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March 29, 2009

“The Ugliness of Religious Opposition”

John 7:40-52

FCF:  Ugliness of our spiritual condition without the Spirit’s work
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) We need to accept Jesus’ offer of this new life,
(magnet) lest our lives take on the ugliness of religious opposition.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Remember “The Twilight Zone”?  Perhaps you’ve seen this episode.  The doctors and nurses are caring for a patient.  She had an accident and underwent reconstructive surgery.  The bandages come off and she sees her reflection – a beautiful, seemingly flawless, face.  She screams.  Why?  Then you see the faces of those around her – alien, ugly by our standards.  You realize the reconstructive surgery has been a failure.   The intended message being that our perspective on beauty is culturally conditioned.  A point taken.   But I have another take.  Looking at the figures in the hospital, one would also have to say that sometimes we are so close to something we can’t see how repulsive it is.  

Let me remind you of Jesus’ offer we talked about last week (READ John 7:37b-38).  What could be said of those who would spurn this offer, those who would fail to see the depth of their need and the wonder of His provision?  That sometimes we are so close to something we can’t see how repulsive it is – including our own spiritual condition.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 7:40-52
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

News headline:  “Scientist Pricks Finger with Ebola-Laced Needle” (READ FOX)
It's a nightmare scenario worthy of a sci-fi movie script: A scientist accidentally pricks her finger with a needle used to inject the deadly Ebola virus into lab mice.  But in this case, it really happened — to an unidentified 45-year-old woman in Germany.  Within hours of the accident on March 12, several of the scientist's colleagues held a trans-Atlantic telephone conference to map out a way to save her life.  Within 24 hours, an experimental vaccine — never before tried on humans — was on its way to Germany from a lab in Canada.  Within 40 hours, the at-risk scientist was injected with the vaccine.  So far, so good.  If the woman is still healthy on April 2, she can consider herself safe.

The Ebola virus is ugly.  It starts with a headache, sore throat, muscle aches, weakness.  Then vomiting, abdominal pain, diarrhea, conjunctivitis.  From there, bleeding from bodily openings, destruction of internal tissues, shock, respiratory arrest, and death.   
So, given the options, considering how terribly horrific, how absolutely ugly the effects of this virus can be, what would you choose?  If you’ve just been pricked with an Ebola-laced needle, would you go through the treatments?  Absolutely!  Absolutely.

Now, with that, we need to also consider the terribly horrific, absolutely ugly effects of another deadly ailment – religious opposition.  It’s an ailment borne of the heart, bearing itself out in a variety of ways, some of which show themselves in our text.  What is the Apostle John wanting us to see here?  Even more profoundly, what is the Spirit of God longing to work within us, to reveal to and work out in and through us?
Here’s the premise. Just as this scientist needed to accept this Ebola vaccination lest her body be taken over by the ugliness of that virus, we need to embrace Jesus’ offer of new life lest our very lives be taken over by the ugliness of religious opposition.

I. HARDENED TO HIS TEACHING
Consider with me the symptoms we see here – the first being a heart hardened to Jesus’ teaching.  John, being the wonderful writer he was, segues back to the officers who had been sent out earlier.  Now we find out where they’ve been (READ John 7:40-46).
A) The Response of the Officers

1. Who they were

Who are these officers?  They were not mercenaries or hired thugs.  They were drawn from the Levites, religiously trained, charged with maintaining order in the Temple.
2. What they said

And what had they heard?  The same thing the rest of the crowd had – this invitation to come to, drink from, and believe in Jesus.  And what was the effect of this on them?  They were awestruck by His authority and compassion, His presence and His love.
B) The Reaction of the Pharisees

1. Who they were

And the reaction of the Pharisees to this?  Consider who they were (READ Haack).  
The first century Pharisees were a minority party in Jewish religion, culture, and politics, but they apparently wielded considerable influence—enough influence, at any rate, to warrant some of the most severe criticism voiced by Christ.  Known as “the separate ones,” they believed the Babylonian exile had been caused by Israel’s failure to obey the Torah, and so stressed careful fulfillment of every aspect of God’s word.  Not only was Israel as a whole to obey the law, each individual was responsible to fulfill the law’s commands.  The Pharisees studied the law carefully in order to apply it to changing cultural circumstances, and were convinced their careful study had unveiled practices that were authoritative for all.
2. How they reacted

Their response?  Callous to the people, they risked a riot by trying to arrest Jesus.  And callous to their own hearts, they assumed they had no need of the water He was offering.
Application:

Well, what of us?  Might we be described as callous ourselves?  Do you long to hear, to grow in the gospel?  Certainly a mark of spiritual maturity is to grow in holiness, dying to sin and living to righteousness.  But is it not also to grieve the sin we see within us and to hunger and thirst all the more for the Spirit’s work in us and through us?
Illustration:

I had a conversation with some friends from seminary recently and it brought back some memories – one I mentioned last week.  Another is of David Jones.  Dr. Jones has to be one of the wisest, most gentle men I’ve ever met.  And I can remember his standing before us one day in class, explaining the marks of the Christian – growing not only in holiness but also in sense of one’s own sinfulness.  And tears were just running down his cheeks.  And I thought to myself, “How little I know!  How short I’ve come!”
Again, we need to accept Jesus’ offer of this new life, lest our lives take on the ugliness of religious opposition – including the ugliness of the hardening of our hearts.

II. PRIDEFUL SELF-ASSESSMENT

The next aspect of this disease from which Jesus has come to rescue us is the pride of our self-assessment.  This comes out in these questions (READ John 7:45-48).
A) The Question

1. Irony
Consider the irony of this.  Yes, in fact some had!  Or were at least well on their way.
2. Implication

But moving past the irony to the implication of their question.  They are saying “Ours is the standard by which these things should be determined.  Ours and ours alone.”
B) The Assumption

Now consider the assumption behind this.  Remember the context of all this – the celebration of the Feast of Booths – a time of remembering God’s gracious provision.
1. Pride < external and measurable
They are saying, “We don’t need God’s provision.”  Now, they don’t see Jesus as God’s provision.  But that’s what they’re rejecting.  All from pride.  Their focus is but on the externals of religion, on the things that can be seen and measured, the ancient rendition of that repugnant ditty “I don’t drink, smoke, chew or go with girls who do.”  
2. Humility < weightier matters
All from pride.  With no room for humility.  They were ignoring the essentials – justice, mercy, faithfulness.  They were blind to their shortcomings – the greatest commandments as example (READ Mark 12:29-31).  Understand that part of the function of the law is to expose us.  Not to prop us up but to show us that we are indeed “poor in spirit.”
But the heinousness of all this is how incremental the effects of this blinding pride can be.  We puff ourselves up slowly, often all built on a foundation of good things.
Illustration:

The drama team “Peculiar People” does a great sketch on this, a twist on Jesus’ parable from Luke 18.  The religious mans prays his prayer.  And then, after the tax collector asks for mercy, he stands up and shouts, “Thank God, I’m a Christian and I’m free.”  But during the remainder of the sketch, the new Christian encounters a variety of people who – while mildly pleased with his new status as a believer – try to teach and disciple him.  One tells him that it’s fine that he’s saved but that he isn’t really saved until he speaks in tongues.  Another recommends study in Reformed theology.  Another shows him how he should get up in the morning and have devotions.  And it goes on and on until that new Christian is burdened down with all it “means” to be a Christian.
In the final scene, the new Christian enters a church to pray and opens with these words, “Lord, I thank you that I’m not like other men.  I get up at four in the morning to have devotions.  I speak in tongues.  I read theology.  I…”  And then it ends.

Application:

This pride comes slowly – often on a good foundation.  How does it show itself?  Do you always have to be right?  Do you always have to speak and make sure you’re understood?  Think to recent conversations, different settings and situations.  Why are we so quick to speak?  This is the way of the self-righteous, those resting in themselves.  They have to be right.  It is not the way of the Christ-righteous, those resting in Him.
Can you laugh at yourself?  Is it with a frown or a smile people think of you?  What’s at stake with all your seriousness?  Do you have to do everything?  What’s with your Messiah-complex?  Will it really all unravel without you?  Do your really think so?
It’s so incremental.  And it begins with good things.  If this doesn’t scare you, it’s already got you.  Again, we need to accept Jesus’ offer of this new life, lest our lives take on the ugliness of religious opposition, including our prideful self-assessments.
III. SCORNFUL VIEW OF OTHERS

But there’s one more thing.  The hardening of our hearts and our prideful self-assessments then inevitably lead to a scornful view of others (READ John 7:49-52).  Now what sort of scorn are we talking about?  And who was this directed towards?
A) Towards Those Who Don’t Know

1. The crowd – who they were

The first who fall victim to this were the crowd – those who just don’t know what to think about all this.  You see the mixed opinions, confusion, the full spectrum of belief.
2. The crowd – how they were regarded

And you see the Pharisees’ disdain towards them, “the people of the land.”  The idea being, “They don’t know the law so how can they possibly know what it means?”  
B) Towards Those Who Don’t Agree

The scorn begins with an elitism towards those who don’t know.  But then it spreads from there towards those who don’t agree, who don’t see things the right way. 
1. Nicodemus – who he was

And we see this in their response to Nicodemus.  Now we know from John 3 that Nicodemus was a highly regarded teacher in Israel, perhaps even at the highest level.  And he calls their attention – these legally minded men – to a procedural question.
2. Nicodemus – how he was regarded

And how do they respond to this input?  With as much disdain as towards anyone else who disagreed with them.  No one is spared.  The poison is spreading far and wide.
Application:

This is how self-righteousness works, the ugliness of religious opposition.  It bleeds into relationships with others.  Love is impossible.  A judgmental spirit, believing we’ve kept the rules, insists others do the same.  It divides.  The humble get along.  The proud don’t.  They’re hypersensitive, easily offended.  Grudges simmer with bitter attitudes and vindictive behavior.  Families, churches, friendships, ministries destroyed.
And to compound things, we cut ourselves off from everyone else.  

Illustration:

We had a couple taking their membership vows just last week.  Think about what they were saying.  Sinners without hope in themselves, desperately needing the grace of God.  That’s what we say.  And then we spend the rest of the time, putting up a front, trying to disprove it.  So what are folks to believe?  That to be a Christian, you must have your act together?  That to be a Christian, you must be a hypocritical, self-deceived fool?
Listen.  If you’re with us this morning and you’re not a Christian and just trying to figure all this out, let me say on behalf of us all, “I’m sorry.  Bear with us.  We really are works in progress.”  We really do need to accept Jesus’ offer of new life – every one of us – lest our lives take on the ugliness of religious opposition.  And it shows.
CONCLUSION:

The hardness of heart, the prideful self-assessment, the scorning of others – these are the symptoms of this disease.  And they are ugly indeed.  But at this point, you may be asking, “But why are you calling this ‘religious’ opposition?  That seems to be an odd way to refer to it.”  Let me explain.  Such opposition to Jesus, to His ministry and message, can come from anywhere – Islamic extremists, cultic adherents, secular humanists, or church-grown legalists (whether of a liberal or conservative stripe).  That is to say, they’re all essentially the same.  Without Christ, each is a whole other religion entirely.  Put it this way.  There is a line.  On the one side is Jesus and the gospel.  And on the other are all the others.  That’s how completely different Christianity is.
Now understand that this is all so subtle.  And because of that, we may not be alert as to its dangers.  But that’s the nature of this disease – rarely can it be diagnosed by the person who has it.  What usually has to happen is that someone has to step in and tell you.  Let me put it this way.  Do you see your life as being characterized by obedience to God?  Are you respected, esteemed by those around you?  Then you are in a dangerous place.  But perhaps you’ve failed.  Perhaps you’ve tasted dishonor.  Perhaps you’re in sin (and you know it).  Paradoxically, that can be the best thing you have going right now.

Just last hour in the Adult Sunday AM class, we heard Chuck Colson talking about how the prisoners he has met are the ones who “get it.”  They understand what Jesus is saying and why He came. They understand, given what they know of human nature, it has to be by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone (READ p.89):

One inmate in a Florida prison looked like thousands I’ve met; missing teeth, tattooed, his face scarred by dissipation and a depraved life.  In tears he said to me, “All my life people have told me I was not good, I would never amount to anything.  For the first time in my life today, I feel like I’m worth something.”  Another inmate in one of the maximum security prisons in America, who turned out to be a Mafia leader, fell to his knees crying.  “Until this day I have never felt any good,” he sobbed.  “Now I know I can be forgiven and be decent.  Now I have a reason to live.”  

They get it.  That’s what is so beautiful about these stories.  They get it.  Do we?
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) We need to accept Jesus’ offer of this new life,

(magnet) lest our lives take on the ugliness of religious opposition.

