A Master Like No Other #4

“Politically Incorrect”

John 7:1-52
In case you’re not aware (which means you either live under a rock or just came back from a trip to Mars), the campaign for next year’s presidential election is in full force. A handful of candidates are contending for the Democratic nomination, while the latest number of Republican hopefuls is about one hundred twelve. 

Unlike many years, though, the candidates who have captured popular attention are not the traditional type we are used to seeing. Three of the top six Republicans have never been elected to public office. Two of the leading candidates (one from each party) are known for talking loudly with wild gesturing, while another speaks softly and often appears to be half asleep. And all of these, in one way or another, are going against what the “experts” claim to be the right way. They are politically incorrect.

Those two words accurately describe the earthly life and ministry of Jesus Christ as well. He was certainly not what the Jewish people of the first century were used to in a religious rabbi. The seventh chapter of John’s gospel demonstrates this. In this text we see Jesus’ unconventional methods, uncompromising message, and unpopular mandate.

Jesus’ Unconventional Methods 

John introduces this chapter by giving the timing of the events in verses 1-2, “After this, Jesus went around in Galilee, purposely staying away from Judea because the Jews there were waiting to take his life. But when the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was near…”

The events of chapter six took place shortly before Passover (John 6:4) in spring; now the Feast of Tabernacles in the fall was approaching. The Jews celebrated three feasts that required all males in Israel to attend: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. Each feast served to remind the Jewish people of something their forefathers had learned about the Lord through a particular experience. The Feast of Tabernacles, held during harvest time, reminded the Hebrew people of the exodus from Egypt, their wilderness wandering, and their eventual entry into the Promised Land.

The name “tabernacles” refers to the practice of building leafy shelters to be lived in during the festival, what one writer calls, “the Jewish camping festival.”
 Some of you enjoy camping in tents—you would have loved the Feast of Tabernacles! This was also a feast of thanksgiving primarily for the blessings of God in harvest, but there was also special reference to the blessings the people received during the wilderness wanderings, the time when God manifested himself in the tabernacle.

As mentioned a few weeks ago, we are entering Jesus’ final year of ministry on earth. The time of His popularity was past. Once great crowds followed Him everywhere. The feeding of the 5,000 had been the high point of this kind of popularity. After that, however, as He stressed more and more who He was and what His work really was, the crowds dwindled.
 From now to the end of the public ministry John depicts a steadily deepening hostility.

Such hostility was evident within His own family. We read in verses 2-5, 

But when the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was near, Jesus’ brothers said to him, “You ought to leave here and go to Judea, so that your disciples may see the miracles you do. No one who wants to become a public figure acts in secret. Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world.” For even his own brothers did not believe in him.
Chuck Swindoll suggests that Jesus’ brothers were “taunting Him,” suggesting He should go to Jerusalem and perform some magic tricks in order to rally the world behind Him.
 They certainly had the world’s point of view: if you want to get a following, use your opportunities to do something spectacular. That would be the “politically correct” thing to do. Jerusalem would be crowded with pilgrims— Francis Schaeffer writes, “It is estimated that well over a million people from all over the known world, both Jews and proselytes, poured into it. People milled about like ants on an anthill. The city was full of religious fervor.”
 This would give Jesus the ideal “platform” to present Himself and win disciples. No doubt the brothers knew that the multitude of disciples had deserted Jesus (as recorded in John 6). This was His opportunity to recoup His losses.

Jesus had already turned down the crowd’s offer to make Him King, and He was not about to yield to them in any way. Celebrities might ride to success on the applause of the crowd, but God’s servants know better. By doing miracles during the feast, at the “official city,” Jesus could muster a crowd, reveal Himself as Messiah, and overcome the enemy. Here were men going up to a religious feast, yet rejecting their own Messiah! How easy it is to follow religion and miss eternal truth.
 They were “going to church” (as we would say today) yet missing God in the process! (Of course, nobody would do that today, right?)

Jesus’ response in recorded in verses 6-8,

Therefore Jesus told them, “The right time for me has not yet come; for you any time is right. The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify that what it does is evil. You go to the Feast. I am not yet going up to this Feast, because for me the right time has not yet come.” Having said this, he stayed in Galilee.
Jesus says: “﻿My time is not yet come.﻿” Jesus frequently spoke about his time or his hour. But here he uses a different word, and uses it for the only time. In the other passages the Greek word used is hōra, which means “the destined hour of God.” Such a time or hour was neither movable nor avoidable. But in this passage the word is kairos, which characteristically means “an opportunity”; that is, the best time to do something, the moment when circumstances are most suitable. Jesus is not saying here that the destined hour of God has not come but something much simpler. He is saying that that was not the moment that would give him the chance for which he was waiting.

You might be surprised to read in verse ten, “However, after his brothers had left for the Feast, he went also, not publicly, but in secret.”  Some have suggested that Jesus lied to His brothers—since the original text of verse eight probably does not include the word “yet” in Jesus’ declaration, “I am not yet going up to this feast…”—but He certainly did not lie, nor was He misleading them. His statement didn’t preclude His going later, which He intended all along. He simply didn’t want to go along with His half-brothers’ political correctness. Instead, Jesus planned to journey more discreetly with His disciples and then to address the Judeans in the time and manner of His own choosing.
 John is clear that others did not set the agenda for Jesus. He was supremely the master of every situation. So in this case He went up when He was ready and in the way He chose.
 His methods were certainly unconventional.

Jesus’ Uncompromising Message

John also reveals Jesus’ uncompromising message. We read in verses 14-15, “Not until halfway through the Feast did Jesus go up to the temple courts and begin to teach. The Jews were amazed and asked, ‘How did this man get such learning without having studied?’”
When the feast was at its height Jesus came out of His seclusion and taught in the Temple. His opening address is a call to make serious judgments and not simply snap decisions on the basis of surface appearance.
 Once again, Jesus flies in the face of the political correctness, not only of His own day but of ours as well. We live in an age of the sound byte, instant analysis, and what my American history teacher called, “bumper-sticker politics.” (That was actually what he called my answers to the essay questions on his tests, but….) Even many churches are yielding to political correctness, opting for shorter, shallower sermons that appeal to their attention-deficit audiences.

Notice what Jesus says in verse 17: “If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my own.” If they choose to do God’s will, Jesus said, they will find out his teaching comes from God. This uncovers a very important fact: recognizing the truth of Jesus’ teaching is not dependent upon intellectual ability or formal learning, nor is it a reward for the noble search for truth. It depends, rather, upon a person’s willingness to do the will of God. The impediments to knowing the truth about God are more likely to be moral (lack of readiness to do God’s will) than anything else.
 The world says, “Seeing is believing,” but the Word says, “Believing is seeing.” Similarly, Jesus says, “Obeying is knowing.” When Moses asked God how he would know if God was truly sending him to Egypt to liberate the Israelites, God’s answer was, “You will know when you return and worship Me on this mountain.” What was the catch? Moses had to obey before he would have the confirmation! He would only know after he obeyed. Jesus says the same thing here.

Jesus kept his great saying for the climax of the feast, recorded in verses 37-38, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as﻿ the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” On each of the seven days of the feast a priest drew water from the pool of Siloam in a golden flagon and brought it in procession to the Temple with the joyful sounding of the trumpet. There the water was poured into a bowl beside the altar from which a tube took it to the base of the altar. These symbolic ceremonies were acted thanksgivings for God’s mercies in giving water in past days (probably looking right back to the smiting of the rock in the wilderness). They were also an acted prayer for rain for the coming year.

The Jewish people believed that when the Messiah came he would provide water (as he would provide manna) just as Moses had done: “As the former redeemer made a well to rise, so will the latter Redeemer bring up water, as it is stated, And a fountain shall come forth of the house of the Lord, and shall water the valley of Shittim (Joel 3:18)” (Qohelet Rabbah 1:9.1). In the light of this rabbinic text it is significant that, following chapter six, where the evangelist records the feeding of the five thousand and the bread of life discourse, in chapter seven he records Jesus’ offer of living water.

Jesus’ words are to be understood against this background. Until now nothing has been recorded of His teaching at this feast, for all His words in this chapter up to now have been replies to the accusations of His foes. But now, at the culmination of the feast, He unfolds its significance in terms of the life He came to bring. He takes the water symbolism of the feast and speaks of the living water that He will bestow. The people are thinking of rain and of their bodily need. He turns their attention to the deep need of the soul and to the way he would supply it. In John 4 we have had references to the living water, but here only is the explanation given in terms of the Holy Spirit.

Notice that verse 37 records, “On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice…” The New Living Translation renders this, “Jesus stood and shouted…” This is striking since the traditional rabbinic teaching posture was sitting and speaking. But Jesus stood up and shouted out. Forget a kind clearing of the throat. God was pounding his gavel on heaven’s bench. Christ demanded attention.

It is essential to understand that Jesus’ message was completely exclusive. He offered Himself not as a solution to life, but as the One who can fulfill man’s innermost longings. He was saying, “I am the water of life.” This, of course, parallels many other times when He hammered home the definite articles with great clarity, saying, for example, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” At least twice before the Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus had declared Himself to be the water of life, the One who can quench the real thirst of men.

So on the great day of the feast that commemorated the wilderness wanderings, with the Jewish nation assembled to watch the water being poured out to remind them of miraculous water given twice from a rock, Jesus stood and, in the face of rising opposition to His claim, made one of the strongest statements of His entire ministry: “I am the true water. Come unto Me and drink.”

This really flies in the face of political correctness today. In our pluralistic society we are told that insisting on only one way is too narrow and intolerant. Jesus stood by His uncompromising message in spite of public opinion. Will we?

Jesus’ Unpopular Mandate

The result of all this is what I am calling Jesus’ unpopular mandate. Political candidates search for a popular mandate, a significant victory at the polls demonstrating their overwhelming support by the people. (Interestingly, one defeated presidential candidate tried to deny that his opponent had obtained such a mandate…despite the fact that the winner had won 49 of the 50 states in the election!)

Throughout this seventh chapter of John’s gospel, there is division over Jesus’ words. The people were divided: some defended Him and some wanted to arrest Him.
 Here John records a tendency of some to accept Him on account of His words and a tendency of others to reject Him on account of His connection with Galilee.
 At one point, the people accused Jesus of being demon possessed. In those days, to say someone “has a demon” could be taken literally or figuratively. In this case, it was the ancient equivalent of someone saying, “You’re a raving, paranoid lunatic!”
 Yet some were more favorable toward Jesus, and verse 41 records that some accepted Him as the Christ (or Messiah).

One place it seemed where there was agreement as to Jesus’ message was with the Jewish leaders. In verses 48-49 they claim, “Has any of the rulers or of the Pharisees believed in him? No!” They were certain Jesus was not the Messiah, and they were united in their desire to silence Him forever.

Well, maybe not every one…
Nicodemus, one of their number, however, was not so certain. He had not openly believed, yet he could neither dismiss Jesus nor ignore His teaching. Therefore, he offered a reasonable defense for Jesus without exposing his true leanings. The rebuke by his fellow Pharisees included a patently untrue statement: “No prophet arises out of Galilee.” Jonah, Elijah, and Nahum all came from the region known in the first century as Galilee.
 There’s was a clear case of saying, “My mind is made up; don’t confuse me with the facts.”

There were no Gallup or Harris polls in the first century, so we cannot know for sure what percentage of those in Jerusalem accepted what Jesus had to say. Certainly it was a split decision—certainly not a popular mandate a political candidate would desire.

One thing about truth, though, is that it is not dependent upon majority rule. Remember the twelve spies sent into Canaan? The vote was 10-2 against going into the Promised Land. Later in the life of Jesus the Sanhedrin voted 69-2 for condemning Jesus to death. The majority is always right? In these cases the majority was dead wrong. We cannot rely upon popular opinion when it comes to truth.
Each person who heard Jesus’ invitation on the great day of the Feast was faced with a decision—would he believe or not? And every person who hears the invitation of Jesus Christ today is faced with the same decision. Whether you hear it through the preached Word of God or through reading the Scripture, Jesus Himself related His invitation to the Scripture: “He that believes on me, as the Scripture has said ...”), this invitation gives you only two choices: to accept or reject Him, to believe on Him or cry with the crowd, “Not Christ but Barabbas. Crucify Him!” There is no neutrality, no alternative, no third choice. They could not say, “He is a nice man.” On the basis of Jesus’ claim, either the Jews had to believe on Him or they had to cry out against Him.

This is the greatest decision you will ever make. What is your choice regarding Jesus?
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