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March 15, 2009

“Believing Is Seeing”

John 7:14-24

FCF:  How do we know this is true?
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because the nature of Jesus’ teaching is unlike any other,
(magnet) we must be prepared to engage with it in a completely different way.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

How do we come to know all this is true?  A story is told of young man coming to Socrates, wanting knowledge.  Socrates grabbed the young man and held his head under water, until he was gasping for air and struggling to come up.  Socrates then explained, “When you want knowledge the way you just wanted air, then you shall have it!”
I’m going to say something a bit provocative but true nonetheless.  We say we want to know, to really believe, that the things we’ve been speaking of this morning are true.  Yet we know we don’t.  But why?  Why don’t we know?  We don’t really want to.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 7:14-24
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Jesus’ teaching is in a whole other category altogether.  And so we have to engage with it in a completely different way.  Jesus, as the Son of God, is in a whole other category.  Which means we can’t approach Him as we would any other source of truth.  To do so is to make a terrible mistake.  Let me illustrate this.  We’re in the throes of “March Madness.”  NCAA College Basketball is now entering its final but most exciting phase, the weeks the whole season has been building towards.  Basically, there are three groups of teams out there.  The lower tier – the bottom feeders, the ones who just made it in and are simply glad to be in the running.  The middle tier – the larger amoeba, made up of teams from all over that can challenge but will likely not overcome.  And then the upper tier – the elite, the machines, the programs who stand in a class all by themselves.  These teams have talent, coaching, and teamwork unlike any other.  And if you don’t take them seriously, if you don’t approach them differently, they’ll run you off the court.
Stay with me here.  Jesus’ teaching is very much like that – unique, distinct, in a whole other class and category altogether.  Which means we have to engage with it in a completely different way lest we make what will surely prove to be a terrible mistake.
By this point in John 7, we have seen something of the world’s opposition to Jesus, both in the resistance of His brothers and the Jewish religious officials.  Jesus’ brothers had urged Him to go to this feast, make an appearance, and gather a following.  Jesus refused to go as they suggested.  Instead, He waited a few days.  Then He went.  

And upon His arrival, after He began to teach, a debate ensued over the nature of His teaching.  Now there are basically three groups in this crowd at the temple.  You have His disciples, those who are committed to following Him wherever it leads.  You have His enemies, those who are committed to killing Him, whatever it takes.  And then you have a group in the middle, unsure, uncommitted, somewhat torn as to where they are.

Now I don’t know in which of these groups you find yourself.  But whichever it is, here’s what you need to know.  The nature of Jesus’ teaching is unlike any other.  Which means we must be prepared to engage with it in a completely different way.

I. THE AUTHORITY OF JESUS’ TEACHING

The first thing we see here that sets Jesus’ teaching apart is His authority (READ John 7:15-16).  The teaching of the Son comes with the authority of the Father.  Which means we need to hear and heed it completely, with no exceptions or caveats.
A) Not of Man

Why?  Because, unlike any other teaching, Jesus’ comes not by man.  
1. The question itself
(READ John 7:14-15) “How does this man know so much given that He hasn’t studied in the rabbinical schools or even under the tutelage of one of the rabbis?”
2. What was lying behind the question
Consider the irony here, “How does the incarnate Logos know so much?”  And, given the anger of those asking the question, consider where their real concern lies.  This isn’t just about His skill in teaching.  They want to know where He gets off teaching at all.
B) But of God

Jesus’ response makes clear He doesn’t come as some independent innovator.  His was a divine mission with a divine message (READ John 7:16).  This sets Him apart.
1. Comparison to the prophets of the past

In one sense, He is like the prophets of the past – “Thus says the LORD.”
2. Contrast to the prophets of the past

But in another sense, He is utterly unlike them.  For His declaration is “I say to you.”
Now, we need to notice something here.  Notice where their focus was – not on the content of Jesus’ message but on the packaging.  No consideration as to whether what He said applied to them.  Only whether or not He had any business saying anything to them at all.  What’s going on here?  They were intent on keeping Him at arm’s length.

Application:

But the nature of Jesus’ teaching – His authority – is unlike any other.  Which means we have no business, no right, keeping Him at arm’s length.  We need to hear Him in everything He says, no matter how much it may go against the grain, rub us wrong, or offend.  We need to hear Him in everything He says.  And then heed Him in wherever it applies.  That is, not just do the studies, consult the scholars, and parse the grammar but actually do what He says.  Okay, that said, what’s He saying to you?  A rule of thumb – the very areas where you think Christianity overreaches is exactly where you’re in sin.
II. THE CONTRARINESS OF JESUS’ TEACHING

Now, moving then from Jesus’ authority, the next thing that sets His teaching apart is its “contrariness.”  By that, I mean how it goes against all other teaching and even our very ways of thinking (READ John 7:16-18).  Those who can see will see this.
A) Seeking Not His Own Glory But His Father’s
Those who can see will see that Jesus seeks not His own glory but His Father’s.
1. Not His own glory

His focus is not to gain a following, to draw attention to Himself, to gain adoration for Himself but rather the One who sent Him.  He is not seeking glory for Himself.  And if He was, He would surely bear another message and go about it by another means.
2. But the glory of the One who sent Him

No, Jesus’ focus is the glory of the One who sent Him.  His desire was that people would trust, obey, and imitate His Father.  And this shaped all that He said and all that He did.
B) Declaring Not What Is False But What Is True

Jesus then goes on to say that a sure sign of how you can know if someone is seeking God’s glory is whether they are proclaiming God’s Word, that which is true.

1. Not what is “false”

They will not simply tell people what they want to hear.  Or what they want them to hear.
2. But what is “true”

They will tell them what is true and thus themselves be true.  This is the connection between Jesus speaking of being “true” or full of “falsehood” and then the law of Moses.  That is to say, the commands of God, the Scriptures, now both Old and New Testaments.
This commitment to teaching “the law” then shows a commitment to seeking the glory of the Father and not the glory of the teacher.  And this too set Jesus apart.
Application:

We need to press on but I want to say at least this.  This is still the way of too many teachers – a lack of focus on God’s glory which comes out in a lack of commitment to His Word.  And, if we’re honest, we have to admit there’s something of that impulse within us all.  So we have to ask ourselves, “Why is this individual only interested in talking about these themes?  Where is the balance to the issues?  What’s going on there?  And, for that matter, why am I so attracted to it?  What’s going on there?”  We need to keep in mind the contrariness of Jesus’ teaching.  His is unlike any other.
III. THE MEANS OF UNDERSTANDING JESUS’ TEACHING

And those who can see will see this – the focus and truth of Jesus’ teaching, who He is, why He came, and what our response should be.   Those who can see will see this.  But, here’s the question.  How do we come to see that?  (READ John 7:16-17)
A) Not an Intellectual Investigation

We often say, “Seeing is believing.”  And there’s truth to that.  But Jesus is saying that, in order to really see, to really know, you have to first believe.  That’s the condition.
1. The helpfulness of examination

When it comes to deeper realities, we need far more than just intellectual investigation.  Yes, an examination of the evidences is helpful.  And certainly necessary at some level.
2. The limits of examination

But it’s limited.  Note Jesus doesn’t say, “If anyone has all their questions answered, all their objections dealt with, then they’ll know.  Then they’ll see what I’m saying is true.”  Those things are necessary.  But they’re not sufficient.  They aren’t enough.
B) But a Heart Commitment

Flip the formula – “Believing is seeing.”  Jesus is calling for a heart commitment.
1. The essential condition

That’s the essential condition.  Jesus is saying, “My teaching is unique, true, and authoritative.  And the way to test that, to see and to know that, is by trusting in God, in wanting His will.”  Think with me here.  There’s no other way to test a claim to divine revelation.  By definition, there is no higher authority, no external criterion, no one to whom to appeal in order to check the source.  Such a claim has to be self-authenticating.
2. The wondrous result

The point being that we must come with an open willingness to God’s will.  It’s the only way to be in position to evaluate Jesus’ claim.  And, as we do, as we come with open hearts, we discover His teaching is the truth of God and that He is who He claims to be.

This is what’s behind the rest of what Jesus then says in vv.19-24.  Here’s the argument.  Those who will find the truth are those who are open to God’s will.  And where is that will found?  In the law of Moses.  But the Jewish leaders were not keeping the law and so they were not doing His will.  They weren’t open to it.  And so they could not see the truth.  All of which is borne out both in their opposition to Jesus’ healing on the Sabbath and His teaching contrary to their own, and then their desire to murder Him.
Application:

Now again, in terms of application, yes, there is an extent to which “seeing is believing.”  The evidences absolutely have a place.  But, at the same time, we have to say that “believing is seeing.”  “Believing is seeing.”  Which raises some interesting points.
The first has to do with who we listen to.  Some of you know I’ve been reading in the ancient Church Fathers over the last year or two, trying to gain a greater appreciation for the insights from the early centuries of the church.  One of the insights (especially from Athanasius and Gregory of Nazianzus) that has impressed me is this.  Exegesis, theology, and the study of the Bible cannot be divorced from the life of the church and spiritual formation.  That is, to understand and to really speak to the Word of God, you have to be His.  To talk about the Father, you have to be part of the family.  So who should we listen to?  Think about that as we get closer to Easter and you hear the claims from popular media as to who Jesus is and what the practices of the early church were.  So much of that is like listening to a travel guide who’s never actually been anywhere.
So, “Who do we listen to?”  And, “How do we live?”  Jesus says, “Think about what you’re doing.  You can’t stand over and examine me as though I was some purchase to evaluate.  I’m God.  And yours is to trust Me.”  Believing is seeing.  Believing is seeing.  Again, this sets Jesus and His teaching apart as utterly different and distinct.
(READ John 7:16-17) We must honestly and openly come to God and say, “I want to know you.  I’m laying my preconceptions and biases down.  I want to know you.”

Illustration:

It’s at this point you begin to see.  It’s like LASIK surgery.  You submit yourself to the training and skill of the surgeon and something dramatic happens.  You move from blind groping to sight growing.  You begin to see life and beauty and purpose and meaning and hope and joy and love you never saw before.  How?  Believing is seeing.
CONCLUSION:

Which then brings us full circle.  The nature of Jesus’ teaching is unlike any other.  It is unlike any other.  Which means we must be prepared to engage with it and with Him in a completely different way.  His teaching is absolutely qualitatively different.  Why?  Because He is absolutely qualitatively different.  The wonders of what He says is the result of the wonders of who He is.  He is the Logos, the Son of God.
Think of it this way.  Abraham Lincoln, 16th president of the United States, the man whose name repeatedly rises to the top in the polls of the greatest of our leaders, the Savior of the Union.  We could take the whole afternoon unpacking the list of his many accomplishments.  Now, what was the soil from which this great tree grew?  What set Lincoln apart?  What brought forth these great words and deeds?  His frontier upbringing.  His career in law.  His many failures and determination to persevere.  The experience of loss and tragedy.  A difficult marriage to an even more difficult wife.  These things made Lincoln who he was.  They shaped what he did.  And so he is set apart from all the rest.
Now run with that in a “from lesser to greater” or “if that was the case there, how much more so here.”  How much more so with Jesus, the Logos, the Son of God Himself?  The wonders of what He said is really a reflection of the wonders of who He is.  The lesson of this passage is that Jesus is unlike any other.  His teaching is unlike any other.  And so we need to hear and heed Him in a completely different way.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because the nature of Jesus’ teaching is unlike any other,

(magnet) we must be prepared to engage with it in a completely different way.
