Believing Is Seeing #37

“Vantage Point”

John 18:1-12

“You are under arrest.”

If you watch a lot of cop shows on television, you’ve heard those words countless times.  If you’ve ever heard them directed to you in real life, that’s a whole other matter.  Those can be gut-wrenching, terrifying words—especially if you don’t know why you are being arrested or if you are innocent of the charges.

People react differently when those words are spoken to them.  Some break down and cry, others loudly protest their innocence, and some resist arrest while others try to flee the scene.  A few accept their fate quietly and may not have to be handcuffed.

I had to chuckle when I heard the story of one fellow who had been caught running a red light by a camera set up at the intersection.  He received a $75 ticket in the mail, accompanied by a snapshot of his car running the red light.  So he arranged three twenties, a ten, and a five on his dining room table, took a Polaroid of the money and mailed it back.  A few days later he received another envelope from the police department, this time with a snapshot of a pair of handcuffs.  He then paid the fine!

We don’t talk much about being under arrest in church, unless there is a prayer request for some wayward soul we know or perhaps regarding a Christian in another country who is apprehended for sharing their faith illegally.  But for most law-abiding, upstanding citizens, those words are reserved for somebody else.

We may forget that our Lord (and many of the early Christians) were considered criminals and were not only arrested by the authorities but were jailed, beaten, and sometimes executed.  Once (in another church) I commented about the bumper sticker that reads, “My Boss is a Jewish Carpenter,” and wondered if we would be as comfortable announcing, “My Boss is a Convicted Criminal.”  One person in the congregation took great offense to that, but it’s true.  Our Lord was a convicted criminal, one condemned to die the most horrible death known at His time.  John 18 records the arrest of Jesus, beginning the dizzying series of events that would ultimately lead to His death.  John MacArthur writes,

From a human vantage point, the remaining events of that tragic night would seem to bring nothing but disgrace and defeat for the Son of God. A human observer might think that Jesus’ prayer in the garden went unheeded by His Father, and that everything from that point on suddenly spun out of control for Jesus.
  

Recently I watched the movie “Vantage Point,” in which the same event is seen through the eyes of a variety of people as the whole picture comes together.  I’d like to take that same approach this morning as we see the arrest of Jesus from three different angles.

The Evil Betrayal (1-3)

The first three verses reveal the evil betrayal of Jesus.

When he had finished praying, Jesus left with his disciples and crossed the Kidron Valley. On the other side there was an olive grove, and he and his disciples went into it. Now Judas, who betrayed him, knew the place, because Jesus had often met there with his disciples. So Judas came to the grove, guiding a detachment of soldiers and some officials from the chief priests and Pharisees. They were carrying torches, lanterns and weapons.
The Last Supper concluded, Jesus leads the eleven disciples out of Jerusalem, across the Kidron Valley to an olive grove.  The other gospels refer to this as the Garden of Gethsemane.  John identifies this as a place where Jesus had often met with his disciples. Luke tells us in Luke 21:37 that Jesus lodged “on” the Mount of Olives every night during passion week. This probably means that he and the disciples used to sleep in the open air in this very garden.
  So it was very familiar to Judas, too.
Throughout this gospel, John has identified Judas Iscariot as the one who would betray Jesus.  He was dismissed from the Upper Room earlier, and now he leads the posse from the Pharisees to make their arrest. The chief priests and Pharisees assembled a small contingent of temple guards, but Caiaphas and the Sadducees weren’t satisfied. To be certain nothing would go wrong, they petitioned for a cohort of Roman sol​diers, six hundred heavily armed men of war!

John does not provide the details of how Judas betrayed Jesus to these men, but Mark records in Mark 14:44-45, 

Now the betrayer had arranged a signal with them: “The one I kiss is the man; arrest him and lead him away under guard.” Going at once to Jesus, Judas said, “Rabbi!” and kissed him.

This is probably a familiar part of the story, but let’s not allow our familiarity rob it of its meaning.  Warren Wiersbe writes, 

Judas’ kiss…was certainly one of the basest acts of treachery recorded anywhere in sacred or secular history. In that day, a kiss was a sign of affection and devotion. Members of the family kissed each other in meeting and in parting, but Judas was not a member of God’s family. Disciples greeted a rabbi by kissing him; it was a sign of devotion and obedience. But Judas was not truly a disciple of Jesus Christ, though he belonged to the disciple band…. When people today pretend to know and love the Lord, they are committing the sin of Judas. It is bad enough to betray Christ, but to do it with a kiss, a sign of affection, is the basest treachery of all. It was born in the pit of hell.

The Emotional Backlash (10-11)


The betrayal of Judas must have been a shock to the other disciples who witnessed it.  Most of them were probably stunned speechless, paralyzed in fear and astonishment. 
All of them, that is, except one…Simon Peter (who else?)


I like how Chuck Swindoll describes the scene:

Jesus moved away and called into the darkness, “Whom do you seek?”
“Jesus the Nazarene,” a voice shouted back.
“I am He.”
The glimmer of torches emerged from the darkness and cautiously weaved their way through the trees as the disciples instinctively formed a circle around Jesus. Peter quietly drew a short sword from its sheath and hid it in the folds of his tunic. Eventually, the light of a hundred or more flames flooded the clearing and glinted off a forest of swords and spears.
Jesus searched the faces in the crowd for a commanding officer. “Whom do you seek?”
The captain of the temple guard stepped forward. “Jesus the Nazarene.”
“I told you that I am He; so if you seek Me, let these go their way.”
The captain motioned and three men moved toward Jesus with a set of chains. Suddenly, Peter flung his sword high above his head, lunged toward the lead soldier, and brought it down hard, aiming for the center of his head. The blade glanced off the side of his helmet and lopped off his exposed right ear. Peter drew back for another lunge when Jesus shouted, “Stop! No more of this” (Luke 22:51). “Put the sword into the sheath; the cup which the Father has given Me, shall I not drink it?” (John 18:11).

Here we see the emotional backlash in the face of treachery and injustice.  Peter watched it all unfold, and he wasn’t about to sit back and do nothing!  (Just as in other occasions he couldn’t allow silence to reign; he had to say something—usually the wrong thing!)  So he strikes out in emotional desperation.  And the result would be funny if it weren’t so serious.  As D. A. Carson points out, “The blow was as clumsy as Peter’s courage was great; the tactic was as pointless as Peter’s misunderstanding was total.”
  Wiersbe adds,

Peter’s sword symbolizes rebellion against the will of God. Peter should have known that Jesus would be arrested and that He would willingly surrender to His enemies. Peter made every mistake possible! He fought the wrong enemy, used the wrong weapon, had the wrong motive, and accomplished the wrong result! He was openly resisting the will of God and hindering the work that Jesus came to accomplish! While we admire his courage and sincerity, it was certainly a demonstration of zeal without knowledge.

The Eternal Bearing (4-12)

Finally we see this event from the vantage point of Jesus, what I am calling the eternal bearing.  Beginning in verse four, John writes that Jesus knew all that was going to happen to Him.  He saw the whole situation from the overall perspective, so He did not get caught up in the emotion of the moment (as Peter did).  Jesus fully knew what lay before Him, yet He went to the Garden in obedience to the Father’s will.

Throughout this text, we see Jesus in total control of Himself.  When the mob came to arrest Him, He didn’t try to run away but instead went out to meet them.  When they announced who they were coming to get, He identified Himself as their target.  When they came to apprehend Him, He did not defend Himself—He rather stopped the only one who tried to defend Him.  He asked that the disciples be allowed to go free, rather than sacrificing them so that He might get away. 

Perhaps most amazing of all is that none of this had to happen the way that it did.  At any point Jesus could have put an end to it all.  As He says to Peter in Matthew 26:52-54,

“Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way?”

We have a hymn in our hymnal that states, 

He could have called ten thousand angels
To destroy the world and set Him free.
He could have called ten thousand angels,
But He died alone, for you and me.

Jesus did not defend Himself not because He could not but because He would not.  He had the power and the authority to right the wrongs that were being done.  But He refused to do so because He had a higher agenda.  He knew why He was here.  He knew that He had to undergo these unfair and even illegal activities (which we will see more next week) in order to fulfill the Father’s plan.  He had the eternal bearing to know that He would undergo these trials but that He would also come through on the other side.

One event; three vantage points.  What can we learn from these three different perspectives?

The lessons we learn from Judas are numerous.  Swindoll writes,

Judas will forever be remembered as the most heinous traitor of all time. However, we are foolish to think that his story cannot become ours. Despite all the advantages he enjoyed as a close associate of Jesus, the promising young disciple became a Satan-possessed monster. And if we think we could never become something so despicable, we have failed to heed the warning of Scripture. Secret sin is an indiscriminant killer, and those who think they are immune are the most vulnerable of all.

Four timely principles worth our consideration emerge from the tragic example of Judas:

· First, association with godliness is no guarantee that we will become godly. 
· Second, moral corruption in secret is deadlier than visible moral corrup​tion. 

· Third, Satan and his demons are looking for any opportunity to work against the Lord. 

· Fourth, no sorrow can compare to the remorse of one who discovers too late that he’s misunderstood Jesus and spurned His love.

The story of Judas is as tragic as it is treacherous, but it should serve as a warning to each of us if we allow our sinful nature to take control of us.

Then there is Peter—emotional, reckless, impetuous Peter.  Quick on the draw, quicker with the mouth, too emotionally worked up to rationally think through anything.  Sometimes we might want to react emotionally and even violently when we see the enemies of our Lord seemingly getting their way.  As John MacArthur puts it well,

The cause of Christ has never been advanced by earthly warfare, though many misguided souls have tried. When such tactics are employed, they invariably hurt our Christian witness rather than helping it. The kingdom of God cannot be enlarged by physical weapons or worldly strategies.

No, we need the eternal bearing of our Lord when we encounter the trials and tribulations of life.  We need to remind ourselves of the truth found in Romans chapter eight: 

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us [Romans 8:18].

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? … Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord [Romans 8:31, 37-39]. 

Regardless of how badly we are treated, how unfair the world seems to be, we know that we cannot lose anything of eternal value!  No matter what happens, we cannot lose our Heavenly Father, our Lord and Savior, or our Holy Spirit.  We cannot lose our forgiveness in Christ, our fulfillment in life now, or our eternity in Heaven.

As long we keep those facts in mind, we can keep our emotions from running amok.  We can keep ourselves from submitting to the worldly lures of power, prestige, or possessions.  We can maintain that eternal vantage point by which all things fit together like a puzzle.
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