Be Still and Know #1

“The Listening Lifestyle of Jesus”
John 5:30
Do you regularly read the obituaries in the newspaper?

I admit it—I do.  I can’t exactly say why, but every day that I see a newspaper, I turn to the Life section that has the comics and the obituaries.  I read down through the names, seeing if any of them sound familiar.  And I also look at the age of the deceased.

When a person dies at a young age, questions immediately arise.  

“How did they die?”

“Did they leave a spouse and children?”

Regardless of the answers to those questions, though, I usually come away with the same feeling: What a shame.  What a shame that a young life was cut short, unfinished.  What a shame that their family is grieving their loss.  What a shame that we’ll never know what might have been in their lives.  What a shame.
I wonder if that’s how many people felt in and around Jerusalem when they heard of the death of Jesus.  “Such a young man, such a good man, who taught so well and did so many good things for people—what a shame that His life ended so soon.” 

The Bible does not share that sentiment, though.  Rather than viewing the cross as some unforeseen tragedy that interrupted a promising career, our Lord had a much different perspective.  As Charles Nienkkirchen suggests, “How could Jesus say, after just three brief years of ministry, cut short by an untimely death, ‘It is finished’? It is because He knew the Father’s purpose for His life.”


Another word for “finished” would be “complete.”  Even though His life was not as long as many of His own day, Jesus’ life and ministry were complete.  He fulfilled the purpose for which He came.


“Well, of course that was true for Him,” one might object.  “He was God.  He knew it all along.  What does that have to do with me?”


Not so fast.  From the very words of Jesus we learn that He did not live as He pleased, following His own agenda.  In John 5:30 He states, “By myself I can do nothing; I judge only as I hear, and my judgment is just, for I seek not to please myself but him who sent me.”  In this context Jesus is speaking of the judgment the Father gave Him.  This principle applies, though, to everything He did in His earthly life.  We could substitute the specific word “judge” with the general word “act” and it reads this way: “I act only as I hear.”  Nienkirchen notes,

This verse describes in a crisp way the listening lifestyle of Jesus. This was the invisible factor in Jesus life—invisible because it is not explicitly stated all through Scripture—but upon the careful study of Scripture with a view to the details that describe the way in which Jesus lived, we see that He lived a continually listening life.

That listening lifestyle of Jesus is an example we should follow as well.

The Impotence of Human Striving


Notice how Jesus begins this verse: “By myself I can do nothing.”  Does that sound strange to you—perhaps like heresy?  In fact, this verse has often been used by false teachers to support their claim that Jesus Christ was not God. They say that because He could not do anything of His own self, therefore He was just a man.  Yet, 

…the verse proves the very opposite. Men can do the things they want, whether they are in accordance with the will of God or not. But because of who He was, the Lord Jesus could not so act. It was not a physical impossibility, but a moral impossibility. He had the physical power to do all things, but He could not do anything that was wrong: and it would have been wrong for Him to have done anything that was not the will of God the Father for Him. This statement sets the Lord Jesus apart from every other man who ever lived.
 

But this still underscores the impotence of human striving.  As Leon Morris comments, “Once again Jesus stresses his dependence on the Father.  As in verse 19, he confesses his inability to do anything completely of his own volition.”
  Donald Grey Barnhouse adds,

In His incarnation the Lord Jesus Christ had a will of His own, but it was always subordinated to the will of the Father.  Never did He have a thought that was not in line with the Father’s purpose for Him.  And so He could say, “I can do nothing on my own authority; as I hear, I judge; and my judgment is just, because I seek not my own will but the will of him that sent me” (John 5:30).  At another time they asked Him who He was.  He answered, “‘Even what I have told you from the beginning.  I have much to say about you and much to judge; but he who sent me is true, and I declare to the world what I have heard from him.’  They did not understand that He spoke to them of the Father.  So Jesus said, ‘When you have lifted up the Son of man, then you will know that I am he, and that I do nothing on my own authority but speak thus as the Father taught me.  And he who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him’” (John 8:25-29).


“I do nothing on my own authority but speak thus as the Father taught me.”  How many Christians can honestly say that?   Let me put it another way: Do we work for God or do we do God’s work? This is not a subtle play on words; there is a vast difference. There is a fine line between working for God and doing God’s work. “Working for God” is usually something we can do in our own strength, within the limits of our own abilities and skills, within the limits of our own resources. In a sense it is easier to work for God. However, to “do God’s work” requires that we listen to Him to hear what His work is, and then we must depend upon Him absolutely to provide the ways and the means to do God’s work.

The Influx of Heavenly Strength


And so Jesus depended upon the Father for His strength and direction.  How did He acquire that?  Referring back to John 5:30, “I judge only as I hear.”  Jesus received the influx of heavenly strength by listening to the voice of the Father.  Throughout the gospel accounts, there is found in the lifestyle of Jesus a certain rhythm. He moved from solitude and silence into public ministry, and from public ministry into solitude and silence. Luke perhaps best describes this rhythm. He had His little “retreat centers” located throughout Palestine, such as the Sea of Galilee, Caesarea Philippi, and perhaps His favorite one, a place on the side of the Mount of Olives called the Garden of Gethsemane. 

Scripture also indicates when He spent time in solitude and silence with the Father.  Mark 1:35 records, “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”  Before naming His twelve disciples we are told that Jesus “went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God” (Luke 6:12).  Staying up late or getting up early to pray is not easy—it requires discipline and effort.  Oswald Chambers observes, 

Our Lord Himself is the example of a disciplined life. He lived a holy life by sacrificing Himself to His Father; His words and His thinking were holy because He submitted His intelligence to His Father’s word, and He worked the works of God because He steadily submitted His will to ﻿His Father’s will; and ﻿as is the Master, so is the disciple.﻿
 

Isaiah 50:4, a prophecy about the Messiah, says, “The Sovereign Lord has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being taught.”  Warren Wiersbe writes, 

His mind was submitted to the Lord God so that He could learn His Word and His will…. The Servant’s will was also yielded to the Lord God. An “opened ear” is one that hears and obeys the voice of the master.
 


Remember the phrase in the Lord’s Prayer: “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven”?  Jesus Himself embodied that prayer!  Everything He said and did was in accordance with the will of the Father.  As He said in John 6:38, “For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.” 

Earlier I mentioned the difference between working for God and doing God’s work.  Many Christians experience frustration and disappointment in their spiritual lives because they are working for God in their own power.  Churches often look for more workers, but what they need are more worshippers.  When people are working for God in the power of the flesh, they’re not solving a problem; they’re creating one!  But when, in the silence of worship they hear the voice of the Father, they do God’s work in God’s strength and wisdom.  That is when the church grows; that is when the Kingdom of God moves forward; that is when lives are impacted with the Gospel.  The influx of heavenly power will only come when we spend time alone with God, listening to His voice.

The Incentive of Holy Service


Finally in John 5:30 Jesus says, “…for I seek not to please myself but him who sent me.”  Here we see the incentive for holy service.  We must want to please God in everything we say and do.  Our supreme desire has to be to know and to do the will of God. We must lay aside our self-willed goals, strategies, and ambitions so that His will can be worked out in our lives. 

To accomplish this means that we first must listen for God’s will.  Nienkirchen notes four implications that emerge in adopting this kind of listening prayer:

First of all, we must be willing to stand out in our culture (including our religious culture) as people whose only pur​pose for living is to hear the voice of God and obey it. We must be prepared to stand alone. To embrace a listening lifestyle means to embrace a certain loneliness that comes in being intimate with God. This will not sit well with those around us.  This kind of spiritual intimacy is scandalous to people who like to go through religious motions. When we today speak about this kind of spiritual intimacy, we will experience some of these same kinds of dynamics.

Secondly, we must be willing to live in a vulnerable way which allows us to be changed in our motivations, our attitudes, and our actions so that it is possible to do the will of God. We must be changed before we can ever hope to do God’s work. This is what it means to “enter into the fellowship of His sufferings and the power of His resurrection” (Philip​pians 3:10). But this requires being open for God to change us so that we can be used by Him.

The third implication is we must be willing to “waste our time” with God. It may seem like “wasting time,” and there may not be tangible results of that specific time with the Lord, but God will honor it if we are seeking Him.

Lastly, we must be willing to be taught by the Father through the Spirit, having truth imparted to us which will set us free from the self-life. In John 15:5 Jesus says, “I am the vine, you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”
This listening lifestyle has everything to do with abiding and bearing fruit. And the Man who spoke these words lived a life of continual abiding Himself.


Jesus was no mystic who closed Himself off from the rest of the world.  He did not climb to the top of some ivory tower to “get away from it all.”  He was very much involved in His world.  Much of His life and ministry was among the crowds of people—noisy, pushy crowds clamoring for a multitude of different things.  He did not shrink away from that.


But it was in solitude that Jesus heard the will of His Father revealed, and then in the crowded marketplace He knew what to do in a given moment. This is the very same rhythm which I need in my life: I have to hear Him in the silent place so that I know what to do in the noisy place! I need my places of listening and recharging.


At the end of His life, Jesus could say, “It is finished.”  I would like to suggest that all of us as we approach the hour of our departure can live with the same confidence that our lives are finished—complete—if we are listening.
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