“For Which Good Work?”

John 10:22-39

June 1, 2008

Read John 10:22-39

“For which good work are you going to stone me?” Even for Jesus, no good deed goes unpunished. 

This episode is the last of Jesus’ public ministry in Jerusalem. After this, he departs from Jerusalem and the Temple. His next trip to Jerusalem will be for his cross and crucifixion.

Our text starts a few months after the incident where Jesus gave sight to the blind man. Here, Jesus has come back to Jerusalem for the Festival of the Dedication. 

We read these episodes and try to put them in the context of the time to see the relevance; here, just following the conversation is a debate that takes place every day – even now. The Jews surround Jesus and demand an answer to their question, “Are you the Messiah or not?” 

On the surface it seems like a simple question. However, the reality for Jesus is the same reality for us: questions often show the bias of the person asking rather than revealing much about the person being asked. Here, the Jews are not so much interested in the answer to the question as they are in gathering evidence with which to destroy Jesus. 

Isn’t that true today? How often do we witness attempts to destroy Jesus – to deny him as he is revealed in the witness of Scripture?

Do you remember a few years ago when the movie “The Da Vinci Code” was coming out – how people were saying it would de-bunk the story of Jesus we find in the Bible? I remember news reports in excited tones talking about this controversy as if it rocked the very foundations of Christian belief. If this were true and Jesus and Mary had a child; well, then all of Christianity would have to be reconsidered! Despite having Tom Hanks in the lead role and Ron Howard as a director, the movie disappeared (along with the controversy) in a matter of a few weeks. 

And then there was the National Geographic special claiming that they had discovered the body of Jesus! The publicity around this was breath-taking:

A tomb that once held the remains of Jesus of Nazareth—and those of his wife and son—has been found in a suburb of Jerusalem, said the makers of a controversial film in a press conference today.

The filmmakers base their claims on the study of ten ossuaries—stone boxes used to hold the bones of the dead—that were unearthed at an Israeli construction site in 1980.

Inscriptions on the boxes, in addition to DNA tests of tiny bits of tissue found inside, suggest that the cave was the final resting place of Jesus, his disciple Mary Magdalene, and their son, the filmmakers said.

The claims, if verified, could threaten key tenets of the Christian faith, most notably that Jesus never married or had children and that he was resurrected three days after his death.

"The evidence is compelling," said Jane Root, president of Discovery Channel, which will air the film on Sunday. "The consequences are enormous." (http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/02/070226-jesus-tomb.html)

And yet, more than a year after the airing of that television special “discovery,” we are asking “remember when…” that theory was offered.

Then, there was the Gospel of Judas, 

The National Geographic Society has been part of an international effort, in collaboration with the Maecenas Foundation for Ancient Art and the Waitt Institute for Historical Discovery, to authenticate, conserve, and translate a 66-page codex, which contains a text called James (also known as First Apocalypse of James), the Letter of Peter to Philip, a fragment of a text that scholars are provisionally calling Book of Allogenes, and the only known surviving copy of the Gospel of Judas.

The Gospel of Judas gives a different view of the relationship between Jesus and Judas, offering new insights into the disciple who betrayed Jesus. Unlike the accounts in the canonical Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, in which Judas is portrayed as a reviled traitor, this newly discovered Gospel portrays Judas as acting at Jesus' request when he hands Jesus over to the authorities.

(http://www.nationalgeographic.com/lostgospel/?fs=www9.nationalgeographic.com)

My, how these were going to shake the world! The Bible – Disproved!

These things came – and then they went. The more things change, the more they stay the same. The world is still out to try to show that Jesus was not who he said he was. The issue is the same today as it was for the Pharisees then: the quest to pin down Jesus’ identity is based on a presumption that he is not who he claimed to be. The problem is: Jesus is exactly who he said he is. It is tough to disprove the truth. 

As these challenges and “new theories” come up – and they will -- take a deep breath and let go the anxiety. The enduring, eternal truth is Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God, the Lamb of God who came to take away the sins of the world. He is the bread of life, the light of the world, the Good Shepherd, the Son of Man, the Messiah. “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” Jesus asked the man who had received his sight. “And who is he, sir? Tell me, so that I may believe in him.” Jesus said to him, “You have seen him, and the one speaking with you is he.” He said, “Lord, I believe.” And he worshiped him. And so do we.

Now, back in our Scripture passage this morning, knowing what the Jews were trying to do; look at how Jesus responded. He gave a three-part answer:

· I told you and you did not believe;

· I have shown you and you did not believe;

· Those who belong to me are following, and you (who should be following) still do not believe.

Jesus was savvy enough to answer and not give the Jews the evidence they were seeking – they really wanted a sound-byte to use against him; an answer was not what they desired. But if we look closely at his answer, it is an encouragement to us today:

a. Jesus told us who he was. We can believe him.

b. Jesus showed us who he was. We can believe him.

c. Jesus calls us to follow him. We know his voice and can go in confidence.

a. He told us. Do we have ears to hear what Jesus is saying? The reason I have been preaching through John this year (and Mark last year) is to dig into exactly what Jesus was saying. The gospels may vary on what they emphasize and how they describe events in Jesus’ life, but they are absolutely clear that Jesus revealed himself to be the Messiah, the Son of God, the one in whom there is righteousness, salvation, and eternal, abundant life. 

The Jews were expecting a Messiah, they just were not expecting this Messiah. Jesus told us who he was. We can believe him.

b. He has shown us. Do we have eyes to see what Jesus has done? Almost two years ago, as I was preaching my candidating sermon for this congregation, Chula Vista Presbyterian was celebrating fifty years. In those fifty years, there are stories of lives changed, of people who were pillars of this community and were a tremendous witness and encouragement. I think about some of the memorials I have done in this past year for the saints of this church -- Lillian Lambas, Bill Russo, Mildred Campbell – how did following Jesus make a difference in their lives? Linda Seaver wrote a note this week about the 40th anniversary of her being asleep in bed when a truck drove through the wall of her apartment and broke her back. She wrote about that experience, 

It interrupted my teaching in Coronado, summer spent in bed in SF recovering, lots of unexpected experiences and opportunities.  Like I remember Randy visiting me  while I was in the Coronado Hospital and bringing me a rose.  We were bowling buddies back then.  New friends, challenges, struggles and growth.

A lot has happened since that horrible experience 40 years ago today.  I have been blessed by my faith...it grew tremendously...realizing time and again the Lord protected me and helped me get through a very difficult recovery  period.  I AM ALIVE.  I lived to tell the story and get on with my life.
There is great joy when we take time to remember the deeds of power that we have seen in our lives. For me, I look back and marvel at how God has fulfilled my dreams; fulfilled the vision and the variety of things in my life. Is everything perfect according to my wants? No, but even in the hard times, I see God’s faithfulness and granting me better than I ever imagined. 

c. He has called us. Can we follow him and do we know his voice? One of the great parts of celebrating new members is the affirmation of their testimony – Jesus is still calling, Jesus is still leading, Jesus is still the Good Shepherd. Each one has a story to tell: the details are unique to the individual but the ultimate truth is the same: I was a sinner and came to salvation by receiving Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. I believe in him and I believe God raised him from the dead. Therefore, he is the Lord of my life.

The second part of this confrontation occurs when the Jews pick up the stones. They understood his answer: I have told you; I have shown you; I have filled the roll. In response, instead of rejoicing, they are enraged and start getting violent. They accuse him of blasphemy – that is, of making himself God. How dare he? 

When they accuse Jesus of blasphemy, he retorts with a citation from the Psalms; specifically, Psalm 82, in which the Psalmist is highly critical of the corrupt workings of the judges. Psalm 82 is not long, so let’s turn to it for a moment:

God has taken his place in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he holds judgment: “How long will you judge unjustly and show partiality to the wicked? Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” They have neither knowledge nor understanding, they walk around in darkness; all the foundations of the earth are shaken. I say, “You are gods, children of the Most High, all of you; nevertheless, you shall die like mortals, and fall like any prince.” Rise up, O God, judge the earth; for all the nations belong to you!  

In other words the judges considered themselves to be the authority to decide between good and evil – “becoming like God” akin to the serpent’s temptation of the fruit of the tree in the Garden of Eden – yet they themselves were corrupt. The Psalmist mocks their attempt to become like gods.

Here, Jesus quoted a portion of this Psalm to the Jews as a rebuke of their failure to judge or discern him rightly. He cites it because the Jews had been treating him as if they were gods: the ultimate determiners of what is good and what is evil.  He rebukes them because they thought they were sitting in judgment of him; not recognizing that he is in authority to judge all of them. He is the one with the authority to judge the earth; he is the one to whom all nations belong.


There is the terrible irony for the Jews – primarily the Pharisees – in John 10. They accuse Jesus of making himself God, but they have missed the point; in reality, in Jesus, God made himself human. 


The error of the Pharisees is an error we often repeat: we try to sit in judgment of God. Jesus’ rebuke is gracious and loving is because he still invites them to get it right; he still invites them to hear his voice. 

I know I would not be nearly as patient with the Jews if I were God. The Pharisees should have known the right answers. They should have been the first ones in line to follow. Despite their obstinacy, violence and stubborn refusal, Jesus is still engaging them – calling them to repentance unto life.

And so it is with me, too. I marvel at God’s patience and persistence with me. How quickly I stray. How often I wander. How strongly I react against his discipline and do what I want, instead of what he calls me to do. Yet, he still loves me. He still calls me his own, and nothing can take me out of his hand – not even my own pride or stubbornness. He loves me that much.

Think about it. Here we are, generations later, still marveling at the goodness and love of God. Here we are gathered together by his call, obeying his command, looking at the works he performed and coming around the table that he prepared. Look at the love on display. Our sin. His righteousness. His body, broken for us. His blood, shed for us. His life, given for ours. And that’s not all – his resurrection, the hope of eternal life assured for those who call on his name. 

When the world comes to attack Jesus, it has nothing to offer in return. There is no hope. There is no righteousness, there is no salvation, there is no life. When the world comes to attack Jesus, it comes in error – as if there is some right for us to sit in judgment of God. When the world comes to attack Jesus, and to take you with them; just remember:

He is who he said he is; we can believe him.

He has shown who he is by what he has done; we can trust him.

He has led to the place of victory that no one or no thing else can lead; we can follow him confidently.

“My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.” 

Tell us plainly, Jesus, who are you? “The Father and I are one.” Hear, O Israel and people of God, the Lord your God, the LORD is one.

Hear and believe. See and trust. Obey and follow.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:45 Invitation and communion

10:00 Hymn
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