21st September 2008

Jn 8:48-58

Jesus – who do you say I am?

Introduction

In the second of our autumn sermon series we start to concentrate on the ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus contained in John’s gospel. Taken together they emphasise the importance of recognising who Jesus is. John himself leaves us in no doubt of how he views the claims Jesus makes about himself –

· ‘The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.’ (1:14)

· ‘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 that by believing you may have life in his name.’ (20:30 – 31)

· ‘This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true. 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.’ (21: 24 – 25)  
In the first and last of these quotes - John uses the plural ‘we saw’ and ‘we know’. He is here trying to convince his Jewish readers who are fully aware of the law’s requirement for more than one witness. (Dt 19:15)

 In speaking of our faith and of the hope that stems from it – it is important to have an answer to the question posed by scripture. Those occasions in the NT when Jesus asks – ‘who do you say I am?’  This will be the challenge for each one of us - how do we respond to the claims that Jesus makes? If they are true what implication has that truth on my life and the lives of those who I come into contact with?

In the following weeks we will look at the imagery that Jesus paints for us, which can help us to understand the implication of the answer Jesus gives to the Jews questioning him – ‘I tell you the truth,’ Jesus answered, ‘before Abraham was born, ‘I am!’ (v58)
What is Jesus saying through this passage?
To answer that question we need to first understand the nature of John’s use of the ‘I am’ sayings which are unique to this gospel. The main emphasis of John’s theology is to tell us about the person of Jesus and to do so with a formula that alludes to the OT form of divine revelation. Yet Jesus is not simply using a familiar divine name for himself. Rather Jesus claims to share in God’s eternal existence. 
He has life in himself – ‘For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself.’ (5:26)

He has the power to lay down his life and to take it up again – ‘The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life – only to take it up again. No-one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.’(10:17-18)
He has the power to give life to those who keep his word – ‘I tell you the truth if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.’ (8:51) and ‘For you [Father] granted him authority over all people that he might give eternal life to all those you have given him.’ (17:2) thereby exercising the unique life-giving prerogative of God. 

So Jesus’ claim, ‘before Abraham was born, ‘I am.’ (v58) contrasts with Abraham’s life ‘which came into being’ with his own, which simply ‘is’. Jesus’ claim earlier in the chapter (8:24 and 28) – only invoked puzzlement in some of his audience. But it is not until Jesus claims to have ‘seen Abraham’ - that is to share in eternal life, that the people now react. 
Now he is claiming to have or give what God alone has and gives. The ‘I am’ statement in verse 58 links Jesus’ work and person in the most intimate way with God the Father.
Jesus becomes in his person the focus of faith – he stands in the midst of worship or personal crisis directing spiritual longing and need to himself. Jesus is not simply representing the Father here but is bearing the Father’s presence to the world. Jesus is God incarnate and therefore bears the divine name. He is not simply the messenger of revelation like Moses - he is revelation. Jesus’ name has power and significance. 
Where does this claim lead us?

Firstly Jesus Christ reveals God (cf. Ex 3:4-5) – he makes God known in a particular and specific manner distinctive to Christianity. The theologian Karl Barth put this way – ‘When Holy Scripture speaks of God,, it does not permit us to let our attention or thoughts wander at random…When Holy scripture speaks of God, it concentrates our attention and thoughts upon one single point and what is to be known at that point…If we ask further concerning the one point upon which, according to Scripture, our attention and thoughts should and must be concentrated, then from first to last the Bible directs us to the name of Jesus Christ.’
Secondly salvation is manifested in and through, and constituted on the basis of, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Thirdly Jesus Christ defines the shape of the redeemed life – he not only makes life possible; he also determines its shape. The NT notion of being conformed to Christ expresses this very well. 

The challenge
If somebody makes such claims as these they need to be tested, are they true or not? There are many people who make all sorts of claims, but that doesn’t mean they are necessarily correct. 

So how can we test Jesus’ claims? He claimed to be the unique Son of God; God made flesh. There are three logical possibilities – that he was mentally unbalanced, his claims were untrue and therefore he was an impostor or lastly that his claims were true.

One commentator explains like this, ‘You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God; or else a madman or something worse… but not let us come up with any patronizing nonsense about his being  great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.’

Turning to the audience Jesus was with earlier in the chapter (8:30 – 31) we are told that, ‘Even as he spoke, many put their faith in him…if you hold to my teaching you are really my disciples.’  They had listened to Jesus and been seemingly convinced but the shallowness of this commitment for some is seen in the verse immediately after our reading – ‘At this, they picked up stones to stone him.’ In other words they now reacted to his claim to be God as blasphemy (Lev 24:16).

So the choice before us all lies in the view of the claim Jesus makes – the difference between fickle disciples and genuine disciples. Perseverance is the mark of true faith of real disciples. A genuine believer remains in Jesus’ word and his teaching. Such a person obeys it, seeks to understand it better, and finds it more precious, more controlling, precisely when other forces actively oppose it. It is the person who makes a personal commitment to Jesus who has both the Father and the Son.    
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