Believing Is Seeing #28

“The Perils of Procrastination”

John 12:37-50

Procrastination is one of those nasty habits no one likes but nearly everyone does.  We all know that we shouldn’t do it, but we tend to do it anyway.  It’s been around for a long time, but humans have not seemed to get a handle on it.


In the 1700’s Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Never leave that till tomorrow which you can do today.”  A century later Mark Twain rephrased it this way: “Never put off until tomorrow what you can do the day after tomorrow.”


More recently, Wayne Dyer defines procrastination as “the art of keeping up with yesterday and avoiding today.” An unknown source suggests, “procrastination is the grave in which opportunity is buried.”  A Spanish proverb goes, “Tomorrow is often the busiest day of the week.”  Will Rogers quipped, “Even if you’re on the right track, you’ll get run over if you just sit there.”  And who of us cannot relate to these words: “If it weren’t for the last minute, I’d never get anything done!”


We can chuckle about these sayings even though we have to admit that they are at least in part true.  But when it comes to the spiritual realm, procrastination is no laughing matter.  In our text this morning from John’s Gospel, we are introduced to the perils of procrastination.

The Tragedy of Seared Skeptics


The end of John chapter twelve marks the conclusion of Jesus’ public ministry and the events leading up to His death on the cross.  We read in verses 37-41,

Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him. This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: “Lord, who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere: “He has blinded their eyes and deadened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, nor understand with their hearts, nor turn—and I would heal them.”  Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him. 


Here we witness the tragedy of seared skeptics.  Throughout this gospel John has recorded a number of “signs,” which we earlier defined as displays of supernatural power done for the purpose of authenticating Jesus’ words.  Our Lord never performed a miracle in order to entertain or amuse the crowds, nor did He use His divine power to make life easier for Himself.  Every time He displayed His omnipotence, it was to validate the things He said about Himself and about God.  Everything from healing diseases and deformities to calming a storm to casting out demons to raising the dead were done so that the people would believe.  Yet John reports that many who saw these miracles simply would not believe.  As one resource puts it, 

…their unbelief was not caused by any lack of evidence. The Lord had given the most convincing proofs of His deity, but the people did not want to believe. They wanted a king to rule over them, but they did not want to repent.


In the following verses, John explained the unbelief of the people. They would not believe (John 12:37–38, with a quotation from Isa. 53:1); they could not believe (John 12:39); and they should not believe (John 12:40–41, with a quotation from Isa. 6:9–10).


This might sound as though God has predestined those who would be saved and those who would not be saved.  Some theologians would argue that point.  Many others might object and say, “How can it be that God ‘blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts’?  What kind of God would do that?”  To this Leon Morris replies,
…when John quotes “He has blinded their eyes…” he does not mean that the blinding takes place without the will or against the will of these people. So with the hardening of their hearts. These people chose evil. It was their own deliberate choice, their own fault. We should make no mistake about that. Throughout his Gospel John has insisted on the seri​ousness of the decision forced on the Jews by the presence of Jesus, on their responsibility and on their guilt. He is not now denying any of that. What he is now saying is that the hand of God is in the consequences of their choice (cf. the threefold “God gave them over” in Rom. 1:24, 26, 28).

The choice of belief or unbelief is not God’s, it is ours.  In His sovereignty God created human beings with the ability to choose.  But the consequence of that choice has been established by God from the beginning.  And God has determined that the consequence of repeated rejection is loss of the capacity to believe.
  As the early church father Origen said, “The same sun that melts wax, hardens clay” (On First Principles 3.1.11).  The people of Jesus’ day saw the same miraculous signs.  Some believed; others did not.  The difference was not in the evidence but in the essence of their hearts.

Rejecting the truth of God acts on one’s heart and mind like friction on the skin: a callous develops, making the skin hard and insensitive.  Paul described such people in 1 Timothy 4:2 as those “whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron.”  The more they reject the truth, the less responsive they can be to it.

Warren Wiersbe warns, “It is a serious thing to treat God’s truth lightly, for a person could well miss his opportunity to be saved. ‘Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is near’ (Isa. 55:6).”
  Don’t put it off any longer.
The Timidity of Scared Supporters (42-43)


John continues in verses 42-43, 

Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in him. But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; for they loved praise from men more than praise from God. 


At first this appears to be a refreshing contrast—among the tragic skepticism of some, others did in fact believe.  Even among the religious leaders there were some who trusted in Jesus as the Christ.  Some would include Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea in this number, whom one author calls “Secret Service Christians.”


Yet verse 43 reveals the timidity of scared supporters.  They would not openly confess Jesus as Lord because they were afraid of the Pharisees.  They feared being excommunicated from the synagogue—which carried with it being ostracized by family and friends and business contacts as well.  William Barclay comments on these folks:

They knew that Jesus was right; they knew that their fellow-rulers were out to destroy him and all that he was seeking to do for God; but they were not prepared to take the risk of openly declaring for him. It would have meant an end of their place, their profit, and their prestige. They would have been ostracised from society and banished from orthodox religion. It was too high a price to pay. So they lived a lie because they were not big enough to stand up for the truth.


Those are strong words!  But they are no stronger than John’s own stinging denunciation, “for they loved praise from men more than praise from God.” The word NIV renders “praise” is normally translated “glory,” a favorite term of John throughout his Gospel.  To love the glory of people above the glory of God is the supreme disaster.

As Jesus Himself said in John 5:44, “How can you believe if you accept praise from one another, yet make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from the only God?”


We would like to think that these men were genuine believers in the Lord Jesus, but it is doubtful. Where there is true faith, there will be confession of Christ, sooner or later. When Christ is really accepted as Savior, one does not hesitate to make it known, regardless of the consequences.
 Didn’t Jesus just say in John 12:25, “The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life”?  As Donald Grey Barnhouse concludes,

If I have the smile of the world and the frown of God, it will profit me nothing in the day of judgment.  But if I have the smile of God, it matters not then and it matters not now what the world of men may think of me.

The Terror of Sacred Sentences (44-50)


John concludes the public statements of Jesus in verses 44-50:


Then Jesus cried out, “When a man believes in me, he does not believe in me only, but in the one who sent me. When he looks at me, he sees the one who sent me. I have come into the world as a light, so that no one who believes in me should stay in darkness. As for the person who hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge him. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; that very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day. For I did not speak of my own accord, but the Father who sent me commanded me what to say and how to say it. I know that his command leads to eternal life. So whatever I say is just what the Father has told me to say.”

One last time Jesus extends the invitation for us to trust and follow Him.  When we believe in Him, we believe in the Father who sent Him.  But when we reject Jesus, we reject God.  Behind these words we hear the terror of sacred sentences.  True, Jesus did not come to judge but to save, but we cannot avoid the tone of judgment in these words.


While the subject is not popular these days—even among many who call themselves Christians—the Bible is clear that those who do not follow Christ face eternal judgment.  Jesus taught it: “…a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned” (John 5:28-29).  John records near the end of Revelation,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire (Rev. 20:11-15).


Hell is a reality, and Hell is not only reserved for the worst criminals in human history.  In fact, there will be many respectable people sentenced to eternity in the lake of fire.  Many who have sat in church services just like this one, who have heard sermons just like this one, will find themselves on the outside looking in.  As the old saying goes, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”  How many people described in Revelation 20 have at some time thought to themselves, “I really should commit my life to Christ, but not now”?


The story is told of a revival sweeping through the Princeton University. Aaron Burr came to the president of the university and said, “Mr. President, I have made up my mind to consider the claims of Christ. Now Mr. President, what would you do?” And the old president of the university gave him this advice: “Burr, if I were you, I would wait until the excitement of the revival had subsided, and then I would think it out carefully.” Aaron Burr bowed his head a moment, and then he said, “Mr. President, that is exactly what I will do.” And, it is stated as a fact, that never again in his life did he express a desire to be a Christian, and they say he died without such an expression.
 


How tragic!  Here was a man who was ready to become a Christian, but was convinced to put it off.  How American history might have been different had Aaron Burr become a Christian!  How his eternal destiny would have been different!


The perils of procrastination—we cannot afford to put off a commitment to Jesus Christ.  Notice Jesus’ own words in John 12:36, “While you have the light, believe in the light, that you may become sons of light” (nkjv, emphasis added).  We think we have all the time in the world, but we do not.  And I’m not trying to be morbid by inferring that you might die today (although that is technically true).  The fact is that we cannot reject God with impunity.  I am reminded of God’s own words in Genesis 6:3, “My Spirit will not put up with humans for such a long time, for they are only mortal flesh” (nlt).  We do not know at what point we cross the line when our hearts become hardened.  Don’t allow fear of what others might think or do keep you from committing to Christ.  Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:17-6:2,

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. As God's fellow workers we urge you not to receive God's grace in vain. For he says, “In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you." I tell you, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation. 
Why the insistence on acting now?  In the words of Hebrews 2:3, “how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation?”  What will we say before God if we pass up opportunity after opportunity to accept His salvation?  

Theodore Roosevelt once said, “In the moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing to do.  The worst thing you can do is nothing.”  When it comes to our decision about Jesus Christ, it is never the wrong time to do the right thing.  And the worst thing we can do is nothing.

�William MacDonald and Arthur Farstad, Believer's Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1997, ©1995), John 12:37, emphasis added.


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


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


�Earl D. Radmacher, Ronald Barclay Allen and H. Wayne House, The Nelson Study Bible: New King James Version (Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers, ©1997), John 12:38.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�David R. Anderson, “The Nature of Faith,” Chafer Theological Seminary Journal Volume 5 (Chafer Theological Seminary, ©1999; 2002), 5:24-25; also Morris, op. cit.


�William Barclay, The Gospel of John: Volume 2 (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 2000, ©1975).


�Morris, op. cit.


�MacDonald, op. cit.


�Donald Grey Barnhouse, Romans: Expositions of Bible Doctrines Taking the Epistle to the Romans as a Point of Departure, Volume 2: God's Wrath (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, ©1953).


�Paul Lee Tan, Encyclopedia of 7700 Illustrations: A Treasury of Illustrations, Anecdotes, Facts and Quotations for Pastors, Teachers and Christian Workers (Garland TX: Bible Communications, 1996, ©1979).





