Believing Is Seeing #24

“Believe It or Not!”

John 10:22-42
Do you remember “Ripley’s Believe It or Not”?
I recall reading paperbacks that resembled comic books that dealt in bizarre events and strange facts.  The one that stands out in my mind had to do with the 20th President of the United States (because I was very interested in presidents at that time), James A. Garfield, who could write Latin with his left hand and ancient Greek with his right hand simultaneously!

Ripley’s Believe It or Not! was founded by Robert Ripley in 1918 as a syndicated newspaper panel.  In 1930 Ripley took his weird and wonderful tales to radio, then to film shorts, and eventually to television before his death in 1949.  Since then his friends and family have continued the phenomenon in feature films, books (featuring photographs instead of animated drawings), museums around the world, an Internet website, and even a pinball game—believe it or not!

As much as Ripley sought out the abnormal, he cared about being authentic as well.  Early in his career he hired Norbert Pearlroth as his researcher, and Pearlroth spent the next 52 years of his life in the New York Public Library, working ten hours a day and six days a week in order to find unusual facts for Ripley.
  So, as implausible as the story may sound, it was true, whether the reader believed it or not.

What does this have to do with the Bible, or specifically the Gospel of John?  This concept of belief is a major theme in the fourth gospel.  From beginning to end John emphasizes this: The Prologue introduces the ministry of John the Baptist by stating that “he came as a witness…so that through him all men might believe” (John 1:7), and the closing words of the main narrative declare that “these [things] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God” (John 20:31). The Greek word “believe” (pisteuo) appears ninety-eight times in the Gospel, more often than any other key word, and is obviously the major theme.

Now as we come to the last half of the tenth chapter, this theme of belief again comes to the forefront.  And there are some definite correlations to Ripley’s work.

The Irrefutable Declaration 

John 10:22 marks a change of setting: “Then came the Feast of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter…”  Coming as it does in the middle of a chapter, we might think that only a day or two elapsed between verses 21 and 22.  But in fact, the events in this section occurred about two and a half months later, around December.
  We might not be familiar with the Feast of Dedication—it never appears in the Old Testament—but we might know it by another name: Hanukkah, or “the festival of lights.”

This holiday commemorated the rededication of the Temple in 165 b.c. Antiochus Epiphanes, the Syrian dictator who controlled Judea at the time, desecrated the Temple by sacrificing a pig to the god Jupiter.  His attempt to stomp out Judaism was met by the opposition led by Judas Maccabaeus, who successfully—and unbelievably—defeated the Syrian forces and delivered the Jews from oppression.  It became known as the “Feast of Lights” because at the time of the Temple’s rededication, there was only enough consecrated oil to last one day (and it would take a week to make new consecrated oil).  So they lit the lamps, and incredibly the oil lasted eight days, until the new oil was ready.

All of these come into play in this text.  At the Feast of Dedication Jesus describes Himself as “the one whom the Father set apart as his very own,” which literally means “dedicated.”
  At the Festival of Lights we encounter Jesus who previously called Himself “the Light of the world.”  And even the fact that it was winter may suggest that in John’s mind is the thought that it was grim winter in the relations between Jesus and the Jews.

Verse 23 records that “Jesus was in the temple area walking in Solomon’s Colonnade.”  Solomon’s Colonnade was an open, roofed 45-foot walkway with double columns that were 38 feet tall, situated along the east side of the Court of Gentiles. Perhaps Jesus chose this place because it provided shelter from the weather.  Although it was part of the temple complex, it was not considered to be part of the actual temple, as evidenced by the fact that Gentiles were not allowed into the temple but they could be present in Solomon’s Colonnade.

In this setting the Jews “gathered around” Jesus.  The original text gives the idea of crowding around Him, as J. B. Phillips translates, “The Jews closed in on Him.”  The act of encirclement may indicate a determination to get an answer. They are serious and want a clear reply.

Their question is seen in verse 24, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.” They are really asking, “How long do you intend to annoy us?” reflecting an attitude of hostility on the part of those who have made up their minds about Jesus, and are looking only for further grounds on which to accuse him.
  This was not an honest query; it was a loaded question, as we will see in a moment.

We might wonder why Jesus did not state simply, “I am the Messiah.”  Wouldn’t that have cleared up the whole picture?  Even today opponents of Christianity cite this lack of direct statements to refute the identity of Jesus.  But, as Bruce Milne points out,

Jesus refuses to state categorically in the course of a public proclamation that he is the Messiah (though he is not reticent with individuals, cf. 4:26). The most probable reason is that their political and military understanding of the messianic role made it impossible to make the claim openly.


It was not that Jesus was not the Messiah; He was not the Messiah as popularly anticipated by the Jews of His day.  They expected the triumphant King to come in and defeat the Romans, reestablishing the throne of David.  This was not Jesus’ mission.  But to acknowledge His Messiahship in that setting would have given people the wrong idea.


Jesus replies in verses 25-27, “I did tell you, but you do not believe. The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me, but you do not believe because you are not my sheep. My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.”  The problem was not the simplicity of Jesus’ teaching, but the skepticism of Jesus’ hearers.  His words “you do not believe” denotes a present attitude, not simply a past state, and it indicates the root trouble. These people had no faith.


Jesus takes this one step further.  In the words of Warren Wiersbe,

He revealed to the Jewish leaders why they did not understand His words or grasp the significance of His works: they were not His sheep. From the human standpoint, we become His sheep by believing; but from the divine standpoint, we believe because we are His sheep. There is a mystery here that we cannot fathom or explain, but we can accept it and rejoice (Rom. 11:33–36). God has His sheep and He knows who they are. They will hear His voice and respond…. In the Bible, divine election and human responsibility are perfectly balanced; and what God has joined together, we must not put asunder.


I have no desire to delve into the intricacies of the arguments between divine election and human responsibility.  In my mind, there is no argument, because the relationship between the two is not “either-or” but “both-and.”  If I am asked, “Do you believe in divine election or human responsibility when it comes to salvation?” my answer is, “Yes!”  The Bible teaches that both are true.


Another hot topic is addressed in verses 28-29, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.”  “Doesn’t this teach eternal security?” some ask.  Yes, this passage does—as far as it goes.  Jesus guarantees that no outside forces (like the “thief and robber” earlier in the chapter) can separate us from God, just as Romans 8:38-39 promises.  But does this mean that a believer cannot himself turn away from God, as Hebrews 6 seems to indicate?  This passage does not address that issue, and since our focus this morning is on this passage, neither will we.


The real issue comes in verse 30: “I and the Father are one.”  Here is the “plain answer” that the religious leaders had asked for. “I and My Father are One” is as clear a statement of His deity as you will find anywhere in Scripture. This was even stronger than His statement that He had come down from heaven (John 6) or that He existed before Abraham ever lived (John 8:58). 

The word “one” does not suggest that the Father and the Son are identical persons.  [Notice He said “are one” (plural) and not “am one” (singular).] Rather, it means that they are one in essence: the Father is God and the Son is God, but the Father is not the Son and the Son is not the Father. He is speaking about unity, not identity.
 

As mentioned previously, many today doubt that Jesus ever claimed to be God.  From this passage we can conclude that not only did His friends and followers notice that He claimed to be God, but so did His enemies as well.  How do we know this?  Verse 31 states, “Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him.”  (The “again” refers back to the end of John 8, when a similar confrontation had a similar conclusion.)  Verses 32-33 are priceless:

Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 

“We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.” 

Here is absolute proof that Jesus claimed to be God.  How is it absolute?  It comes from the mouths of Jesus’ enemies, not His friends.  Paul Maier calls this “positive testimony from a hostile source,” which is self-authenticating.
  This was an irrefutable declaration, and they knew it.  They wanted a clear statement and they got it.

But they wanted the clear statement not to believe but to bolster their case against Jesus.  This is seen in their response.  Leon Morris explains: 

The Jews could regard Jesus’ words only as blasphemy, and they proceeded to take the judgment into their own hands. [“Picked up” is  )Eba/stasan, “carried.” There would be no stones in Solomon’s colonnade, and they would have had to bring them there.]  It was laid down in the Law that blasphemy was to be punished by stoning (Lev. 24:16). But these men were not allowing the due processes of law to take their course. They were not preparing an indictment so that the authorities could take the requisite action. In their fury they were preparing to be judges and execu​tioners in one.

This is why I said earlier that the Jews asked Jesus a loaded question.  They came to Him with rocks already in hand!  They wanted Him to make a statement for which they could stone him to death.  And He delivered.  He not only answered their question, “Are you the Messiah?” but He made the absolute declaration that He was no less than God in the flesh.

Notice one last thing before we move on.  When the Jews accuse Him of blasphemy, Jesus never argues against their conclusion.  He never says, “Oh, no, you misunderstand.  I didn’t mean that!”  No, Jesus allows the accusation to stand, because it was true that He claimed to be God.

The Inevitable Deduction

This leads us to the inevitable deduction.  This text in John 10 establishes the fact that Jesus of Nazareth claimed to be God.  The modern skeptics who doubt this or who try to explain it away have no basis.  He maintained that He was God, and everyone who heard His words—friend and foe—recognized it as such.  It is a fact.

Now comes the challenge, to borrow from Ripley’s familiar words, “Believe it or not!”  Jesus made the statement; now the ball is in our court to respond.  And there are only three logical choices available to us.  In the classic words of C. S. Lewis:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

Jesus claimed to be God.  Either He was or He wasn’t.  If He wasn’t, then He either knew that He wasn’t or He really thought He was.  If He wrongly claimed to be God and knew that He wasn’t, then He was nothing more than a liar.  If He wrongly claimed to be God and really thought He was, then He was nothing more than a lunatic.  But if His claim to be God is accurate, then He is nothing less than Lord.
Those are the choices.

There are no others.

“It becomes clear that people must either recognize that Jesus stands in such a relation to the Father as no one else ever did, or else reject him entirely.”

The Inescapable Decision


Which brings us to the inescapable decision.  We are called to choose where we stand on the subject of Jesus.  Do we believe Him or not?  This is a question we must each answer for ourselves. Throughout the Bible people are called to make this decision.  Consider the following: 

· “…choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve” [Joshua 24:15].

· “Choose life and not death!” [2 Kings 18:32]

· “This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you…may live” [Deuteronomy 30:19-20].

I am not suggesting that our decision about Jesus makes His words true or false.  Just as in Ripley’s Believe It or Not, the stories are true whether we accept them or we don’t.  In our culture we have this mistaken idea that something is true only if we say it is (or if enough people polled say it is).  Facts are facts, and no amount of doubt or disbelief can change facts.

What is determined by our decision is our ultimate destiny.  In John 10, those Jews who approached Jesus with stones in hand refused to believe, and in the earlier words of John 8:24, “If you do not believe that I am, you will indeed die in your sins.”  But we read in the last verses of John 10 that Jesus left Jerusalem and went to where John the Baptist had preached.  Verse 42 concludes, “And in that place many believed in Jesus.”

One irrefutable declaration: “I and the Father are one.”


One inevitable deduction: Either Jesus is God or He isn’t.


One inescapable decision: Believe it or not.

�http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ripley’s_Believe_It_or_Not!


�Merrill C. Tenney, Expositor’s Bible Commentary: John (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing Company, ©1976, 1992).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Alive (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1986).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Leon Morris, The Gospel According to St. John, revised edition (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, ©1995).


�Rodney A. Whitacre, IVP New Testament Commentary Series: John (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1999).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Bruce Milne, The Message of John: Here Is Your King! (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993).


�Milne, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Paul L. Maier, First Easter (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, ©1973, 1982).


�Morris, op. cit.


�C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan Company, ©1943).


�Morris, op. cit.





