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May 31, 2009

“I Am the Light of the World”

John 8:12-30

FCF:  Reality of darkness
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is the Light of the world
(magnet) and we must “follow Him” to have the light of life.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

A blackout or its causes is nothing to take lightly (READ WORLD quote):
The largest blackout in U.S. history happened in the late summer of 2003, when 50 million residents of eight northeastern states and Canada found their electricity dead on an August afternoon. The outage cost $6 billion and was collectively blamed on overgrown trees, a common computer virus, and an odd cascading effect in the electric grid that shut down dozens of power plants from Ohio to New York. 

Tim Bennett, a cybersecurity expert, last year told National Journal there was more to the story: U.S. intelligence officials had confided to him a hacker working for China's People's Liberation Army had tapped into an online power control network serving the Northeast. A spring 2008 blackout also had been traced to China, Bennett said. Then, this month, charges of a similar nature were leaked: An unidentified U.S. intelligence source told The Wall Street Journal that foreign spies had hacked into a U.S. power grid and left behind malicious software.   These allegations haven't been officially verified, but they worry insiders to the world of cybersecurity.

And with that, the federal government is now moving to take some preventative measures in order to stay ahead of pranksters, hackers, foreign agents, or worse, terrorist action.

Such initiative is a good thing.  The darkness of such a blackout would be a scary proposition.  But nowhere near as much as the darkness we see in this morning’s text.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 8:12-30
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

This dialogue stems from the “I am” statement Jesus makes in v.12.  It’s the second of seven such statements in John’s Gospel, each being a clear allusion to Jesus’ divine status, harkening back to God’s self-disclosure to Moses at the burning bush (READ Exodus 3:14).  John has prepared us for this back in his prologue (READ John 1:1-5).  But that’s not the only preparation worth noting here.  You may remember back when we were in John 7 that the context of all this is the Feast of Tabernacles, one of the three great pilgrimage-feasts of the Jewish year.  It was a 7-day affair at the end of the harvest, a time of rejoicing and reflecting back on the Exodus from Egypt, the time in the desert, dwelling in tents.  And living in tents was a part of the celebration that week.  As were sacrifices, a water-pouring ceremony, and the lighting of torches each night, the light of which in the temple lit up the whole city.  The end of the festival has come, the torches have now been extinguished, and with all that fresh in the minds of His hearers, Jesus declares (READ John 8:12).  “I am the light you seek.  I am the light that guided your forefathers.  I am the One to whom all these celebrations are pointing.  Come to Me.   I am the Light of the world.”  The drama of this moment can hardly be overstated.
And the response of the religious leaders?  It bore out the reality of the darkness that has come over this world and the need of this Light.  Light and darkness – powerful images at play here, each with Old Testament precedence.  And John’s point is that Jesus is the Light of the world, a world – a culture, a worldview, a stance in opposition to God – that is dark and dark indeed.  Jesus is the Light of the world.  And we must follow Him.  We must turn from this darkness and to Him.  We must entrust ourselves to Him and to no other, following Him that we might have the light of life – life as it is meant to be.
Jesus is the Light that has come to break through the darkness.

I. FROM AN INTELLECTUAL DARKNESS 

A darkness that could be described, certainly at one level as an “intellectual darkness.”  Light symbolizes understanding. But darkness ignorance, folly, falsehood.
A) The Darkness

And certainly, we see such darkness here in the events of John 8.
1. Failing to see
(READ John 8:13) The Pharisees simply failed to see.  They were focused on trivial matters.  They saw Jesus as tooting His own horn and so was not to be believed.  But Jesus the Light can speak!  Surely He is qualified to speak of Himself.  And surely they were not because they had no understanding of His divine origins or destination.
2. Cause of their blindness
 (READ John 8:14-15) They were blind in what they knew and in how they weighed and how they assessed.  And this simply stemmed from their own origins (READ John 8:23).
B) The Light

Jesus, in contrast, is the Light offering the light of life to those who follow Him.
1. New sight

He is offering to help us see with new eyes, to give us new sight.  He is offering to give us new categories with which to view things, no longer “according to the flesh,” no longer by merely human standards, by flawed and superficial criteria.
2. New belonging

He is offering a new beginning, a new start, beginning with how we see Him.
Into this deep intellectual darkness breaks the light of seeing and understanding.

Application:

Which is so much more than the solutions we hear.  Some would say, “What people need is education.”  Well, here it is – the deepest “education” one could envision.  Slowly but surely coming to see things through new eyes – His eyes.  That’s part of what He offers even now.  That’s the astonishing promise here – those who follow Him will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life.  He’s come as our emancipator.
II. FROM A MORAL DARKNESS 

First, from an intellectual darkness.  Then from a moral darkness.  Think with me here.  Light stands for that which is good.  Darkness stands then for what is evil.  And we see that here, again coming forth from the Pharisees, these religious leaders.
A) The Darkness

Now, this moral darkness is spoken of at two levels.

1. Sin

First, its root (READ John 8:21).  This is the sin of unbelief, of self-righteousness and self-dependence.  Jesus’ point is that He is leaving.  The time of His departure is drawing near.  They will go on looking for the Messiah but will not find Him.  For they’ve rejected the only One there is.  They see no need of Him.  They want to be rid of Him.
2. Sins

This is the root of the fruit that then comes forth.  Unable to understand what He means, they ask another obtuse question (READ John 8:22-24).  The singular shifts to the plural.  Their “sins” are the many and diverse forms of corruption that mushroom from the sin of unbelief, the fruit of the root.  A darkness such that they cannot see they are even in it.
B) The Light

Jesus then speaks to the need to believe “I am,” harkening to Isaiah 40-55 (READ Isaiah 43:10).  For anyone else to speak this way, to make such assertions and claims about themselves, this would have been utter blasphemy.  Not for Jesus.  Not for Jesus.
1. Reality of rebirth

It isn’t blasphemous, it isn’t bluster to say you are the Savior of the world when you are.  (READ John 8:12) From Him, these words hold forth the promise of rebirth, a new start.
2. Promise of new life

From Him, these words hold forth the promise of new life, of a new direction.

Into this deep moral darkness breaks this light of restoration and renewal.

Application:

Which, again, is so much more than the solutions we hear, what any other system has to offer.  Some would say, “What people need is a moral compass.”  Well, here it is.  And so much more – not just a new direction but a new power and ability to move in that direction.  Which is surely what I need, what you need.  For there is this deep-seated longing to be made clean.  There is this deep-rooted need to be made new.  And Jesus, as the Light of the world, has come that we might follow Him and have the light of life, setting us free from the tyranny of an intellectual darkness, a moral darkness…
III. FROM AN ETERNAL DARKNESS 

…And then, finally, from an eternal darkness as well.  An eternal darkness.
Illustration:

Do we feel the weight of that?  Or, better yet, do we feel the relief of such an announcement?  Think back with me to the story of Arthur Stace, burdened for his Australian countrymen, moving through the streets, writing those words, “Eternity.”  Eternity.  We move so quickly from one thing to the next, endlessly occupied with what’s right before us, with the happenings of the moment.  Do we ever consider eternity?
A) The Darkness

Or the reality of eternal darkness?  We see it here with these spiritual men.
1. The trajectory they were on

Consider the trajectory they were on (READ John 8:18-19).  Their question betrayed them.  They didn’t recognize, they didn’t know who Jesus is.  Which means they couldn’t know God.  The two simply cannot be pulled apart.  They are inseparable.  Jesus, as the Light, is the revelation of God.  To see Him is to see the One they supposedly served.
(READ John 8:21-22) The tragic irony being that theirs was the suicidal trajectory.  We see that in the immediate hostility in their response to Jesus’ announcement back in v.12.  
2. The place it would take them

And where was all this leading?  (READ John 8:23-24) The image of light speaks also to life.  And darkness then to death.  Again, despite their continued seeking, they will be lost, excluded, cut off from Jesus.  And, in the process, cut off from the Father Himself.
B) The Light

Such is the depth of the darkness.  But the dialogue continues – again, bearing out the depth of the darkness enshrouding their hearts and our profound need of the Light.
1. Final proof – His identity

(READ John 8:25-29) He presses upon them the reality that the final proof of His identity and mission was coming.  He was to be “lifted up” – a phrase clearly meant in John’s Gospel in a two-fold sense.  On the one hand, it’s referring to the shame of the cross, the way in which He would be lifted up.   But there’s more.  He will also be “lifted up” in terms of the result of the cross.  His glory would be revealed.  His name would be exalted.  The final proof of all He has said in terms of both His identity and His mission.
2. The great exchange – His mission

Which, as we read through John’s Gospel a bit further on, we see through His mission, the carrying out of the great exchange – our sin placed on Him, His righteousness on us.
Into the bleak horizon of this eternal darkness breaks the hope of eternal Light.
Illustration:

It’s reminiscent of the imagery from centuries before in the days of Moses and the people of Israel (READ Exodus 40:34-38).  It was a stark choice.  Those who did not follow this pillar of fire died.  Those who did marched to the Promised Land.  To follow the Light, to follow Jesus, in every valley and every hardship is the only hope we have.
Application:

Which, again, is so much more than the solutions we hear.  “What people need is encouragement.”  In what?  Well, here it is in spades – hope and encouragement that is so much more than wishful thinking or a positive outlook anchored in little to nothing.  What we need is not to bury our heads in the sand and pretend these great matters before us aren’t the most urgent and pressing things imaginable.  We’re talking about the stark difference between darkness and light, between eternal death and eternal life, being forever cut off from God in absolute torment or forever in His presence in absolute joy.
And what Jesus is saying, like a horn piercing through the fog, is that He is the Light of life and to follow Him is the hope we have of everlasting, ever-deepening life.

CONCLUSION:

One last thing that needs to be pointed out.  Jesus has declared He is “the Light of the world.”  Not “a” light but “the” Light of the world.  Those are His words.  Perhaps that strikes you as a bit off.  You had thought of Jesus as a wise teacher, a compassionate healer, the great example of God’s love to the world.  And this seems so, well, exclusive.  (READ John 8:12a) That just strikes you as a bit off.  And, frankly, you’re put off by it.

Why?  I think I know.  Our chafing at this arises from our desire to be free of constraint, to be independent, not relying or submitting to any authority telling us what is true, what we should believe, and how we should respond.  We want to decide.  But what’s the inevitable outcome of that approach?  Some of you have heard me use this analogy before, that of buffet spirituality (READ The God Conversation quote):
We as Americans have become increasingly aware of our expanding waistlines.  While many culprits have been suspected, one particular activity has caught the attention of researchers – buffet dining.  You know how it works.  For one price you can have as much as you want of whatever you fancy.  The choices are endless and require quick decisions.  Your plate fills up as you work the line.  You pay for an overflowing plate and dig in.  If someone would analyze your plate, he or she would have a good idea of your likes and dislikes.  Your plate is filled with pastas, desserts, breads, and deep-fried anything, with green leafy things glaringly absent.  Obesity expert Robert Jeffery states that all-you-can-eat buffets play into our propensity to eat too much and favor what we want over what we need.
Now, the same is true with buffet spirituality, taking the parts of what we like and leaving behind the parts we don’t.  We want to decide.  And what do we end up with?  A personalized religion that’s little more than a projection of our preferences.  All based on an assumption we are capable of making such decisions.  But are we qualified?

Are we really?  Think about the areas we will defer to others for their wisdom and counsel.  To “the Geek Squad” for our computers.  To mechanics for our cars.  To contractors for homes.  To doctors for health.  To attorneys for law.  To accountants for taxes.  We’ll defer to most anyone about most anything.  Except this.  Does that make sense?  Think with me.  We have the humility to ask and listen in those areas.  Why not this one?  This is the Son of God speaking here, the second person of the Trinity come in the flesh.  Why not consider carefully the claims of Jesus, as the Light of the world?

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is the Light of the world

(magnet) and we must “follow Him” to have the light of life.
