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The other day a friend of mine asked the question in a group, “How has the season of Lent been going so far?”  For some, their response might be “What Lent?  I’m just living the same way that I’ve been.  It’s business as usual.  Nothing has changed or will it ever.”  Personally, throughout this season of Lent, God has put the word “perspective” in my heart.  I begin to examine my “perspective” towards things that are happening around me.  How I may react to things, whether they are within or beyond my control, while holding trust that God is ultimately in control of all things.  Our perspective is different from God’s perspective and our timing is not God’s timing either.   


From listening to various personal stories of deep pain, sorrow, and grieves, to those who are struggling to be recognized by the church for their giftedness to serve, to those who are discerning where the Spirit might call upon in their next stage of their lives, we must put on our own spiritual lens and attempt to see through things through God’s perspective and not ours.

Believe it or not, we are one week shy from the beginning of Holy Week.  We could almost smell the finish line but we’re not quite there yet.  It seems our Christian faith often teaches us about the discipline of patience and faith. 


The season of Lent invites us to take a step back and reflect upon our own spiritual journey and our relationship with God.  It is very tempting for us to look beyond our time of preparation for the season and fast-forward ahead right into Easter, the same way how we often go from Thanksgiving directly into Christmas, while bypassing the season of Advent.  

Throughout these long 40 days and 40 nights of preparation, meditation and waiting, we intentionally strive to reclaim our wilderness moments, in light of our journey of life.  It is a season of which we celebrate the “almost but not yet”….and I’ll explain more of what I mean by that.  

Ironically the series of event that took place from our Gospel reading this morning, took place right after Jesus had entered into Jerusalem for the final leg of his journey during the Holy Week.  A lot still needs to happen.  He had come into town, overturned the money exchange tables at the temple, then He received words that His dear friend Lazarus had died.  He immediately went to care for Mary and Martha and grieved with them for the loss of their brother.  The raising of Lazarus from the dead, as you know, foretold what was going to happen upon His own death and His own resurrection.  


Up until now, no one had the slightest of clues as to what was going to take place.  They knew something BIG was going to happen but no one knew exactly what, not even the closest disciples themselves.  Many of them remained clueless, even though from time to time, Jesus did drop subtle hints about what He was about to do.  But the disciples still didn’t get it!  The disciples only thought that they would only come to celebrate the Jewish festival of Passover.  The time is “almost here, but not yet”.  

Imagine what was going through Jesus’s mind as he entered his final week of his earthly mission.  How would you feel or react when you know that this is going to be your final week to live?  Will we be busy attempting to say our good-byes and finishing what needs to be finished, or just go and enjoy the remaining moment of life as God given to us.  


As He enters His final week here on earth, Jesus realized that there were still a lot that need to be accomplished.  His earthly mission may soon be over but it shall be carried on by all those who believed in Him. Jesus knew what He must go through…and He fully embraced the Father’s will.  He compared Himself as a “grain of wheat that must die, in order to bear much fruits.” 

Throughout this whole ordeal, we saw that Jesus kept His composure knowing that the time was near where the Father will be glorified.  Nothing is going to change the course of God’s plan of love for humanity.


In verse 27, we saw a rare glimpse of the humanity of Jesus…yes, he was human after all.  He felt the same emotional and physical pain that we all would feel.  “My soul was troubled”, Jesus lamented to his disciples.  Quickly he realized that this was not all about him.  It was all about God and what God was ultimately seeking to do in this world for the salvation of all humankind.  

This was not the first time that we saw Jesus’s human emotion, as you recalled.  When he was attending the death of Lazarus, he “wept” also and grieved for the loss.  But eventually he raised him from the dead after 3 days, as a preview of what the people could expect of His own death.  Jesus knew what He must face in the inevitable.  The hour has now come for the Father to be glorified.  

Jesus took this opportunity, even upon His final days, and turned it into a teaching moment of his disciples of what they must do.  Soon they would see Him no more, but the mission of God continues.  “Those who love their life will lose it, and those who hate their life in this world, will keep it for eternal life.”
  

Christ seeks a total commitment and whole-hearted dedication from all those who believe in Him and follow Him.  It is a life-long commitment, from the moment we said “yes” and dedicate our lives to Christ until we take our final breath.  We must be willing to let go of the things that we humanly crave for and seek God unconditionally.  We must seek heavenly things above and not on things here on earth.  When Jesus called many of His disciples, they were willing to get off their boats, dropped their nets right on the spot and followed with Jesus.  They were willing to do whatever and were willing to go wherever. 

"If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.   For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life?


Furthermore, our discipline in Christ also calls upon us to put aside our ideological and philosophical difference and focus on the up-building of the body of Christ.  Our differences would only enrich the body of Christ and not divide.  This is easier said than done.  We have too much invested in our lives.  Our prides and egos are at stake when we are asked to surrender our ultimate power and control, but by so doing, we’ve failed to see what God has already planned for us.  

In our story today, Jesus and his disciples were approached by a crowd who wished to come and see Jesus.  Now you may say, what’s the big deal?  Well, it was a big deal, because these were Greeks – they were Gentiles…they were “outsiders” so to speak.  This was a critical moment that the Gospel writer was telling us that the Kingdom of God is far beyond of what we can see with our eyes.  The privilege of following Christ and to be Christ’s disciples is extended to all of God’s people, not just those whom they consider to be the elites or the true believers.  
?
Our journey to the Cross invites us to let go of ourselves, put aside things that consume us (perhaps our own personal accomplishment and our own pride), and laying them all out along the path that Christ would trod on, just like what we would do for Palm Sunday.  Saying YES to Christ is not just a momentary and personal decision, but rather it is a life-long commitment that for mutual accountable.  It’s not a pass that we purchase and we put it aside for life.  Unfortunately it doesn’t work that way.  We must continue to seek Christ throughout our lives and strive for our callings through God’s mission.  God continues to render us grace to overcome many of our challenges through our faith.  To be disciples of Christ demands our total discipline, our obedience to open up for God’s new possibilities.


Furthermore, our text today also challenges us on our priorities in life - what’s occupying and consuming most of our lives (God matters or world matters?).  What’s holding us in bondage where we cannot freely express our imaginations in doing God’s work…perhaps our traditions, our fears or our lack of faith in what the Spirit might be doing among us.  


Jesus made his statement loud and clear when he expressed his outrage of emotions overturning the money-exchange table inside the temple.  He declared that the house of God should be a house of prayer and worship and not of personal gains.  Christ’s primary function and mission here on earth is to liberate us from bonds that may choke us from experiencing the fullness of God’s Kingdom that is both here and yet to come.   

Throughout the season of Lent, some people may give up certain things in our lives, to remind ourselves that our lives are not to be defined or dependent upon earthly matters.  Nothing on this earth can inhibit us from experiencing the fullness of our relationship with God.   The less we focus on ourselves, the more we can focus and turn our faith onto Christ.  Lent is a season of spiritual purging of our minds and of our souls.


When Jesus was tempted with the earthly temptations of power and personal desires during these 40 days and 40 nights, Jesus never caved in to the temptations of evils while anchoring His faith in the Father.  In the same way, Christ calls for all of us today to live our lives with our eyes fixed on the ultimate glory for God.  We need not look far in order to search for God’s reign.  The Kingdom that we seek is “already here but is yet to come”.  In verse 26, Christ offered us a comforting assurance that no matter where we are, there He will be also.  He will be standing by our sides along each step of the way when we declared our commitment to follow Christ until the race is completed.

Interestingly our appointed text today concluded at verse 33, however, I think in order for us to get a complete picture of this passage, we must read on to a few verses further down to 35-36.  That’s the cherry on top of the cake!  In verse 35-36, Christ offered Himself as the guiding light to this world of darkness.  Jesus reassured us that when we become His disciples, "the light is with us for a little longer. Walk while we have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake us. If we walk in the darkness, we do not know where we are going.  36 While we have the light, believe in the light, so that we may become children of light."


This is a daring and powerful claim to be “children of the light of Christ”.  Christ’s giving of Himself upon the cross brings the best and the worst of humanity.  It was not only a place of cruel torture and abandonment but it was also a place where God’s greatest triumph and victory is won.  Sins and evil can no longer hold any of us in captivity.  We must be liberated and set free.  Even though God’s mission may be here but it is still not finished.  Despite our repeated offenses, God remains faithful to God’s people.  God is declaring to us that He is not done with us just yet. 

The days are surely coming when God will establish a new covenant with God’s people.
  God will put the law within us, write it upon our hearts, and He will be our God and we shall be God’s people.  Friends, this is the dawn of a new day, as we make our homestretch run during our long and often strenuous race near the finish line.  We’re “almost there but not yet”.  The Spirit will continue to lead us and cheer us on and we shall endure till the very end when Christ returns.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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