“Father and Son”

John 5:19-47
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As we continue on the road to Jerusalem with Jesus this morning, we have one of the more powerful self-revelation speeches Jesus gives in the gospel of John. There is some high theology in this – and I am going to ask you to hang with me as we go through it – but there also are some very practical ramifications to be taken from what Jesus says.

This passage picks up at the tail end of last week’s text, where Jesus told the man to “Stand up, take your mat, and walk.” Jesus healed the man on the Sabbath, which is why the conflict with the religious authorities occurs.

Read John 5:16-47

There are several sections in this address. The first, Jesus reveals that he is the Son of God and how his coming is consistent with God’s plan all along. The second, Jesus talks about how the religious authorities should recognize him because the witnesses testify to his coming. Third, he talks to them about the judgment coming to the religious authorities for failing to recognize him.

1. We start with the initiation of the conflict. Jesus started it, no question. He was intentionally picking this battle. He knew it was the Sabbath, knew how the religious leaders would react, and then he went and “healed” the man.

Why is it important to know that Jesus started it? It is important because it shows that Jesus’ mission included the cross – and he knew it. He was not a tragic figure, he was not someone who was “just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He was not an unsuspecting victim. Jesus went out of his way to reveal who he was and was uncompromising about fulfilling what he was sent to do.

Last week, we talked about the significance of the Sabbath. This week, we need to look at the next step. Jesus’ response to the religious authorities’ complaint about working on the Sabbath was, “My Father is still working, and I also am working.” 

In short, the Jews believed that God rested on the Sabbath day. The problem was, they needed to account for the reality of births and deaths on the Sabbath – both the power of life and death were attributed to “acts of God.” In other words, though God rested, God also worked on the Sabbath. That said, only God was permitted to work on the Sabbath. Thus, when Jesus said, “My Father is still working, and I also am working,” he was equating himself with God. In more modern language, Jesus is saying, “God is still working on Sabbath, and because I am the Son of God, I work Sunday’s too.”

That is a remarkable statement. 

For the next several weeks, these kinds of statements are going to be front and center. Jesus’ self revelation – that is, the ways in which he made clear who he was, what he was doing, and how it was going to play out – are the very statements that the religious authorities would use to develop the case against him within the Jerusalem community; then they would use these statements to develop the case against him before Pilate and the Romans. Talking about his being the Son of God and having the authority to do things only God is permitted to do led to his being brought before Pilate as a criminal. Specifically, he was charged with sedition; that is, inciting a revolution against Caesar in Rome. Remember what Pilate posted over Jesus’ head on the cross, “King of the Jews.” The sign was designed to mock him; the tragedy is that it was accurate.

It leads to the discussion of the Son doing only what the Father has shown him to do, does only what the Father wants done. Sons followed what the Fathers did; even Jesus did this. It was only a few short weeks ago that we were talking about Joseph, who was to serve as Jesus’ human father. Joseph was a carpenter; thus, Jesus was a carpenter. Here, Jesus says, “My Father is still working” that is, on a Sabbath; “thus, I am still working, too.” 

What does the Father do that the Son does? Jesus identified two things: giving life and judgment. Those are responsibilities that God handled; Jesus was saying that he had the right and authority to exercise them – meaning that he was equal to God.

Giving life and judgment. That is a pretty good summary the cross.

It also is a pretty good reference point in discerning between believers and non-believers. Jesus does not mince words here – he is giving life to those whom he chooses. This was the point of the story with the royal official’s son; it was the point of the story with the man he told to “Stand up, take your mat, and walk.”

What is the difference between life and judgment? It is the difference between the man and the Jews. The man rejoiced while obeying Jesus’ command to stand up, take his mat and walk. The Jews were angry and condemned the man’s joy, “We’ve never done it that way.” The man was willing for God to act like God; the Jews wanted to judge how God could act. 

Life happens when we yield to God; judgment happens when we demand that God yield.

2. Testimonies

The next thing Jesus says to the religious authorities is that they should have recognized him. He gives three separate examples of why they should know who he is. First, and least authoritative but perhaps the most persuasive for the religious authorities, is the testimony of John the Baptist. Boy, this had to irk Jesus’ opponents. It was widely believed that John was a prophet, it was widely accepted that he was a man of God; yet these same opponents had rejected John. 

Next, Jesus pointed out that the religious authorities could simply use their own eyes and see what works Jesus was doing. The very things he was doing, the conversations he was having – these were a testimony that Jesus was who he said he was. The authorities knew – and Jesus knew they knew – that only God was capable of doing the things that Jesus was doing.

Finally, Jesus refers them back to Scripture. Scripture, he said, testifies to who he is. The Bible is more than just a rule book. 

We are excited about baseball season beginning again. Yet, imagine if we had never seen the game played and all we had was the rule book for baseball. We would read about the dimensions of the field. We would read about how rosters are established. We would read about what constitutes an “inning.” We would read all these things and have no idea of the beauty and artistry of seeing the players play. How do you explain the wonder of Khalil Greene play at shortstop in terms of the rule book?

Jesus’ opponents were not looking for the one whom Scripture foretold. They wanted to regulate the height of the grass and the kind of chalk used for the baselines and batters’ boxes. Keeping the field pristine was more important than watching the ones for whom the field was prepared.

John’s testimony. Jesus’ works. Scripture. Powerful witnesses; even so, the Jews did not recognize him.

What witness spoke to you? What did God use to convict your heart? Was it a thought, an answer to prayer, or something someone said? Whatever it was, praise God for calling you as his own.

What are the testimonies that give you encouragement? 

Last month, we had a morning retreat for the elders and deacons at my home. We did several exercises including asking them to remember what we have seen God do in our midst at Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. We broke up into several groups and I asked each of the groups to make a list. It was interesting to watch – each group started and got a few examples. Then, they began to wander away from the assignment and talk about things like we do when we are sharing coffee together. I went to each group and asked if they had exhausted everything that they had seen God do, “Oh, no; we just put down a few.” I encouraged them to go back and continue “remembering.”

The point of the exercise was that when we have eyes to see, it is overwhelming to consider everything that God is doing in our midst – creating life where once there was death or hopelessness. It is easy to think conceptually, “Yes, I know God is working;” it is another thing altogether when we engage in remembering real events in real time with real people. When we realize that the Holy Spirit is moving and touching and transforming in our own lives and in the lives of people we know – well, we sit up a little straighter, our eyes are a little brighter, our direction is a little clearer, we experience hope and joy.

This is a good exercise for everyone. It sounds kind of “Dr. Phil-ish,” but it would be worth doing: take a pad of paper and a pencil and for an hour, right down every experience you have where God has touched your life. What has happened to you? What has happened with people you know? What have you seen with you own eyes? What have you heard with your own ears? What have you discovered from other people? 

After about five minutes, your mind will start to wander down the road with one example or another. Although that can be fun, stop yourself and keep thinking. Keep writing down a word or two as a description of the time. See how many you can get. Then, when the hour is over, go back through and spend some time meditating and reflecting upon the scope and extent of God’s goodness.

3. Ultimately, Jesus rebukes the religious leaders for their lack of love for God. He knows their hearts. Lack of evidence is not the problem; it is a lack of love for God. Their righteousness is found in their own abilities and noting how they were better than other people.

The witnesses were there – if the Jews would have had eyes to see them. The witnesses are here, too – if God grants the eyes to see them. You cannot argue someone into faith. You can have the best arguments in the world, you can articulate the gospel with perfect clarity, you can speak passionately with complete integrity and still not convince someone who is unwilling to believe. That unwillingness to believe is an issue of pride – self-love – and reflects an unwillingness to love God. 

Over the course of years, I have had a number of these conversations. Normally, I end up asking this one question, “What would it take to convince you to have faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior? What does God need to do or what needs to happen in your life for you to be able to accept the truth of the cross?” There usually is no answer or “I do not know.”

The issue is not a cognitive one – it is not an issue of information. Just talking about God often reveals a great deal about peoples’ hearts. There is a tenderness or a hardness of heart that quickly becomes apparent.

R.C. Sproul tells the story of a well-known professional golfer was playing in a tournament with President Gerald Ford, fellow pro Jack Nicklaus, and Billy Graham. After the round was over, one of the other pros on the tour asked, "Hey, what was it like playing with the President and Billy Graham?" The pro said with disgust, "I don't need Billy Graham stuffing religion down my throat!" With that he headed for the practice tee. His friend followed, and after the golfer had pounded out his fury on a bucket of golf balls, he asked, "Was Billy a little rough on you out there?" The pro sighed and said with embarrassment, "No, he didn't even mention religion." Astonishingly, Billy Graham had said nothing about God, Jesus, or religion, yet the pro stomped away after the game accusing Billy of trying to ram religion down his throat. 

Alternatively, take the story of Helen Keller. The story is told that after Helen Keller's teacher, Anne Sullivan, had given her the names of physical objects in sign language, Miss Sullivan attempted to explain God and tapped out the symbols for the name "God." Much to Miss Sullivan's surprise, Helen spelled back, "Thank you for telling me God's name, Teacher, for he has touched me many times before." Helen Keller knew something of God's signature from nature, but it was wordless.

Note how specific Jesus was in his judgment. “You,” he said to those who were complaining, seeking to kill him, “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf. Yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” 

How is your heart towards God? Are you waiting for God to prove himself to you this morning? Are you at the place where you recognize the futility of trying to be righteous on your own? Will you this morning – either for the first time, or for the first time today – come to Jesus to have life?  

Conclusion

So, what is the take-away this morning? What does all of this mean?

1. It means that Jesus meant to go to the cross. He revealed who he was. He revealed what his responsibilities include. It means that God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.

2. It means that we can have confidence in the gospel because it is well testified. Human witnesses, our own experience, and Scripture all point to Jesus as the Savior.

3. It means that we are called to love God. We are called to love God with tender hearts. We are called to come to Jesus for life – real life.

Jesus was uncompromising about his identity and his mission. As John said in the prologue, “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” 

“No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.”

When you go out this morning, go in the confidence that Jesus is who he said he is – and that in him is life.

Amen? Amen.

8:45 prayer and offering

10:00 offering

� The Billy Graham and Helen Keller illustrations were found at sermonillustrations.com.
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