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June 14, 2009

“If Jesus Is God, What Does That Mean?”

John 8:48-59

FCF:  Disconnect with the profound reality of the Incarnation
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus really is God.
(magnet) And that has to mean something in terms of who we understand God to be.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

My page-per-day calendar recently relayed this (READ WCS calendar, 6/08/09):
The eruption of Laki volcano in Iceland began on this day in 1783, and continued for eight months.  Haze from the geologic phenomenon was reported from Iceland to Syria.  In the eastern United States, the eruption caused weather disturbances leading to an average winter temperature that was 4.8 degrees Celsius lower than the long-term average.

My thought on seeing that?  “Interesting.  But so what?  What difference does it make?”  Now, you may wondering, “Okay, why bring this up?  What’s the point mentioning what you think is a pointless thing, the significance of what you feel is insignificant?”  

I’m glad you asked.  I bring it up because I fear that, when it comes right down to it, this is exactly how we think of Jesus’ incarnation.  And it’s borne out in the lack of any real difference it makes in our lives.  Think of it.  God became human!  One of us!

SCRIPTURE READING:  John 8:48-59
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

As has been said from this pulpit no few times as of late, this is not the stuff of legend.  It simply can’t be.  Consider the history of the early church.  The New Testament was written too soon after the events it describes for this to be fabricated.  Why would you make this up if you knew you would be found out?  For that matter, why would you make this up if you knew you would be sought out, oppressed and persecuted for saying it?  What could they possibly gain?  These were rational human beings.  People will die for what they think to be the truth.  But they will not die for what they know to be a lie.
But it’s not only the history of the early church that needs to be considered but its heritage as well.  It’s not only a matter of asking why they would make this up but how it could be made up.  We have to reckon with the fact that Jesus’ earliest followers were Jewish.  This means they were deeply committed monotheists.  There could only be one God.  So the very notion they would make up any business about Jesus being God if He wasn’t simply doesn’t work.  In fact, that’s one of the things you see reflected in the New Testament – they were simply stunned by this.  It wasn’t made up.  It was true.  It is true.

Which takes us to this – what Jesus said, the claims He made regarding Himself (READ John 8:58).  There’s no question as to what He meant.  This is an assertion of His absolute, timeless existence.  It’s an allusion back to the LORD’s self-revelation to Moses at the burning bush (READ Exodus 3:13-14).  Jesus is God.  John has prepared us for this in the prologue to his Gospel (READ John 1:18).  There’s no question as to what Jesus meant.  And, judging by the crowd’s reaction, they heard Him loud and clear.
Here’s the question.  If Jesus’ statement is true, what do we learn about God and His ways?  If Jesus is God, what does that mean?  This is one of the most basic assertions of Christianity.  If that’s what we say, how should we live?  This must mean something!
I. BEYOND WHAT WE EXPECT


For starters, it means that God’s ways are beyond what we expect.  Think of it – the incarnation!  This should be considered beyond the weeks leading up to Christmas.
A) Fully Man

Every person is unique.  But Jesus is in a class by Himself.  One person with two natures.  On the one hand, He is fully man.  Think of the language of the Apostles’ Creed.
1. Lived as we do

He was “conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.”  Now, obviously there are differences but every one of us was conceived and born at some point.  So was He.  He also “suffered under Pontius Pilate,” meaning beyond the historical reference to His trial, Jesus experienced all of life’s misery and suffering.  He lived as we do.
2. Died as we do

And He died as we do as well.  The Creed goes on to say “He was crucified, died and was buried.”  Again, the differences are obvious.  But this speaks to Jesus’ humanity.
B) Fully God

He is fully man.  Which means He lived and died like us.  But that’s only half the story.  Yes, He is fully man.  But He is fully God as well.  One person, two natures.
1. What He did

We see it in what He did, especially in the resurrection – the proof that He really is who He said He is and that He really did what He said He came to do.  And, of course, we see it in the miracles as well, the seven “signs” so powerfully described in John’s Gospel.
2. What He said

We see He is God in what He did.  And in what He said.  In the implicit statements of His deity – and the gospels are full of those.  But then in the explicit statements as well such as what we find here and the seven “I am” statements John relays to us in this gospel. 
That’s what the Incarnation is – God coming as man, taking on flesh, for us.
Illustration:

Think of that emotional rush you experience when someone you hadn’t expected arrives at a graduation, a wedding, or a funeral.  Think of the relief, the wonder, that deep sense of appreciation as to the trouble you know they’ve gone to just to be there.  “You came!” we say.  It’s something of that here but at a much heightened level.  “He came!”
Application:


God is not watching us from a distance.  God became one of us.  Which means that right here, right now, in all our mess, He knows how to engage with us.  How?  Because He’s done it before.  Even more, right here, right now, in all our mess, He knows how to help us.  How?  He’s been there.  He knows what it is to be misunderstood, maligned, and mistreated.  He knows what it is to be hurt, humiliated, abused, abandoned, and betrayed.  He knows what it is to feel those things.  And so He can help us.  Jesus is God!  And that has to mean something in terms of who we understand God to be.  He is not off at a distance.  In Jesus, God has come near.  His ways are better than we expect.
II. MORE THAN WE COULD HOPE

And with Jesus’ coming, we see His ways are more than we could hope as well.
A) The Promise Made
Listen to the promise He makes here (READ John 8:51).  What is He saying?
1. Not spared the physical death

This is not denying physical death.  He is not promising to spare us of that.  What then?
2. But saved from the deeper death

He is promising to spare us, to save us from the deeper death – eternal death.  We have to understand here the biblical definition of death.  It’s more than not existing.  It’s an inner disintegration, an utter separation from God.  True death is the opposite of true life.
B) The Condition Given

That’s the promise made.  And what is the condition given?  (READ John 8:51)
1. Not faith in us

“Give up on yourself, your self-righteousness, your self-dependence, your self-delusion.”
2. But faith in Him

The condition is we must place our faith not in ourselves but in Him.  We are to “keep” His word – to believe it, to cleave to it, obey and live by it (READ John 8:12, 31-32).
Do you see what this does?  This condition takes the load off us and places it all on Him.  All on Him.  Do you see how liberating that is?  Do you see what a relief it is to have that burden taken off us?  That, my friends, is more than we could hope.
Illustration:

In The Whisper Test, Mary Ann Bird writes (READ 750 Illustrations – 259):
I grew up knowing I was different, and I hated it.  I was born with a cleft palate, and when I started school, my classmates made it clear to me how I looked to others:  a little girl with a misshapen lip, crooked nose, lopsided teeth, and garbled speech.  When schoolmates asked, “What happened to your lip?” I’d tell them I’d fallen and cut it on a piece of glass.  Somehow it seemed more acceptable to have suffered an accident than to have been born different.  I was convinced that no one outside my family could love me.

There was, however, a teacher in second grade that we all adored – Mrs. Leonard by name.  She was short, round, happy – a sparkling lady.  Annually we had a hearing test…Mrs. Leonard gave the test to everyone in the class, and finally it was my turn.  I knew from past years that as we stood against the door and covered one ear, the teacher sitting at her desk would whisper something, and we would have to repeat it back – things like “The sky is blue” or “Do you have new shoes?”  I waited there for those words that God must have put into her mouth, those seven words that changed my life.  Mrs. Leonard said, in her whisper, “I wish you were my little girl.”
Application:

God’s ways are more than we could hope.  He has spared from true death.  And He has promised us true life – again, in the biblical sense.  Life lived according to its true purpose, life full of the goodness, richness, integrity, satisfaction, joy that comes from peace with God, fellowship with God, and hearts full to the brim with the love of God.  And that life is ours now in this world and will continue to be ours all the more in the world to come.  This is the best news there is – you can live, live forever, and truly live.
III. BETTER THAN WE DESERVE

His ways are more than we could hope for.  And better than we deserve.
A) Consider Who He Is
And we see that here as well.  Consider a bit more who Jesus is.
1. The honor He seeks

Consider the glory, the honor He seeks (READ John 8:50a).  By saying and doing always and only what the Father gave Him to say and to do, He glorifies and honors the Father.  
2. The honor He receives

Then there is the honor and glory He receives.  From the Father (READ John 8:50, 54).  He seeks not His own honor and glory but the Father’s.  He has entrusted His own honor and glory to the Father.  And the Father honors and glorifies Him.  But his hearers do not.
B) Consider Their Response

Consider their response to Him.  Let’s just get an overview from this text.
1. Hard-headed
They were hard-headed at best.  It comes out in how they heard what He said (READ John 8:52-53).  “You’re mad, Jesus!  Abraham and the prophets died.  Your words are superior to theirs?”  (READ John 8:54-57) “What?  Were you a contemporary of Abraham, living in his day?”  It comes out in how they read their history – they couldn’t see that the One standing before them was the One who Abraham was waiting for.  
2. Hard-hearted
They were hard-headed.  And hard-hearted as well (READ John 8:48).  They weren’t making any headway so they accused Jesus of the worst things they could think of.
3. The assault

But the worst, in terms of their response, was the assault (READ John 8:58-59).  Imagine the scene.  Stones in hand, ready to throw, to be done with this renegade.  Sure of the charge, zealous in their hearts, horrified by the blasphemy they thought they’d heard.
You’ve got to weigh these two things – who He is and then their response to Him.  And as you do that, you can’t help but see how God treats us better than we deserve.
Illustration:

Jim Williams wrote in Reader’s Digest (READ 750 Illustrations – 427):
I was driving too fast late one night when I saw the flashing lights of a police car in my rearview mirror.  As I pulled over and rolled down the window of my station wagon, I tried to dream up an excuse for my haste.  But when the patrolman reached the car, he said nothing.  Instead, he merely shined his flashlight in my face, then on my seven-months-pregnant wife, then on our snoozing 18-month-old in his car seat, then on our three other children, who were also asleep, and lastly on the two dogs in the very back of the car.  Returning the beam of light to my face, he then uttered the only words of the encounter.

“Son,” he said, “you can’t afford a ticket.  Slow it down.”  And with that, he returned to his car and drove away.
Application:


That’s us and the gospel, the great gulf between what we deserve and what we receive.  And some of the best soul’s medicine any of us could apply would be to steep ourselves long and hard upon that gulf.  What do we deserve?  We deserve the deeper death He’s warning us about here.  What have we received?  The deeper life He offers!
And the sweet results of steeping in those things?  Humility before God – the sanest stance any of us could take.  Wonder, awe, adoration, and a thorough-going gratitude for every breath we take, every blessing we enjoy, every minute He gives us to serve Him in this life, a longing see Him face-to-face in the next.  And a desire to please the One who has shown Himself to already take such pleasure in us.  Listen!  That gulf is real, terrifyingly real.  But so too is His grace, His mercy to us in Jesus.  Truly, in Him, we see that God’s ways with us are so, so, so much better than we deserve!
CONCLUSION:

Back to our original question.  If Jesus is God, what difference should that make?  If that’s what we believe, how should we live?  It would seem we need to re-examine, to reconsider these things, to really take in what we’ve been looking at, really hear what we’ve been saying all this time.  For it would seem there’s more here than we thought.

I was reminded something of that this past week in getting ready for an upcoming mission trip to the Cherokee Reservation.  One of things I’m looking forward to seeing again on our half-day off is a garden run by the Highlands Biological Station.  They have a walking trail through the woods with signs marking the various plants.  And not just what they are and what they were called but what they were used for.  Some examples:   
Dogwood - tea made from boiled inner bark boiled and drunk for high fever, malaria; bark chewed for headaches; decoction for chicken pox.  Persimmon - fruit for food; coffee made from roasted seeds, used to treat kidney stones, sore throat; used to treat indigestion, toothache, thrush in children.  White oak – bark used in basket making; acorns used for flour; bark tea for diarrhea and skin irritations.  Wild cherry – fruit edible, wood for carving, bark decoction used for fever, colds, cough, measles.  Wild ginger – dried leaves used for snuff; root tea for heart problems (increases circulation), colds and menstrual pains.
Now I know the immediate impulse of some of you at this point is skepticism.  But medical research and anecdotal experience is telling another story.  Pretty amazing stuff can come from these things that seem so common.  There’s more there than we thought.  

There’s more here than we thought.  Jesus really is God.  He really is.  The incarnation tells us some things both about who God is and His ways with us – beyond what we would expect, greater than we could hope, and better than we deserve.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus really is God.

(magnet) And that has to mean something in terms of who we understand God to be.
