“We Know His Testimony Is True”

John 21:24-25

August 31, 2008

Read John 21:24-25

This morning, we wrap up our sermon series on the gospel of John. We have been working through this gospel since January. I have found it to be a revealing and personally edifying sermon series; so, for what it is worth, please accept my thanks for taking this journey with me.

My first year of law school required that I take two semesters of Contracts. For those of you who have seen the movie The Paper Chase, the professor addresses the class on the first day and says, “Look at the student to your left and the student to your right; only one of you will be here when the year is complete.” My law school experience was not that bad, but it had its moments. In this Contracts class – like the movie – the professor would call on a student, have them recite the facts of the case and give a brief explanation of the applicable law. Then, the professor would ask a series of questions seemingly designed to demonstrate how incompetent was the student.

There were 75 or 80 students in our class, so the embarrassment was fairly public. Only one or two students would get called upon in any given class period, so a little more than half the class had been picked on during the first semester. My name did not get called. 

Midway through the second semester, I had still dodged the bullet. The guy who sat behind me, Bob Solloway, asked me if I had been called. I confessed I had not. Word spread and the last several weeks’ worth of classes were spent with muffled “oohs” and “aaahh’s” were muttered when people close to me were called. I even played along, ducking and dodging as if I actually were dodging bullets. 

The anticipation was at a peak on the last day of class. There was a palpable buzz among the class to see if someone could actually make it through cleanly. I could almost hear each tick of the clock; hoping and praying to get through. Half an hour passed, then forty minutes, then forty five, forty six, forty seven, forty eight, forty nine, and “class dismissed.”

Victory! There was a lot of laughter and good cheer. A number of people came up and punched me in the arm or messed up my hair (trying to rub off some luck). 

Contracts was a tough class. I had been part of a study group trying to get ready. The professor offered a review class – I debated on whether it would be worth it or not, but everyone we knew was going to be there. Bob Solloway said, “He might give us a hint as to what will be on the test.” So I went.  

Law students are much like Presbyterians: they find a seat and they stick with it. So, we all piled in and were in our normal places. The professor came in and, with a Captain Hook grin on his face, began, “It has come to my attention that I have made a grievous error. Mr. Davis, you have been sitting in my class for two semesters now and we have not had the opportunity to converse. So, as we begin, why don’t you tell the rest of the class what you have learned this year?”

The class erupted with laughter as I feigned being shot. (I found out later that my friend Bob Solloway had slipped the professor a note.) I gave stammered and gave an answer “Contracts is about middling expectations…” which pleased the professor to no end that he cut me off (graciously) and took off on the subject for the rest of the hour.

It was one of the most memorable moments in my life.  Summing things up. That’s what these last lines of John’s gospel are doing. The grammar is awkward and the phrasing confusing, but the point is clear: this gospel is the testimony of an eyewitness, and his testimony is true.

John’s testimony

What was it? John tells us specifically what it is he wants us to glean from his gospel: These are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” (John 20:31). 

John wrote so that you (and I) may come to believe. He is not a historian, or a novelist, or a reporter. He is a witness who believes and is sharing his experience. Consider the three things that John cites:


1. Jesus is the Messiah – that is, the anointed one of God who was promised by the prophets.

2. Jesus is the Son of God – that is, he and the Father are one.

3. Through believing you may have life in his name.

That’s the point of John, right there. 

As we walked through John, I mentioned that it was not written as a news report. It is not a chronology. There is a structure to it: the first half of the gospel is focused on the public ministry of Jesus; then the second half narrows in on the private teaching with the disciples and Christ’s passion, crucifixion, death and resurrection. 

The reason to do this quick walk-through is to see what is John’s witness.  What does he tell us? He tells us what he saw, what he heard, what he experienced, and the effect on his life. 

After the prologue outlining the big themes he would address, John began with the testimonies to Jesus: John the Baptist and the calling of the early disciples. Jesus then confirmed the testimonies by acts of power only possible by the one anointed: changing the water into wine at the wedding feast in Cana, cleansing the temple in Jerusalem. John explains the meaning of these miracles in the discourses with Nicodemus (“you must be born again”) and the Samaritan woman at the well (“If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”). 

Do you remember how that encounter with the woman at the well concluded? She said, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” Jesus said to her, I am, the one who is speaking to you.”

John built on that declaration by describing two events demonstrating that he had the power he claimed. He raised from the dead the royal official’s son and healed the paralytic – on the Sabbath. “For this reason the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because he was not only breaking the Sabbath, but was also calling God his own Father, thereby making himself equal to God.” (John 5:18)

In addition to having power over life and health, John also shows Jesus as the shepherd able to provide for his flock. He fed the thousands, making note of how the God had provided manna to the Israelites in the desert. By doing it in his own power, he was showing that he was greater than Moses.

Power was followed by the comparison of God’s judgment to that of the world: the woman caught in adultery thrown before him, the man born blind who was healed. “I am the light of the world,” Jesus said.

After numerous confrontations with the religious authorities in Jerusalem, they finally put the question directly to Jesus, “’How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.’ Jesus answered, ‘I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; but you do not believe.’” Proclaimed ahead of time, declared, and demonstrated. 

As the final argument of John’s testimony regarding Jesus’ public ministry, John points to two events: Lazarus and Palm Sunday. 

Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?”

Then, the triumphal entry into Jerusalem as the prophesied king, including the story of the Greeks coming, saying, “We wish to see Jesus.” The message here is that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, the king of the entire world.

We blasted through the private teaching with the disciples, marveling at the love of God on display in Jesus: the washing of the disciples’ feet, the final teaching and words, the promise of the resurrection and its meaning for believers. The gospel concludes with the actual resurrection, Jesus raised from the grave. John tells us this as an eyewitness – that is, someone who saw, touched, conversed, communed and related to the victorious Jesus. 



It is true?

Let me address the question of the truth of John’s testimony this way. When I lived in Indianapolis, there was a local professor who wrote an academic paper arguing that the Holocaust did not occur in Germany during World War II. It made local news, may have even made national news. The Jewish community was (understandably) outraged. The pastor of the church invited a friend to come and share his experiences as a survivor of Auschwitz. The man came and spoke to the congregation about what he had seen and heard, what he had been through, and how it had effected his life. As the final piece, he rolled up his shirt sleeve to show the numbers that had been branded on his forearm as a young man. He said, “We are getting older and we are dying. But you have seen and heard; do not let the truth be buried with us.” No one in the room doubted the truth of his testimony. 

The gospel of John was telling what he saw, what he heard, what he had experienced, and how it effected his life. When we gather together in Jesus’ name – almost two thousand years later – we are the physical and tangible evidence of the truth of his testimony, every bit as real as the numbers on that man’s forearm. 

We know his testimony is true. Through John’s testimony, we can believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and through believing we have life in his name.

Our testimony

So, what about our testimony? What is our testimony? I spent the last two days at a Roman Catholic retreat center in Northern California as a guest of Knox Fellowship. I was asked to talk about “My Journey With Jesus.” I am not going to repeat that here (if you would like to hear a part of it, sign up for the Inquirer’s class on September 14.) You have heard some of my stories and I am saving others for future sermon illustrations.


But, hear who was there. I had conversations with:

Zolton, a pastor from Slovakia, has a ministry proclaiming the gospel to the children of a generation that suffered intense persecution from the Russians. The church was the enemy and the Russians tried to wipe it out.

Gerald is the pastor of a 2,000 member congregation in Uruguay, proclaiming the gospel to a congregation of people with a heritage of being exiled from Europe. 

Sarah and her family immigrated from Iran.  She was a life-long devout Muslim until a friend invited her to come to church. When she heard the gospel, she repented, gave her life to Jesus and has become active in sharing the gospel with others.


What a blessing to talk with them, one-to-one, and hear about their lives.

To hear them tell their stories is powerful; yet, to them, it is their life. They were sharing what they had seen, what they had heard, what they had experienced and how those things impacted their lives. When I reacted with amazement at their courage, marveled at their persistence and conviction, and rejoiced in the miracle of their stories of salvation, they acted just like you do when I ask about how God has worked in your lives. They waved their hands as if to say, “It was nothing.” Yet I was encouraged. I was encouraged by hearing them describe their lives and how God had grown their faith through their hardships and struggles and joys and successes.  It was like listening to the gospel according to Zolton, the gospel according to Gerald, the gospel according to Sarah. 

So it is with you and me. We may not think that God has done anything dramatic or impressive in our lives, but we are not the best judges of the power of our own story. We do not know who will be encouraged when we share – in simple conversation – what God has done. 

What makes their stories compelling is that they have lived them. They are true. They are not bragging, they are not trying to make themselves heroes, they are not doing anything other than saying, “This is what happened to me.” 

While I was there, I read Philemon again. Sharon Ramirez preached on this a few months back. Philemon was a friend of the Apostle Paul’s. Paul wrote Philemon a letter to send back with Philemon’s runaway slave Onesimus. That part of the story is interesting enough, but this is the line that struck me: “I pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective when you perceive all the good that we may do for Christ.”

Let me say that again: You will be a good witness when you perceive all the good that we may do for Christ. We need to understand that our story is not ours to keep; it is ours to share. Keeping our story is like burying the talent in the back yard. It must be given out in order to produce any results. It is the tool we have with which to do good things for Christ. 


Again this past weekend: we went to a store that serves as a mission outreach. While we were waiting out in front for everyone else to come out, Bob Pittman was talking with a group of us and made a large, dramatic gesture off to the distance. A man in the car parked there opened the door because he thought Bob was talking to him. Me? I would have said, “Oh, no, I am sorry, I was speaking to these folks.” Bob said, “Oh, I was telling these folks….”, dropped all of us, and began a ten minute conversation that culminated in the man giving contact information and a promise to come to worship on Sunday. Bob opened up and simply shared from his own life. He did not apologize for this opportunity; instead, he saw it as a gift to be able to do something good for Christ. 

Here’s what I want you to see from this illustration: Bob did not use theological language or even the “Four Spiritual Laws.” He recognized the opportunity to share with someone new and he simply shared whatever it was he was saying in the moment with someone he had never met. It was not an imposition, he responded to God’s providing an invitation.

Sharing is effective in service to Christ; sharing is effective when it is true. Many times we get lost in our testimony because we are afraid that we do not believe what it is we are saying. Or, we may tell ourselves it is “just because I do not know enough.” Let go of both of those things. Be a witness. Tell what you have seen. Tell what you have heard. Tell what you have experienced. Talk about how it has impacted your life. Then, we too can say, “this is the disciple who testified to these things and we know his/her testimony is true.”

What is the gospel according to … (pick names)? 

These are written and shared so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” (John 20:31). 

Amen.

8:45 Prayer then offering (play iPod)

10:00 Invitation to offering
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