“Lord, Show Us The Father”

John 14:1-14

July 20, 2008

Read John 14:1-14

This is a familiar passage to many people. It is a passage we read at memorials and in political debates within the denomination. Many people can quote verses from this passage by heart. It is a great section to memorize. That said, it also is important to remember the context and to read it with fresh eyes.

Jesus is having dinner with the disciples. They have all been traveling together and have gathered here for an important meal. They know that something big is coming because it is the Passover, they have ridden into Jerusalem triumphantly with Jesus, and they have watched the encounters with the Jewish authorities. There is a festive, expectant mood because it is the Passover – when God delivered the Jewish people out of bondage and slavery to a foreign power. Then, it was Egypt. Was it now going to be Rome?

Their expectant mood suddenly suffered a severe blow – kind of like a bubble popping – when Judas Iscariot is revealed to be a traitor. It really must have been like someone had sucked the air out of the room. It was a pep rally gone flat; or worse, silent because the unthinkable had just happened. Betrayed?

Then, to top that, Jesus told the disciples that he was going to be leaving them, and where he was going, he was going alone. Peter, who sure seemed like his best friend and most aggressively loyal follower, was told he would deny Jesus three times before the next morning. What was happening? How was that possible? Where was Jesus going?

Confused? You bet. Concerned? Completely.  

The Command

In the midst of this befuddled mix, Jesus continues to baffle them with the most outrageous kinds of statements. He gives them a command, “Do not let your hearts be troubled.” Think about that for a minute. It would be difficult to imagine anyone whose heart was not troubled. All their dreams and expectations were being shattered. “Do not let your heart be troubled?”

We tend to gloss over this because the really important line comes soon after; however, what Jesus said here is extraordinary. It is more than “calm down.” This is more on the order of an angelic “Fear not.” It is the kind of statement God makes when He is invading history and everyone around is freaking out. 

“Do not let your hearts be troubled.” It goes against everything that is a part of the conventional wisdom of our day. It says, do not follow your emotions. Do not trust your emotions. Do not let your emotions control you. Keep perspective on your emotions. 


What is the conventional wisdom these days? Follow your heart. Do what feels good to you. Do not control your feelings, express your feelings. You make the ultimate determination about what is good for you. 

Jesus is saying something very different. He is not telling them to not have emotions, he is telling them to control their emotions. How? By understanding the bigger truth. “Believe in God, believe also in me.” There is a truth external to our feelings and our intellect. It is God’s truth. 

It is the standard. It declares who God is and what we know to be true about God.

We was telling the disciples to test their emotions against God’s truth – and not the other way around. Have faith. And not simply “have faith that everything is going to turn out as you want it to” faith, but have faith in Jesus. Emotions are not bad, per se; it is just that they are often irrelevant and unreliable at assessing truth or providing guidance as to discerning between what is and is not good. Jesus was telling the disciples to believe in him over and above, before and regardless, of their feelings. He was telling them to trust in him despite what their circumstances might look like, despite what their eyes might see, and despite the fear and temptation to try to do things on their own. 

Trust me, he was saying, because I am trust-worthy.


The Promise

This was not an easy command for the disciples. It is not an easy command for us, either. Trust requires us to look beyond what we see and have confidence in what we do not control. 

I have great sympathy for the disciples in this passage. They do not know where Jesus is going. They still think he was speaking like we do, “Today, I’m going to church, then to Costco to get gas (boy, is it expensive), and then we’re going to play some softball later on….” – the details of everyday life. It took them awhile to realize that Jesus was speaking of something much bigger, much different, and much more important.


The promise of preparing their place in the Father’s house was an explicit declaration that Jesus was preparing to die. Not only was he telling them that he was going to die, he was telling them what he was going to be doing in his death; and then, how after his death he would be returning for them to take them to himself. 

Two thousand years later and we are still trying to get our heads around that one. 

But the truth is that Jesus does not expect us to work out the “how’s” of that mystery. We do not need to know the mechanics. He commands us to trust the he knows and is able. His promise? “If I go to prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” For those of us looking at things with worldly eyes, this is tough to grasp. But the promise is there; Jesus saying, “My victory, I will share with you.” 

The Realization

Then, we get to Philip. Philip is another classic example of how we misunderstand God. And in order to really get the depth of how off-the-mark Philip was, we almost need to hear him. The written word sometimes loses something from the audible word. It is why e-mail can be dangerous.

How you hear Philip’s exclamation impacts your understanding of Jesus’ response. Language is funny this way: the same word can have a variety of meanings depending on how it is said. Think about the word, “dude” for example.

A linguist from the University of Pittsburgh has published a scholarly paper deconstructing and deciphering the word "dude," contending it is much more than a catchall for lazy, inarticulate surfers, skaters, slackers and teenagers.

An admitted dude-user during his college years, Scott Kiesling said the four-letter word has many uses: in greetings ("What's up, dude?"); as an exclamation ("Whoa, Dude!"); commiseration ("Dude, I'm so sorry."); to one-up someone ("That's so lame, dude."); as well as agreement (dude!), surprise (dude!) and disgust (dude…).

(http://www.livescience.com/strangenews/dude_linguist_041208.html)

Philip’s exclamation followed on Jesus’, “If you know me, you will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him.” 

Was it excitement? “Dude! Show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.” 


Was it skepticism? “Dude… show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.”

Was it confusion; did he think Jesus was using hyperbole? “Dude? Show us the father and we will be satisfied.” 

What was Philip thinking? He was thinking about the Old Testament theophanies – the appearances of God’s power in human history. 

Remember, Philip knew the Passover celebrated the escape of the people after Moses showed Pharaoh the ten plagues: turning his staff into a snake, turning the Nile into blood, frogs, gnats, flies, pestilence on the livestock, boils, hail, locusts, darkness, and the death of the firstborn. God’s power was displayed in supernatural events.

Remember, Philip knew God led the people into the Promised Land. They conquered through supernatural events like Joshua marching the people around Jericho.  God gave them victory over the Ba’al’s through people like Gideon. Gideon raised an army of thousands, only to have God send home all but three hundred. With those three hundred, the Lord supernaturally routed the Midianites. 

Remember Philip knew Isaiah had been taken to the throne room of heaven. 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with smoke.

Ezekiel also begins with an incredible picture of God’s power and majesty, 

As I looked, a stormy wind came out of the north: a great cloud with brightness around it and fire flashing forth continually, and in the middle of the fire, something like gleaming amber. In the middle of it was something like four living creatures. This was their appearance: they were of human form. Each had four faces, and each of them had four wings. Their legs were straight, and the soles of their feet were like the sole of a calf’s foot; and they sparkled like burnished bronze. Under their wings on their four sides they had human hands. And the four had their faces and their wings thus: their wings touched one another; each of them moved straight ahead, without turning as they moved. As for the appearance of their faces: the four had the face of a human being, the face of a lion on the right side, the face of an ox on the left side, and the face of an eagle; such were their faces. Their wings were spread out above; each creature had two wings, each of which touched the wing of another, while two covered their bodies. Each moved straight ahead; wherever the spirit would go, they went, without turning as they went. In the middle of the living creatures there was something that looked like burning coals of fire, like torches moving to and fro among the living creatures; the fire was bright, and lightning issued from the fire. The living creatures darted to and fro, like a flash of lightning. 

[And later] And above the dome over their heads there was something like a throne, in appearance like sapphire; and seated above the likeness of a throne was something that seemed like a human form. Upward from what appeared like the loins I saw something like gleaming amber, something that looked like fire enclosed all around; and downward from what looked like the loins I saw something that looked like fire, and there was a splendor all around. Like the bow in a cloud on a rainy day, such was the appearance of the splendor all around. This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord. 
That is what Philip was talking about. Jesus has been talking about how “no one comes to the Father, but by him;” ok, let’s go, Jesus! Let’s see the Father! This will be great! Philip was looking for the throne room of heaven, for God to make an appearance and effect judgment against Rome. He was thinking of the God of the Ark of the Covenant – doing something like the first Indiana Jones movie, Raiders of the Lost Ark, where lightning comes out and destroys the enemy. 

In the ups and downs of that evening, anything was possible. Wouldn’t it be great if that God showed up with cool creatures and effected judgment on everything?

Philip’s question is a question we all ask. We want to stand back and watch God be spectacular. We want to be impressed by God’s bigness, His majesty, His glory. We want to be moved so that emotionally we will be compelled to say, “Wow, God, that was awesome.” Beautiful sunsets and shooting stars and oceans – well, we have seen those. God, can you show us something new and amazing? What have you done recently?

Sometimes I catch myself sitting in judgment of God’s performance as God, as if I am on a panel of judges on some new reality show like Top Chef (Top God?), or Project Runway (Project God?), or American Idol (American God?). “Well, God, that was nice, but I’m not seeing anything new or interesting in that. We have seen a lot of this before from you – and while it is good, we expect more.” 

To which Jesus responded, “Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and still you don’t know me?”  There are two complementary meanings in Jesus’ words.

First, Jesus has done those things. Miracles: turning water into wine, raising people from the dead, healings, etc. How quickly they all forget. How quickly we forget. 

But, second, and more to the point, consider this from Jesus’ side of the conversation. He knows what he has come to do, he knows what is involved, and he knows the Philip does not know what he is talking about.

If God came as Philip asked, it would not only be the Romans wiped out. It would not be just the Jewish authorities. It would not be just all of “them,” it would be Philip and the disciples and Jesus followers, too.

The holiness of God will not tolerate or permit the existence of sin to be in its presence. There will be no rebellion against God in the throne room of heaven. There will be nothing that stands against the full and complete sovereignty of God. Sinners will not stand in God’s presence, they will perish. Only those washed clean and made righteous will – and that only happens when we are washed clean by the blood of Christ.

Jesus has come so that Philip – and all who believe – can see and stand in the throne room of heaven. Jesus’ incarnation – this man who stood before Philip – his life, his teaching, his miracles, his expression of power, and this discussion of the meaning of his death on the cross all reveal the scope and extent of God’s love for us – that God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, so that whosoever believe in him should not perish but have eternal life. Jesus lived a fully human life so that the death he died on the cross would be a fully human judgment. Jesus lived a fully divine life so that the death he died on the cross would be a fully effective judgment against sin. 

In Christ is righteousness. In Christ is life. It is nothing we earn, nothing we do, nothing we feel, nothing we make that produces righteousness before God. It is what Jesus has given us – his walk to the cross, his submission to judgment and death for us, and the victory that he has achieved over the grave. There is none other who has done that; there is none other who will do that. Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father but by him. 

Believing in Jesus means that we live into that truth – now. It is not something we always feel. It is not something we always see, and it often looks like things are going to go a different way. But Scripture is true and God has revealed that He is trustworthy. 


Conclusion

So as you go forward from this place today, go in the confidence of Christ’s words, not mine. “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me.” “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the father except through me. If you know me, you will know my Father also.” “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.” 

Trust in Jesus. There is no other.

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