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Getting to the heart of scepticism
John 8:48-59

Last weekend the Australian Open finals were played.
Novak Djokovic is the men’s champion (again),
and Naomi Osaka from Japan won the women’s event.
It’s always interesting to see how the end result fits
with what was predicted before the tournament.
I had a look at some of the press reports from early January—
there are some very embarrassing comments that are still on the internet.
Even though she won the US Open, no-one really gave Naomi Osaka a chance.
In fact, I read two journalists who placed Osaka on a list of players
“most likely to disappoint”; they lumped her in with Nick Kyrgios.
The pressure of being a grand-slam champion could weigh heavily on the shoulders of Naomi
Osaka, who we shouldn’t forget has only just turned 21. Wrote Charlie Eccleshare in the

UK Telegraph.

When a new star emerges … those players have struggled to sustain a charge. That's why
Japan's Naomi Osaka, at just 21, might not hit the ground running this year. That was Vicki

Hodges also in the Telegraph.
So there were plenty of sceptics in the lead-up to tournament,
but Naomi Osaka demonstrated why she has become number one!
Today we finish our series in John chapters 7 and 8,
two chapters in which we hear plenty of scepticism in response to Jesus,
and I think today we finally arrive at the heart
of why these people have so much trouble believing.
What is this great stumbling block that they just can’t overcome?
And it’s worth noting how Jesus responds to this final barrage of questions,
Perhaps his example is one we can remember
when we encounter the scepticism of others.
We all know that not everyone agrees with our belief in Christ,
so what example does Jesus have for us when faced with our own sceptics?
Let’s listen in as Jesus responds once more to those who doubt
We’re in John 8:48 where the conversation takes a very ugly turn.
The Jews answered him, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demonpossessed?”
Two insults in the one breath: A Samaritan and demon-possessed

What did they mean by calling Jesus a Samaritan?
The Samaritans were a group of people living near and around the Jews,
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and they can be thought of as an off-shoot of ancient Judaism.
They believed in the first five books of the OT,
but they didn’t believe that the city of Jerusalem—or its temple—
were all that important.
They had their own place of worship in a different location,
and so on account of these differences there was a lot of hostility.
So calling a someone a Samaritan was an act of pure hatred,
you would be hard pressed to think of a worse insult,
unless you said someone was demon-possessed
—filled with the spirits of hell, that might be worse—
which of course is what the Jews say about Jesus not only here
but at a number of points in the gospels.
Demon possession is well described in the NT;
demons are destructive of life,
they are completely opposed to God’s work,
they are the enemy of God and are in opposition to all he is set on achieving.
So what these Jews are saying here is that Jesus is the enemy.
Not simply an interesting teacher who can safely be ignored,
Not just a showman who offers some light relief to everyday life,
Jesus is an enemy who is to be hated and done away with.
From time to time I still hear the same hatred for Jesus and his teaching today.
“Christianity is dangerous”, they cry
“Christianity must be silenced”, they exclaim, or at least
“it has no place in our parliaments or in our schools.”
“Teaching children to believe in Christ is a form of child abuse”
Make no mistake,
we live in a world where alongside those who believe
we not only have those who are indifferent
but also those who take Christ to be the enemy.
What’s an appropriate response to those who think this way?
Let’s hear how Jesus replies, verse 49 “I am not possessed by a demon,” said Jesus,
“but I honor my Father and you dishonor me. 50 I am not seeking glory for myself; but there is
one who seeks it, and he is the judge.”

It’s only a couple of lines
but there are a number of aspects to Christ’s response here.
First of all we note that, once more, he recounts the truths that he’s been teaching.
Again he stresses that he has this special relationship with God the Father:
he is seeking to honour the father,
while the Father is seeking to glorify the Son.
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This has been the theme throughout the whole Gospel,
—the theme that has upset so many people—
Jesus and the Father come to us together;
if we want one of them, then we must make friends with the other.
And once more Jesus speaks about the path to eternal life, verse 51
Very truly I tell you, whoever obeys my word will never see death.

The path to eternal life is to believe the word that Jesus brings us;
The word that tells us to believe in him.
If Jesus really was demon possessed then he’d be a destroyer of life,
But in verse 51 we hear him rehearsing, yet again, the secret to living forever.
Verse 51 is also a place where we see the graciousness of Jesus in action.
These people have just expressed their hatred of Jesus in no uncertain terms,
And yet once again, Jesus hands them the ticket
that could see them enter through the gates of heaven.
Don’t you love the grace shown by Jesus here?
People who deserve some kind of divine retribution
receive yet another chance as they hear how they can enter paradise.
And so what is there to learn as Jesus answers his critics?
In the face of personal attacks,
Jesus remains focused on honouring God
and repeating this gracious offer of eternal life.
But the ears of his listeners appear closed, verse 52: At this they exclaimed, “Now we know
that you are demon-possessed! Abraham died and so did the prophets, yet you say that
whoever obeys your word will never taste death. 53 Are you greater than our father
Abraham? He died, and so did the prophets. Who do you think you are?”

So we lurch from personal abuse to misunderstanding.
From their words it appears that Christ’s opponents
think he is speaking about avoiding all types of death.
So far in his public ministry Jesus has been clear:
the life he is promising is the resurrected life beyond the grave.
Whether this misunderstanding is intentional or unintentional, I’m unsure.
Sometimes when people are angry they mishear people, don’t they?
Or they look for reasons to object that may not actually be valid.
Eitherway, they haven’t understood Christ’s message.
And they also hear a challenge to their own religious preferences, did you notice?
These are people who identify as followers of Abraham,
And they hear in Jesus’ words a challenge to the status of this revered figure.
“Abraham died,” they say, “and you say you’ve got a cure for death.
Are you greater than Abraham?”
They kind of undermine themselves a little bit here;
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they admit that their great figurehead still died like everyone else.
How worthy of reverence is he if he still died?
And then, if there is a figure who is promising more than Abraham, like Jesus,
then surely that figure is worth investigating!
It’s a dynamic that worth noting in a multicultural area like ours,
because for many of our neighbours,
the claims of Jesus provide a big challenge to what they currently believe.
And like what we see here in vs 52-53,
I think that Jesus offers a lot more for our neighbours
than what they have already.
But we shouldn’t expect people to see this straight away,
there’ll be a conversation that’ll develop as people’s ideas are challenged.
So how does Jesus respond to this preference for the old in the face of the new?
Verse 54 If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your
God, is the one who glorifies me.

To his response of grace Jesus adds humility;
even though he is positioning himself as the one who has the answers,
this is not because he’s seeking his own glory,
rather any glory he receives is that given by God the father.
And again, note this close relationship between the Father and Jesus;
if you wish to do business with God then expect him to point you to Christ.
And like he’s done earlier, Jesus responds by repeating the truth, verse 55
Though you do not know him, I know him.
If I said I did not, I would be a liar like you, but I do know him and obey his word.

Jesus says, “What do you expect me to do?
You obviously don’t like what I’m saying, so do you expect me to lie?
Do you want me to lie to you, to say the things you wish were true?
I’m not going to do that! I’m the one who knows the Father!”

And this truth telling extends to pointing out the error in his opponents’ thinking,
which he does using language that’s a little confronting:
“You do not know the Father, and you are liars!”
Is Jesus being a bit too strong here? It depends what’s at stake I guess.
If Jesus has detected a lie that covers up the secret to eternal life,
then perhaps strident language is appropriate.
And then in verse 56 he zeros in on one particular truth
that addresses the veneration of Abraham that we heard a few verses earlier:
Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.

I think Jesus is implying that he is greater than Abraham,
in that Abraham knew there was something more to come,
and that ‘something more’—which is Jesus—was worth rejoicing over.
So what’s the response to this defensive misunderstanding of Jesus’ position?
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Well, again we hear Jesus doggedly, yet humbly, sticking to the truth;
the truth about his relationship to the Father,
the truth about his superiority to alternative positions,
and even the truth about the dishonesty of those who oppose his teaching.
Perhaps it’s no surprise then that the personal attacks continue,
Verse 57. “You are not yet fifty years old,” they said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!”
My feeling is that in this verse,
which is the final objection that we’ll hear in the whole series,
we arrive at the heart of what is making people sceptical.
As readers of the Gospel we’ve known from the very first chapter
that God the Son—the divine being who would become Jesus of Nazareth—
we’ve known that he has existed as God, with the Father, forever.
And so when we hear these opponents say “you are not yet 50 years old”,
it makes us realise that they think he’s merely a human being.
Yes he is human, but we believe Jesus is the divine human, the God-man,
who has a history extending way back into eternity.
But these people can’t accept this: “You’re just a man, and a young one at that!”
According to Jewish custom
50 years of age was a significant marker of eldership.
So they’re being a bit condescending. “Watch what your saying, Junior!”
So this is the big stumbling block.
“He’s making all these claims, but he’s just another guy like one of us.
And today of course there’s the same objection,
I had an uber driver from Afghanistan the other day,
he said “you believe that Jesus is God’s Son. He’s just a prophet!”
It’s the same scepticism; “he’s just a man.”
And it’s a scepticism that can also is found in a more subtle way within the church.
We confess with our mouths that Jesus is God,
but maybe in our hearts we wish he was just a man
We say he’s God, but we don’t treat him as God,
We’re sceptical of his call to take up our cross and follow him.
“He didn’t really mean that, did he?”
We can easily deny the divinity of Christ by our actions if not our lips.
And so how does Jesus respond to this, the most typical type of scepticism?
With a statement that brings the whole two chapters to a climax:
“Very truly I tell you,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” 59 At this, they
picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.

It’s a funny sounding thing for Jesus to say, isn’t it?
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It doesn’t even make grammatical sense: before Abraham was born, I am!
Is this why they wanted to stone him? Because they didn’t like his grammar?
Of course not, they knew exactly what Jesus was saying.
The key is in our OT reading from Exodus Ch 3.
Moses has been commissioned by God as a prophet and leader of Israel,
And Moses asks “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers

has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 14 God
said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to
you.’

And so In John 8:58, Jesus is taking God’s own name for himself.
There are some sceptics who claim that Jesus never said that he was God.
What they mean is, Jesus never said the exact words “I am God.”
But by taking the name of God as revealed in the OT
we see that Jesus quite clearly makes the claim that he is divine.
And so, once more, Jesus meets scepticism with a clear restatement of the truth;
he is not simply a man like all the rest,
but he is God himself who’s become one of the human race.
I suspect that many of us still have a question.
So far what we’ve observed looks like a battle of opinions:
Jesus makes a statement > people object > Jesus makes the statement again.
So there’s a question as to whose opinion we should believe.
This is where we have to lift our eyes beyond these two chapters
to the end of the Gospel,
where John records the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.
If Jesus is making claims about having the answer to death,
and if he is going to be greater than Abraham who lived and died,
then these claims must be backed up somehow.
Naomi Osaka had her sceptics,
but the moment she hoisted that trophy over her head
their scepticism counted for nothing.
And that moment for Jesus came when he walked out of the tomb;
that was the clincher,
the crowning moment giving weight to all that was said previously,
that’s the moment which put the sceptics in their place.
Sceptics can say what they like, but Jesus speaks the truth.
Let’s keep listening to him. Prayer.
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