Believing Is Seeing #50

“The Never-Ending Story”

John 21:25

Remember that film, “The Never-Ending Story”?  They made so many sequels of that movie, I thought they were serious with that title!  Some of you might be thinking this succession of sermons through the gospel of John could be called “The Never-Ending Series”!  But fear not, we are bringing this series to a conclusion this morning.  (I know what you’re thinking: “I’ll believe it when I see it!”  O ye of little faith!)

Our text for today is just one verse—the final verse of John’s gospel.  John 21:25 reads, “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.”  Considering the amount of books that have been written down through the years, one might wonder if writers aren’t trying to find out!  Solomon had it right when he wrote in Ecclesiastes 12:12, “Of making many books there is no end…”
We might question why John ends his biography of Jesus this way.  In fact, this was a common practice.  When writers had more data before them than they could record, they often noted that they were being selective rather than exhaustive in their testimony. Greek, Jewish and Samaritan writers of this era included hyperboles like this one as well, sometimes speaking of how the world could not contain the knowledge a particular rabbi had of the law, and so forth.
  John knew that his account of the life of Christ was incomplete—the other three gospels relate many other stories that he does not cover.  And so he honestly admits that his book does not contain everything there is to know about the Savior.


Throughout this series of messages, I have often quoted from an excellent commentary on John written by Leon Morris.  I’d like to cite him one last time as he writes concerning these closing words:

It is fitting for us to bring our study of the Gospel to a close with the reminder of the limitations of our knowledge. It is well for us to be appreciative of the knowledge we have and to show a due gratitude to God for what he has revealed. But we should not exaggerate. Our knowledge of the truth is at best partial. The reader who appreciates the significance of these final words is kept humble.


I agree with Morris that we are reminded of how much we don’t know when it comes to Christ.  But I think there is another way of looking at John’s final thoughts, and for this I am indebted to a dear friend in whose memory I dedicated my latest book: Dave Bingham.  While in high school I heard him preach a sermon from this verse entitled, “Books That Should Be Written.”  This past week I found his notes for that message and was challenged once again by his words:

John’s gospel is an open-ended book…there is almost a note of dissatisfaction to it.  But the story has not ended.  We can’t all be apostles (like John) but we can all be epistles—love letters from Jesus to the world…lives bearing His signature, with the autograph of Christ in it. Liken your life to a book, with each New Year’s beginning a new chapter.
  


Along these same lines, Donald Grey Barnhouse wrote, 

We believers, baptized into His body, are the library of His doings that the world cannot contain…. Oh, what a library are the saints of God!  Each is a record of the grace of the Savior.  This is why there is joy in heaven in the presence of the angels when another chapter is added.
 


Before you think that these men have gone off the deep end in their thinking, consider the words of the apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 3:2-3,

You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by everybody. You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts. 

Have you ever thought of yourself in this way?  The life of Jesus truly is a never-ending story, for He is alive and at work through His disciples right up to the present.  For those of us who follow Christ, the gospel is continuing to be written in the history of the world.


So this morning, I want to challenge us to think about the kind of book our lives are becoming.  I’m not suggesting that some lives are comedies while others are tragedies or mysteries, but rather I want us to consider some basic ideas about our lives from this perspective.  Let’s consider the Creator of the story, the contents of the “book” of our lives, and finally the circulation of this work.

The Creator

Every book has an author—even ones that are published anonymously or under a pen name still have someone putting it together!  As we think about our lives in this light, we should ask ourselves who the author really is.  Referring back to Dave Bingham’s sermon, I think he coined a new word when he said,

Who is writing on the pages of your life?  If it is a biography, then others are writing about you; if it is an autobiography, then you are writing your own story; but if it is a theobiography, then you are allowing God to write His story on the pages of your life.  Jesus is called “the author of salvation” in Hebrews 5:9—will you allow Him to be the author of your life?
  

That may sound trite, but there is a lot of truth in those words.  How many people’s lives are biographies in the sense that they allow other people to dictate what do and how they live?  I’ve known of people who never marry because of their parents, or those who never do certain things because the people around them might not approve.  Some live their entire lives trying to please the folks around them, and some of those folks are never pleased with anything!  Talk about frustration—all because they allow others to write their life story for them.

Then there are those who insist on writing their own story.  Their lives are an autobiography, and many of them could take on the title of the Frank Sinatra hit, “I Did It My Way.”  These are the opposite of the first group; nobody is going to tell them what they can or cannot do!  They would rather be wrong on their own than be right with the help of others.  Unfortunately, those who take this approach are bound to end tragically, for Proverbs 14:12 states, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”  I thought of this as I read the familiar yet haunting words of Revelation 20:11-15:

 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.
Notice that “books” were opened in addition to the book of life.  The next phrase says, “The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.”  In a sense these are the autobiographies of those who choose to write their own life story.  But when the final page of their life is turned, they face an eternity without Christ.

It is only when we allow our life story to be a “theobiography” will we ever find satisfaction and fulfillment.  As Paul wrote of the Corinthians, may our life story be “written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.”  As we let God write the pages of our life story we will find that the plot holds together and, despite the instances of drama, comedy, and even the occasional tragedy, the story always has a happy ending.

The Contents

So what should the contents of our life story look like?  Some people seem to spend more time on the cover artwork than on the actual contents—they are more concerned with appearances than with reality.  Other life stories look like school assignments.  Remember when you were assigned to write a five-page report on some subject, but when you put everything together it only came out to three-and-a-half pages?  It takes some creative writing to stretch it out that final page and a half, doesn’t it?  I think that’s how some people live their lives: They know they don’t have much to offer, so they try to inflate what they have with big words or tall tales.  Noble promises and good intentions can fill pages and pages, but without subsequent fulfillment they are just empty.

Charles Spurgeon wrote, “The man of God…should be mighty both in the word of his doctrine and in the deed of his example, and mightiest, if possible, in the second.”  In the spiritual realm the old saying is true, “Actions speak louder than words.”  Think about this: The Holy Spirit has not preserved many of the apostles’ sermons, motions, or resolutions, but has devoted an entire book of the Bible to their Acts.
  

So what should the contents of our lives include?  A good place to start is in the same chapter of our text, John 21.  Last week we considered the restoration of Simon Peter to the Lord’s work, and from that account we can discover three themes that should be found in every Christian’s life story.  The first is fidelity—three times Peter said to Jesus, “You know that I love you.”  This is where the Christian life must begin: with a relationship of love to our Savior.  But this is more than a fleeting feeling that comes and goes quickly; this is a commitment of our lives to Him in loving gratitude for all that He has done for us.  The second theme is following—Jesus told Peter, “Follow Me!”  This speaks to the obedience of the Christian to the commands of Christ.  We cannot call ourselves Christian if we are not following Christ.  We cannot claim to follow Christ unless we obey His commands.  Thirdly we see focus in this text.  When Peter tried to bring John into the picture Jesus said, “Don’t worry about him.  He has his own life story to experience; you concern yourself with your own!”  Whenever we start comparing our situation to someone else around us, we are headed for trouble.  Comparisons lead to feelings of superiority or inferiority, to complacency or complaining, or simply to distraction from the way God wants our lives to read.  

The Circulation

Finally I want us to think about the circulation of our life story.  Who is going to read this book that Christ wants to write on the pages of our lives?  We might think (or secretly wish) that we live our lives in relative anonymity or obscurity, that no one notices or even cares about what we do and how we do it.

This is simply not true.  As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 3:2, “You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by everybody.”  The fact is that people are watching us.  It may be our children or grandchildren who want to grow up to be just like us.  How scary is that?  It might be a young person who looks up to us as a role model.  We don’t decide whether or not we are a role model; that decision is made by those who choose to model themselves after us.  Perhaps our lives are being “read” by those who are looking for the truth and wonder if the claims of Christ are valid.  On the other hand, we may be watched by those who seek to discredit Christianity, and they are poised to pounce on any opportunity to show that our lives don’t match our profession.  

I recall seeing the saying, “Your life may be the only Bible some people ever read.”  Let those words sink in for a moment.  “Your life may be the only Bible some people ever read.”  If that were the case, would the “reader” believe it to be true or not?

You might conclude, “My life isn’t worth anyone’s time or efforts to read.  I hope nobody s reading these pages!”  If you feel that way this morning, you need to remain there.  As Barnhouse continued the analogy,

At present we are in a poor edition, but the great Bookbinder has promised to bring out a new edition on indestructible paper and clear type with no errata; imprints of the Son of God, bound in His likeness forever.

We have a great Editor when it comes to the story of our lives.  He has already erased all traces of sin from our past, and He wants to clean up the story line of our lives even now.  Regardless of how many chapters have already been written or how many (or few) chapters we have left, it is never too late to allow Christ to be the Author of our lives, so that we truly become theobiographies in the great library of God.

The life of Christ truly is a never-ending story.  It has continued throughout the pages of history and it continues today in the lives of everyone who calls himself or herself a Christian.  

So who is writing your book?  What are the contents within?  Who is reading the story of your life, and will they find the truth about Jesus Christ written on the pages of your life?

Sierra song – “The Story of Life”

Sometimes life is fragile
Seems like it's coming undone
Sometimes you're over a barrel
Sometimes you're under the gun
Sometimes life is easy
Just a walk in the park
Sometimes life's a gamble
Just a shot in the dark
Another day in other words

In the story of life
I've found the only way
I can ever survive
Is reading by the light of my faith
Hope is alive
And love turns another page
And Heaven is mine
When the Author signs His name on my heart
In the story of life

Somewhere there's Someone watching
He is the watcher of me
He gives the story meaning
Gives me a reason to be
For it is written in words
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