so, was deceived by the Great Deceiver into handing over the title deeds of creation to him. In John 12.31, Jesus refers to the devil as the prince of this world. When he tempted Jesus in the desert, he had the legal right to do it

Luke 4.5-7 : The devil led Jesus up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, “I will give you all their authority and splendour ; it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. If you worship me, it will all be yours.” This was not a vain boast. Adam had made that available to him.
So when Jesus responded, he couldn’t deny the validity of the temptation, but where the first Adam had made a bad choice, Jesus, the second Adam, called it right. Jesus knew the buck stopped with him and replied :  “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’” : Luke 4.8. Faced with temptation, Jesus didn’t go with his feelings, didn’t try to rationalise or justify himself, he just believed God’s Word and spoke God’s Word.
Out in the desert, in the face of extreme temptation, Jesus did what Adam should have done, and in so doing He set the tone and indeed determined the outcome of His entire ministry. The Son of God came for this purpose : to destroy the devil’s work. [1 John 3.8] ; God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power. Then Jesus went around doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. [Acts 10.38]. If Jesus hadn’t used the Word to chase the devil in the desert, there is no way He would have made it as far as the cross. He would have been toast, there and then.
Students of World War 2 will be well aware that VE Day, the day when the satanic power of Nazism finally and unconditionally surrendered, was 8 May 1945. Yet the critical point in the course of the war in Europe was almost a year before that, 6 June 1944, D-Day. That was the day when the Allies gained the decisive upper hand over the forces of darkness and the next year was all about enforcing a victory that was effectively in their hands.
You might want to make that comparison between Lent and Easter. Jesus’ experience out in the desert was D-Day. The devil knew that, having lost that battle, he’d lost his chance of winning the war – a war in which what was at stake was the eternal destiny of all humanity. Oh yes, he tried again, in the Garden of Gethsemane, as Jesus waited for Judas to appear with the soldiers. The devil made sure he played a nice lurid DVD over and over again in Jesus’ head of the gory details of what was about to happen. 

Jesus had one last chance to run for it and die peacefully at a ripe old age, leaving God’s salvation plan undone, and the human race well and truly undone. But, having already won the victory out in the desert by choosing to stick with God’s plan, Jesus was able to say : My Father! If it is possible, let this cup of suffering be taken away from me. Yet I want your will to be done, not mine. [Matthew 26.39]  
I want to pause here and say a few things about temptation. All of us face it. All the time. You and I who are known to be church people, representatives of Jesus Christ, will get it hotter and stronger, because the devil, the liar, the thief, who comes only to steal, kill and destroy, can score more points if he can get us to act like jerks and give people who are not believers to say : the church is full of hypocrites. You and I have plenty of opportunities to make choices in how we act, how we speak, how we think ; in our attitudes toward life, toward people, toward God. Opportunities to honour or dishonour Jesus.

Basically, in every situation, we have the first-Adam option – go with the flow, go with your feelings, look after No.1, an eye for an eye [yes, I know that’s in the Bible, but it’s Old Testament and Jesus specifically told us not to do it] ; and in so doing show the whole world round about us that our church membership is simply a crumbling veneer of dead religious respectability slapped loosely over an unchanged heart and mind.

Or we have the second-Adam option – to face that situation the way Jesus did, with integrity and courage, to ask the honest question : what does God’s Word say about this situation? : and let His Word have final and unchallenged authority. The true measure of spiritual maturity is the extent to which we are humble enough to take the gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ seriously enough to let His Word challenge and over-rule our flesh.

What is the flesh? Our own self-centredness. What I think, I feel, I want. What happens if what we see and hear in the New Testament conflicts with our own opinions and beliefs? Well, if what we think doesn’t agree with what Jesus says, one of us is wrong. If there is someone who has done or said something I happen not to like very much, I have a choice. I can choose to treat that person coldly, and make sure my dislike is registered with anyone who cares to listen. Or I can choose to love my enemy. First Adam, second Adam.
The Message translation of Matthew 5.43-48 puts it : You’re familiar with the old written law, ‘Love your friend,’ and its unwritten companion, ‘Hate your enemy.’ I’m challenging that. I’m telling you to love your enemies. Let them bring out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-created selves. This is what God does. 
He gives his best – the sun to warm and the rain to nourish – to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty. If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Anybody can do that. If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that. In a word, what I’m saying is, Grow up. You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you. Jesus said that.

And you may think, well, if that’s what the Christian gospel is all about, I’m not up to it. Forget it. I’ll just keep coming to church, paying my fire insurance, and hope for the best. What a terrible pity it would be for anyone to take a dive like that and miss the joy and the peace and the fulfilment God has in store for you. You see, the whole point is, we’re not in this alone. In and of ourselves, agreed, we’ve no chance of living the God-kind of life, no chance of making any impact for good in this world. But Jesus has changed everything.

I said earlier that Jesus came as the second Adam – and Paul uses exactly that phrase in    1 Corinthians 15. Jesus came to get right what Adam had got wrong, and here’s what we often miss. Just as Adam’s howler in the Garden of Eden dropped us all in it, handed the devil control over us, and left us all cut adrift and alienated from our Heavenly Father, so Jesus’ victory over the devil from the desert to the empty tomb reversed that defeat and offers us all new life and new hope. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15.22 :  just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. Let’s not miss what’s happened here.

A man, Adam, made the mess, and so a man had to clear up the mess – Jesus, who called Himself the Son of Man. Jesus has now won back for God the legal entitlement to rule and reign over the whole of creation. What Adam threw away by disobedience, Jesus has now regained by obedience. And that’s potentially great news for everyone. 

We saw two weeks ago the proof verses that God’s plan of redemption leaves no-one out : 2 Peter 3.9 : God is patient with you. He does not want anyone to be lost, but he wants all people to change their hearts and lives. And 1 John 2.2 : Jesus died in our place to take away our sins, and not only our sins but the sins of all people.
God’s preference is abundantly clear – that all should receive the free gift of new life in Jesus Christ, that all should experience what Paul talks about in 2 Corinthians 5.21 : God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. But it’s not automatic. There’s a choice. There’s always a choice. God never forces anyone. God knows you can’t make someone love you against their will.

It’s down now to each and every human being to make a responsible informed choice about how our life will pan out. First Adam, second Adam. Flesh or spirit. Self-centred or Christ-centred. Bondage or freedom. To all who will welcome Jesus as Saviour and Lord, there is life and power and blessing without measure. Those of us who are prepare to stand up, be counted and say a great big Yes to Jesus, will share His victory over all the works of the devil. That is part of being the righteousness of God in Christ.
Those who just keep their heads down, go with the flow, fire-insurance followers, settling for social club churchianity, will miss out on that victory over the devil, that supernatural anointing of power and authority, not because God doesn’t want to give it to us, but because we can’t be bothered receiving it from Him. Lily-livered religion will keep you in bondage to the devil. In reality, because of what Jesus did, he has no legal right to mess up your life, but if you’re not claiming the benefits of a relationship with Jesus to live in freedom and fulfilment, trust me, the devil isn’t going to alert you to your entitlement.

The story is told of a 19th century minister visiting a destitute old lady in a slum of the worst order. She was in a really bad way. The minister then saw a bit of paper on the wall of that hovel, and when he read it, his eyes nearly popped out of his head. It was the will of someone the old lady had once worked for, who had left her their house and quite some amount of cash. But she was illiterate, and so didn’t know what was hers by legal right.

People of God in this place, I think that’s a problem affecting much of the church in western Europe today. Spiritual illiteracy stopping us from inheriting the blessing Jesus died to give us. Half the time, the church doesn’t know what to believe. If we uphold what the Bible says, people might be offended, stop coming and stop giving money, so we get fed a man-made social gospel instead of the real thing – and guess what, people still don’t come and still don’t give money, because we’re not offering what they know they need.

People out there aren’t that daft. They, and we, need the solid food of God’s Word, which will nourish us and equip us to be more than conquerors. Now is the time for each and every one of us to stand up for Jesus. You see, when Jesus won the victory at Easter, and gave the title deeds over creation back to God, God went back to His original plan and handed them back again to His people, the church. Then Jesus went back to Heaven.
The first disciples gawped for a few minutes, then realised their destiny. The physical Jesus had to go back to Heaven because that was the only way His followers could ever fulfil the plan God had for them – for us – since before time began. Now the plan was that Jesus would still enforce the victory He had won over the powers of darkness. He would still go around doing good and healing those who were oppressed by the devil.
But now He would do it, not with His own physical body, but through the church, which the Bible calls the body of Christ. 1 Corinthians 12.27 : Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. Now, I don’t want to embarrass anyone here, but I know there is a very human tendency to leave things to somebody else. If Lexy is busy, for example, not a lot of ironing will be done in our house. Know what I mean, gents? But if Lexy went to Fuerteventura for a couple of weeks, guess what?  I’d have to do get up off my backside and do it myself, or go around looking like a crinkle-cut chip. Choice!
Now do you start to see why, for God’s salvation plan to be complete, Jesus had to go home to Heaven? It was to give us space to be what He’d made us to be – His body, restored to the same fellowship with God, having the same intimate relationship with God, exercising the same authority given by God, that Adam had enjoyed before he blew it

The risen Jesus said : All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. [Matthew 28.18-20]
God has devolved authority to His church to carry on the saving work Jesus had begun, and if we don’t do it, He can’t do it. Sobering thought. Are we willing to obey God’s call? If so – that commitment surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age is ours, and as we go forward we’ll see how the promise of the Holy Spirit makes it happen.  
