Seeing Is Believing #1

“Follow the Evidence”

John 20:30-31

Lawyers are not the most liked group of people in American society.  In a recent poll of favorable occupations, lawyers ranked eleventh—out of ten.  (Just kidding!)  Lawyers are the object of many jokes, like the conversation of two grade-school boys meeting on the first day of a new school year:


“My dad’s an electrician,” the first said.  “What’s your dad do?”


“My dad’s a lawyer,” the second replied.


“Honest?”


“No, the regular kind.”


For all of the abuse they take, though, lawyers also hold a fascination for us as well.  From Perry Mason to Ben Matlock to Law and Order, television viewers enjoy courtroom dramas on a weekly basis.  John Grisham has made a fortune writing legal novels, many of which have been produced on the big screen. One of my favorite courtroom scenes appears in the movie A Few Good Men, as Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson face off in the climatic conclusion of the film.


So what does this have to do with the Gospel of John?  As we will see, John has written his gospel much like a lawyer builds his case in court.  One can almost picture the apostle pacing before the bench saying, “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury…”


Usually in a book the author will tell his audience early his purpose in writing.  In John’s gospel, though, such a statement comes toward the end of the book.  Turn to John 20:30-31, 

Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.


Many commentators agree that these two verses form the key to the entire book.  Not only does it show John’s purpose in writing, but also establishes his credentials and his method used to accomplish that purpose.

John’s Authority


Often lawyers will establish their credentials or the credentials of their witnesses in order to lend weight to their arguments.  John establishes his authority in verse 30, as he includes himself with the other disciples as eyewitnesses to the contents of his gospel.  This is echoed in 1 John 1:1-3 as well,

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.


As Leon Morris puts it,


He speaks of the signs as having been done “in the presence of his disciples”; that is to say, the disciples were witnesses of them.  This way of putting it reminds us of a characteristic emphasis throughout this Gospel.  Though John does not choose to use the term “witness” in this verse, his choice of words reminds us that adequate “witness” is borne to the things of which he writes.


At the very end of his gospel John writes in John 21:24, “This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true.”  Usually a legal case rises or falls on the credibility of the witnesses.  John lets us know in no uncertain terms that we can believe what we read because it was personally witnessed.

John’s Aim 

Verse 31 brings us to John’s aim: “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”  John has a two-fold purpose: that his readers might believe in Jesus Christ, and that by believing they might have life in His name.  This term “believe” is crucial in John’s writings, as one scholar points out:
In John πιστεύω [the word translated “believe”] occurs 98 times in the Majority Text and 99 in the Critical Text. Matthew uses it eleven times, Mark ten times, and Luke nine times.] Oddly enough, we never find the noun faith in John.


Such reflects John’s Hebrew background, which emphasized action over mere thought.  He is not trying to simply convince someone intellectually about Jesus; he wants to move them to act on that conviction.  The Hebrew word translated “believed” in the Old Testament means “to lean your whole weight upon.”
 The catch is that if the object of our faith is not able to hold us up, we will fall!  Faith that doesn’t put it all on the line isn’t true faith.


Faith in and of itself is of no value, either.  Some false teachers (particularly in the Word/Faith Movement that is seen often on television) emphasize the presence of faith over the substance of faith.  They make statements like, “Have faith in your faith.”  Not so the Scriptures, though, as Morris points out,

John does not think of faith as a vague trust, but as something with content…. Here he singles out two things in faith’s content.  The one is that Jesus is the Christ, that is, the Messiah, the long-expected one.  The other is that he is the Son of God.  We take these two as more or less identical, but the Jews of that day did not.  The Messiah was not expected to stand in that very close relationship to the Father of which John speaks. John’s concept of messiahship is fuller and richer than that of contemporary Judaism.  The combination of terms indicates the very highest view of the person of Jesus, and one that it must be taken in conjunction with the face that John has just recorded the confession of Thomas that hails Jesus as “My Lord and my God.”  There cannot be any doubt but that John conceived of Jesus as the very incarnation of God.


John’ aim, then, is that his readers might believe that Jesus is the Christ (or Messiah), the Son of God, and that they might not only mentally agree with the facts but also act on it.  Returning to the legal imagery, both attorneys in a trial will make an appeal to the jury.  They will restate their cases, highlighting the strongest arguments to support them.  And each will call the jury to action: the prosecution will ask for the jury to convict the defendant while the defense will ask the jury to acquit their client.  It is not enough to be intellectually challenged or emotionally moved.  The reader is called to act.

John’s Approach


How does John go about to accomplish his purpose?  Much the same way a lawyer builds a case.  These two verses reflect John’s approach in writing his gospel.


Lawyers do not usually include every detail about their case in their arguments.  In fact, they may work to suppress anything that might refute what they are trying to prove (or disprove).  They tend to be rather selective in what they introduce to the court.  (I’ve always wondered how different our justice system would be if lawyers were held to the same standard as witnesses: sworn to tell “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth”!)


Lawyers may use their powers of persuasion and logic to convince the jury, but without substance to their case, they have little chance at success.  So they rely on witnesses to build their case.  Witness exists as evidence and testimony. In a trial, the evidence is often more important than the testimony, for what the witnesses say may be distorted or falsified.


While John does use testimony—not only positive testimony by and about Jesus but also “rebuttal testimony” by His enemies—he also uses objective evidence to prove his point.  John uses the word “signs” regarding the miracles of Jesus.  The miracles recorded in the Bible were always done for a definite purpose and never to show off. There is always a logical reason for them.
  Jesus Himself hinted at this reason in John 10:38, “But if I do it, even though you do not believe me, believe the miracles, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me, and I in the Father.”  He never used His supernatural powers to entertain (despite the temptation of Satan to do and the invitation of Herod Antipas to perform a miracle at his trial), but performed miracles as evidence that He was indeed who He claimed to be.  He performed them in front of His friends and His enemies.  They could not be disputed.


John does not include every miracle Jesus performed in his gospel.  He even admits to this in verse 30.  Part of the reason for this is practical.  As he writes in his final verse, John 21:25, “Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.”  While this might be a bit of overstatement, Walter Kaiser points out,

Scrolls only came in limited sizes.  Matthew, Luke and John fill the longest scrolls available in that day. Each of them would have needed a second volume if he had wanted to include more information.
 


John carefully picked the content of his gospel with the purpose in mind that his readers might believe the Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  His gospel is not a biography (and neither are the other three gospels).  We will not find every minute detail of the life of Jesus. In fact, 35 different miracles are recorded in the four Gospels (see the list at John 2:1-11). John selected 7 for special consideration.
  But we have enough to believe.


“That’s fine,” you might say, “but I’ve already believed.  I have committed myself to the truth that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  Aren’t you preaching to the choir?”


Perhaps, though there may be some who have heard the stories of Jesus but have never taken the step of faith and committed themselves to Christ as Savior and Lord.  But there is another aspect to John’s purpose for his gospel, wrapped up in the word “believe.”  There are two possible readings of the tense of the verb: the aorist tense can be rendered “to begin to believe,” while the present tense give the sense of “to continue to believe.”
  Scholars may argue between these two readings, but why can it not mean both?  Not only can it be used as an evangelistic tool, but to encourage the existing faith of the believers as well.


At the time John wrote this gospel, Christians were being persecuted by the Roman Empire.  There had to be times when those believers wondered if it was really worth it.  Is this really worth putting my life on the line?


We may face circumstances in our lives that beg the same question.  Maybe we won’t face the lions or some other horrific death because we are Christians, but we may have days when we wonder if it’s really worth it to stand up for Christ.  How can I be sure that what I believe is true?  How can I tell others about Christ if I’m not sure myself?  What about some of the objections raised against Christianity?


In response to these questions, John would say, “Follow the evidence.”  Listen carefully to the witnesses—from both friends and foes of Christianity—and consider the facts of what Jesus did.  Ladies and gentlemen, you are the jury.  You are called to weigh everything that you hear and make a decision.  What will you do with Jesus?  
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