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October 5, 2008

“Jesus:  The One We All Need”

John 5:1-18

FCF:  Self-righteousness > rejection of Christ
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the depth of our need,

(magnet) we must stop trying to save ourselves and look only to Jesus.

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

You likely don’t need something you’re not interested in.  For instance, the $1600 Transparent Canoe-Kayak I saw recently in a catalog (READ Hammacher Schlemmer):
This kayak-canoe hybrid has a transparent polymer hull that offers paddlers an underwater vista of aquatic wildlife and waterscapes unavailable in conventional boats.  Seating two people, the sturdy canoe hull is made of the same durable material found in the cockpit canopies of supersonic fighter jets.  Easy to maneuver, the wide canoe displaces a greater amount of water for more surface stability, and the paddlers sit lower to the deck, resulting in better balance.  Adjustable seats allow paddlers of different heights to personalize their leg room.  With a lightweight anodized aluminum frame, it can be easily stored or transported to and from the water.  Includes two double-headed paddles, a water bailer, and two flotation devices. 
Wow.  That’s a great sales pitch.  So why am I not buying?  I don’t need it.

The point?  That’s the very way many people feel about the gospel.  We don’t see our need of it so we don’t buy it.  We don’t believe it.  That’s a problem.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 5:1-18
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

A quote from Newsweek a few years ago (READ “The Other Jesus” article):
Clearly, the cross is what separates the Christ of Christianity from every other Jesus.  In Judaism there is no precedent for a Messiah who dies, much less as a criminal as Jesus did.  In Islam, the story of Jesus' death is rejected as an affront to Allah himself.  Hindus can accept only a Jesus who passes into peaceful samadhi, a yogi who escapes the degradation of death.  The figure of the crucified Christ, says Buddhist Thich Nhat Hanh, "is a very painful image to me.  It does not contain joy or peace, and this does not do justice to Jesus."  There is, in short, no room in other religions for a Christ who experiences the full burden of mortal existence—and hence there is no reason to believe in him as the divine Son whom the Father resurrects from the dead. . . .

That the image of a benign Jesus has universal appeal should come as no surprise.  That most of the world cannot accept the Jesus of the cross should not surprise, either.  Thus the idea that Jesus can serve as a bridge uniting the world's religions is inviting but may be ultimately impossible.

There are many differences between these religions.  It would seem they have nothing in common.  But they do.  Each offers faint echoes and insights of the truth but yet still lacking the fuller picture.  So the adherents are all striving, struggling to make themselves right with God in the way they define it.  All needing the finished work of Christ.  
Let me give you some background to our text.  We read of a healing last week in John 4 – the official’s son in Galilee.  We read of yet another healing here in John 5 – the paralytic at Bethesda.  The same power at work yet bringing entirely different results.
The setting, Bethesda, was a pool periodically disturbed likely by an intermittent spring.  Legend said it was an angel.  The site has been found by archeologists, showing once again this is real history, not legend or fables.  These are real issues, real concerns.
Jesus is dealing with two different sets of people here, each with seemingly little in common.  But they have everything in common – a deep need of a deeper Savior.  Which takes me to the central thrust of what I want to say.  We share this same need.  And because of its depth, we must stop trying to save ourselves and look only to Jesus.

I. THE PARALYTIC

The first is the paralytic.  And here I want to set up a contrast – not between him and the Jewish authorities but between his responses to Jesus and then Jesus’ to him.
A) His Response to Jesus

What was his response to Jesus?  What do we observe?
1. Who he was

Brought regularly to this pool for 38 years, showing both the depth of his need and the emptiness of all his resources.  His body was in a pitiable state.  And so was his heart.
2. What he did

Why do I say that?  Notice the way he avoids difficulties with the Jewish authorities by blaming the one who has healed him.  Notice he didn’t even bother to find out his name.  And then, when he finally did, he ratted him out.  This is not exactly a model citizen here.
And it is proof that goodness is not a prerequisite for God’s work in our lives.
B) Jesus’ Response to Him

It is His grace alone.  Which takes us to Jesus’ response to this man.
1. Gracious healing 

First, a gracious healing.  There was “a multitude of invalids.”  And Jesus chose this man.  He did not heal them all.  He healed one.  A profound change brought by this healing.  Preceded by a profound question (READ John 5:6-7).  Jesus was pressing him.  The man was blaming others for his condition.  He is unready for the challenges of a healthy life.
2. Gracious warning

Yet Jesus graciously heals him.  And then He graciously warns him (READ John 5:14).  Notice that Jesus sought him out.  And then told him not what he wanted to hear but what he needed to hear.  Now we need to be clear on this.  Jesus is not saying that all suffering is the result of sin.  But some is.  And that seems to have been the case with this man.

Jesus knew this was true of this man.  And this man knew He knew it.

Application:

So here’s the question.  How might we be like this man?  Despite all the evidence of God’s hand, His work in our lives, how might we be holding at arm’s length the need to trust in, turn to, and follow Him?  What might be the signs?  “I’m not so bad.”  Who are we kidding?  A denial of our sin.  And playing down the holiness and justice of God.
What do we need to hear?  The warning Jesus gives here.  And the call of the gospel.  “You are more sinful and flawed than you ever dared believed.”  Such is the depth of our need.  And so we must stop trying to save ourselves and look only to Jesus.
II. THE JEWISH AUTHORITIES

That said, there’s a second group here – the Jewish authorities.  And here we need to see yet another contrast – again, not between the paralytic and the Jewish authorities but between their response to Jesus and then Jesus’ to them.  And this is so important.
A) Their Response to Jesus

What do we see here?  What is their response to Jesus?
1. Who they were

We need to pay heed first to who they were.  These were the Pharisees.  They were the people’s party, caring for the poor.  They were the Calvinists, holding to election. They were the separatists, not tolerating the theology of the liberal Sadducees.  They were the patriots, not swearing to the Romans.  Sound familiar?  So humbling, such a warning.
2. What they did

Of all people, they should have rejoiced in this man’s recovery, marveled at the miracle, wondered at what was happening, worshiped at Jesus’ feet.  Instead, they showed no interest in the change in this man’s life.  Why?  Because of their fixation on the Law.
Now the Law of God is good and beautiful.  But they had encrusted it with their man-made traditions.  The 39th in a series devoted just to Sabbath regulations ruled out the carrying of a load from one dwelling to another.  What’s behind this fixation?  Part of it was the idea of obedience to the Law as a means of earning the love of God.  And with that a shallow view of sin.  “Our keeping the rules makes us right.”  So they didn’t see themselves as needing what Jesus was offering.  They couldn’t see their need of grace.  
B) His Response to Them

And Jesus’ response to them?  Again, this is so important.
1. He did not abandon them

He did not abandon them.  He could’ve met this man anywhere.  He went to the Temple.
2. He did not abandon the message

He did not abandon them.  Nor did He abandon His message.  He presses them as well, patterning His own work on God’s, equating Himself to God, and referring to Himself in ways that were true which they needed to hear but which they found blasphemous.

Such is their response to Him and His response to them.
Application:
So again, the question arises, how might we be like these men?  How might we think ourselves right with God through keeping the rules?  And what are the signs?  A sense of deserving – “God owes me.”  Again, a denial of our sinfulness.  Another sign – a crushing self-loathing when we fall short and a crippling self-conceit when we think we’ve arrived.  Cut off from His grace, there is then no transforming joy or power.

What do we need to hear?  Simply this.  “Not only are you more sinful and flawed than you ever dared believed.  But you are more accepted and loved than you ever dared hope.”  Following the rules won’t do it.  Our need is too deep.  It is too deep.  But so too is our Savior.  And so, we must stop trying to save ourselves and look only to Him.
CONCLUSION:

Let me bring this full circle.  Despite all appearances, there is no real difference between these two, the paralytic and the Jewish authorities.  No matter how shocking and offensive that may sound, there’s really no difference.  Imagine if a group of supporters for Barack Obama and John McCain got their rally schedules confused, showed up at the same place, and an independent stepped up to the podium and shouted, “You’re both wrong!  There is no difference between you!”  You can imagine how that would go over.
Which is something of what you see here.  Whether irreligious or religious, when it comes down to the essential things, there is no difference between them.  Both paths are ways to avoid Jesus as Savior and to keep control of our lives.  Both paths are based on distorted views of the real God.  Both paths deny our sinful state.  And both paths are sure to lose any hope of the astonishing joy and transforming power of God’s grace.
The message of the gospel offers a whole new way.  To rely on the finished work of Christ means acknowledging our sin and repenting – turning not only from our sin but our righteousness.  Rejecting, giving up on, any other way but Jesus.  And then knowing we are secured in the finished work of Jesus on the cross for us.  We then are released!  No masks to wear.  No games to play.  We have a deep need.  But a deeper Savior.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the depth of our need,

(magnet) we must stop trying to save ourselves and look only to Jesus.
