The Grace and Comfort of Election
Text: John 17:6-8
Readings: 
	John 10:1-21 

John 17:1-8 
Last Sunday morning, we began to look at the high priestly prayer of our Lord Jesus Christ, as it is called. It was a prayer that was prayed just after the celebration of the very first Lord's Supper and just prior to the arrest and crucifixion of the Saviour. Jesus was aware that the hour had come - the hour that heaven and earth had been waiting for since the Fall of man. 
We should bear in mind that in this prayer, which Jesus wanted his disciples to overhear, we are given an insight into the relationship between Jesus and God the Father - and something too of their perfect communication. In many ways, precisely for this reason, the prayer strains our human understanding. We would be foolish to think that we can plumb its depths exhaustively. But as we observed last week, Jesus wanted his disciples to overhear him and no doubt he wanted them to come back to this prayer and reflect on it so that they would be blessed and encouraged as they worked out their Christian lives after his ascension, without his physical presence. 
Brothers and sisters, we are on holy ground - but to stand here is a wonderful thing and I want to try to show something of this to you as we move now to consider verses 6-8. Let's look again at the sixth verse [read]. We observed last week that when Jesus died on the cross, he did not die in order to make salvation possible only. On the contrary, he died in order to give eternal life to his people. But who were his people? Well, here Jesus comes back to his earlier statement that God the Father had already given to him a certain number of people. These people belonged to the Father but the Father had entrusted them into the care of the Son. It was these people for whom Jesus would die on the cross - it was these people who would receive the full benefits of his sacrifice. These were the ones chosen out of the world - verse 6 [read again]. 
Now I invite you to put yourself in the shoes of one of the disciples. Here you are: You have lived with Jesus Christ now for the past three years - following him around - observing his miracles - listening to his teaching. You have heard Jesus ask the question: Whom do you say that I am? And one of your number, Peter, testified that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God, and you have said amen to that. You believe that too. But now you hear Jesus saying that the fact that you are part of this number was already worked out in advance by God and Jesus together. You belonged to God - even before you knew this Jesus of Nazareth - and God had decided to give you to him. That's why you have responded positively to his message and that's why you are here listening to the words of Jesus right at this point. 
We'll leave you trying to figure that one out as one of the disciples, and we'll come back to you in a few minutes. In the meantime, we'll observe that this teaching of God's choosing a certain number of people for salvation is one of the major teachings of the Reformation period in church history - but the 16th century Reformation was just that - it was a Reforming or a reawakening of biblical truths that had been obscured by the church of the day. They say that divine election is a Calvinistic doctrine and so it is. But Calvin did not invent it - he merely rediscovered it along with others and spoke about it in his sermons and his writings on the Scriptures. But now some of you are probably thinking that we are in the stuffy realms of heavy theology. Ah, yes, those dusty old tomes that line ministers' shelves - they are best off staying there. What do I want to know about the doctrine of election? What good is it to me? In fact, I've heard it said that we should avoid it because it can lead to a lazy, good-for-nothing Christian existence. Armchair inertia - the frozen chosen. That's what people are like when they believe in election. Or worse - they lack assurance of salvation because they are always wrestling with this question: Am I? Aren't I of the elect? They are like the love-struck youth who picks up the daisy and one by one picks off the petals - he loves me, he loves me not, he loves me, he loves me not - only the petals of this daisy go on forever. How can we know we are of the elect and what good does it do us anyway? 
Well, let's go back to our disciple and see if we can learn some things from Jesus' prayer. The first thing is that our salvation is not the result of our own choices. All the while, as a sincere disciple, you were conscious of making a number of crucial decisions in your life to follow Jesus of Nazareth. Wasn't it your choice to leave your fishing nets and become one of his disciples? You were there when he said: the foxes have holes and the birds of the air have their nests but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head. You saw many people turn away at that point, but you decided to stay with him through thick and thin. In fact, you had pointed this out to him at one stage when he was remarking on the cost of discipleship and the fact that you had to be prepared to leave one's family and farm if he desired it. It struck you at the time because Jesus had just spoken to a rich young ruler who was not prepared to sell his possessions and follow Jesus. You were quick to point out that you had made that choice for his sake and you were most encouraged to hear him speak about great rewards in relation to your efforts - this life and the next. Yes, all in all, you are pleased that you made those decisions when you did. 
But now you hear that the only reason why you made those choices was because you already belonged to the Father before you were even born and the Father had already given them to Jesus Christ. And he had gathered you and you recall that he once told you: You did not choose me, but I chose you that you should go and bear fruit. And on another occasion: No man can come to me unless the Father which hath sent me draws him. The reason why you love God is because he has first loved you. 
You see, brothers and sisters, this truth helps us get things in perspective, doesn't it? We are all the while conscious of the decisions we have made and the efforts we are putting in to remain faithful to Jesus Christ. One person says: I decided to follow Jesus when I was 5 years old. I can still remember the prayer I prayed: Another says: I have made decisions to follow Jesus many times in my life. And there is nothing wrong with that, for Jesus himself was quite prepared to speak encouragingly of those decisions, especially when we make a great sacrifice for him. But when we are confronted by the truth of divine election, we suddenly see that our efforts are the result of God's working in our lives. We don't owe our salvation to our choices in life as if we deserve heaven because of what we have done for God. The amazing thing is that God has chosen to love us in the first place. And that kind of cuts me down to size where I belong before the Lord. But it also encourages me, for if it were all up to me, how could I say with confidence that I had repented sincerely enough or often enough? And what if some of my decisions - my choices - are not good ones but bad ones? No, brothers and sisters, our salvation is guaranteed because there is no way that Jesus will allow any of the Father's children to fall out of his hand. It is his decision - his choice - which is crucial. 
The second point we can make is that our salvation is not a result of knowing a great deal about Christianity. I say this because - especially for someone coming to Christianity for the first time - there can be so much to learn and so much to find out. Others seem to be way ahead. Even getting to know your way around a Bible can be a mountainous task - let alone understand it. And you hear these Christians of many years talking in language that has you reeling. 
But look at what Jesus says in verse 8 [read]. Notice what Jesus says. He does not say that they truly understood everything that he had taught them. There were many things he said to them that they did not comprehend and they were going to spend years scratching their heads and coming back to Jesus' teachings. And Jesus has only finished telling them in John 16 that there are many more things that they needed to know but he was not going to tell them because they couldn't bear them now. My point is that it is not a matter of how much we know or don't know. What is of fundamental importance is that we accept Jesus' words as words which the Father had given him. When Jesus speaks, it is God's word and we are to receive it as such - even if we don't understand it fully. And if we have the right heart attitude towards him - that is - we understand that Jesus was sent from God the Father and we believe that - he is the Messiah. I will trust in him - then brothers and sisters, we have all we need. 
And let it not this right heart attitude to Jesus be taken for granted. When Jesus spoke about being the good shepherd in John chapter 10, and when he said that he had authority to lay his life down and take it up again, some people thought he was demon-possessed and said so. Others were troubled - No, that can't be right. A demon cannot open the eyes of the blind. There has to be more to this Jesus of Nazareth than that. 
But what do you say? The world may say that Jesus was a good man - a great teacher - a moral example - an inspiration to his fellow human beings. Or it might be less charitable in its judgement - or it might just forget about him altogether. But what do you say? Can you stand with his disciples and say: I truly understand that Jesus was sent by God and that everything he has, has been given to him by the Father? If so, then be encouraged, be very encouraged, for that is all you need to have the confidence that Jesus loves you and has died for you and will infallibly give you eternal life. 
There is one other point that I want to make and it is this: Our salvation does not depend on our living a life of sainthood. At this point I want to highlight the judgement of the Saviour in verse 6. What does he say of the disciples [read]. Think about it. Who were those disciples and what sort of track record did they have? They were ordinary people - very ordinary - down to earth people - who bickered and wrangled with each other and displayed envy and pride. Ah, but Jesus says: They have kept thy word. They were about to fall asleep in the Garden of Gethsemane in spite of repeated warnings by Jesus to stay awake and be on the alert. One of them would deny him three times with an oath and the rest would scatter to the four winds. Ah, but Jesus says: They have kept thy word. 
Jesus sees far more in you than you see in yourself. If you look inward, and put yourself under the magnifying glass, I daresay you will say: I don't have much faith - I am a feeble Christian - I do not pray enough. I do not know my Bible well enough. I struggle with my Christian life and I feel so unworthy. Sometimes I am hot and sometimes I am cold. But can you say with Peter after his threefold denial: Lord, you know all things, you know that I love you? I am before you in all my weakness and failure and you know I have let you down, but I love you and I believe in you. Then know that Jesus goes to the Father and says of us: they have kept thy word. All those infirmities are passed by - all our defects are overlooked and the judgement of the King of kings is: They belong to God - they have kept thy word. There is room in the kingdom of heaven for all of us here. Jesus sees much more in us than we see in ourselves. 
Surely our hearts have to melt with gratitude at this. If we shrug our shoulders and say: Oh, well I don't really care. I've got my ticket into heaven and that's fine by me - what we are saying is: We don't have the right heart attitude to Jesus and Jesus did not die for us at all. If we are children of God then our lives must be lived in humble gratitude. God has given so much to us. What are we giving him in return? The truth of divine election does not lead to armchair Christianity. In a single stroke, it crushes our pride on the one hand and summons us to a life of service and love on the other. 
May God grant that this would be the case for each of us here. Amen.

