Believing Is Seeing #13

“The Gauntlet”

John 5:16-47

Forty years ago this month, a young first-term Senator announced his candidacy for the presidency of the United States. His campaign of eloquence and enthusiasm swept throughout the land, drawing large numbers of followers.  Despite his popularity with the populace, though, some of the political establishment was not happy with his rise to prominence and power.  

The gauntlet had been thrown down.  

One victory after another only made his popularity grow—and the animosity against him. Just as he was about to ride the wave of support to the office he seemed destined for, his life was suddenly snuffed out.

If this story seems vaguely familiar, you might think that history is repeating itself.  

Perhaps it has.  

But I’m not speaking about the presidential campaign of 2008.  

Our study of the Gospel of John has brought us to John chapter five.  Until now, the young carpenter-turned-rabbi from Nazareth had been pickup up support—mostly from His fellow Galileans—and rumors had it that He was accomplishing some amazing things.  The political establishment was curious, but hadn’t moved beyond that because they didn’t perceive Him to be a threat.

All of that was about to change.

Earlier in this chapter Jesus had healed a paralytic man.  What could possibly be wrong with that?  Well, it took place on the Sabbath, and that was very politically incorrect in those days.  The Jewish leadership did not take kindly to this—and Jesus knew it.  This isn’t the only time Jesus performed miracles on the Sabbath, and that wasn’t a coincidence.

Why?  In the words of Warren Wiersbe, “They had taken the Sabbath—God’s gift to man—and had transformed it into a prison house of regulations and restrictions.”
  Jesus knew what the Sabbath was supposed to be about, and He took every opportunity to expose their abuse of the divinely sanctioned day of rest.

But in this passage, Jesus goes beyond the question of the Sabbath and addresses the question of His own identity.

Equality with the Father


In verse 17 Jesus says, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.”  These words may seem simple and straight forward, but in fact they are loaded with controversy.  We can even narrow it down further to the first two words He said: “My Father.”  This is no less than a claim of equality with God.


This claim of equality with the Father is evidenced in three ways in our text.  First it is seen in His assertion that He holds a special relationship with God.  At first we may not see the significance of what He is saying.  After all, didn’t He teach His disciples to pray, “Our Father in Heaven”?  Is not God the Father of all true believers?  These are both true statements, but in this text Jesus was not teaching that God is the Father of all. His claim meant that God was his Father in a special sense. He was claiming that he partook of the same nature as his Father. This involved equality.
  Marvin Vincent goes on to explain, 

They had heard Jesus claim that God was His Father. The pronoun “his” does not bring out the full force of the Greek here… The word is idios (ἰδιος), which means one’s own private, unique, individual possession. That is, Jesus claimed to own God as His Father in a way different from the way in which believers have God as their Father. His relationship to God as His Son was different, uniquely different, from that relationship sustained by every other person who claims sonship. These astute theologians saw clearly that in making this claim, Jesus was making Himself equal with God. And any person equal with God must be God. On another occasion, Jesus differentiated between the sonship of believers and that of Himself. He said to Mary, “Go to my brethren, and say to them, I ascend to my Father, and your Father, and to my God, and your God” (John 20:17).


Jesus was thus claiming a unique relationship with God the Father, and that put Him in a unique position Himself.  This was not lost on the Jewish leaders, as we will see later.


Secondly, the claim of equality with the Father is seen in His actions.  In verses 19-21 Jesus says, 

I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does. Yes, to your amazement he will show him even greater things than these. For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to give it.
Jesus displayed divine power in many ways at different times.  The Gospels record how He turned water into wine, how He healed the sick, fed multitudes with a small amount of food, and even walked on water.  But the greatest miracles He performed were those instances when He raised the dead to life. The fact that Jesus has the authority to raise the dead is proof that He is equal with the Father, and therefore He is God.

Jesus continues this same line of thinking in verses 24-26, 

I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life. I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live. For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself.

What does He mean in verse 25 when He says, “A time is coming and has now come”?  This phrase reveals what many scholars call an “already but not yet” tension regarding the resurrection. Those who are born again are spiritually resurrected in the present (“now is”), and yet a future physical resurrection still awaits them (“hour is coming”).
  Eternal life lasts forever, but it begins now.

Thirdly, the claim of equality with the Father is seen in His authority to judge.  Jesus says in verses 22-23,

Moreover, the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son, that all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father, who sent him. 

He continues in verses 27-30,

And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man. Do not be amazed at this, for 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. By myself I can do nothing; I judge only as I hear, and my judgment is just, for I seek not to please myself but him who sent me. 


The Jews recognized God as “the Judge of all the earth” (Gen. 18:25).  No one dared to apply that august title to himself, but Jesus did! By claiming to be the Judge, He claimed to be God.
  In short, “the mind of Jesus is the mind of God; the words of Jesus are the words of God; the actions of Jesus are the actions of God.”
  Jesus claimed equality with the Father.

Endorsements of the Faithful

Jesus did not want His hearers to simply take His word for it, though.  He says in verse 31, “If I testify about myself, my testimony is not valid.”  Engrained in the Jewish law was the requirement of multiple witnesses for evidence to be admitted as fact.  Both in Deuteronomy 17:6 and 19:15 the Law insisted on two or three witnesses.  So Jesus began by fully admitting the normal Jewish law of evidence.
  Like a politician running for office, Jesus picks up the endorsements of the faithful to back up His claims.

The first endorsement Jesus points to is John the Baptist.  This was not the foremost of His endorsements—Jesus says in verse 34, “not that I accept human testimony”— but this is the one which His audience would have been the most familiar.  Donald Carson writes,

Although the Baptist was not the true light (1:8), he was a lamp that burned and gave light. Though not the light (phōs), he was a light-bearer, a lamp (lychnos). There is probably an allusion to Psalm 132:17: ‘Here [at Zion] I will make a horn grow for David, and set up a lamp for my anointed one’ (a lychnos for my christos).﻿

Jesus moves on to the most significant endorsement, that of His Father in Heaven.  In verses 36-37 we read, “I have testimony weightier than that of John. For the very work that the Father has given me to finish, and which I am doing, testifies that the Father has sent me. And the Father who sent me has himself testified concerning me.”
When did the Father testify concerning Jesus?  The possibilities include: (1) at Jesus’ baptism (Matt. 3:17), (2) at the transfiguration (Matt. 17:5), or (3) at the Triumphal Entry (John 12:28).
  But not everyone hearing Jesus’ words would have been at those events.

So Jesus introduces a third endorsement in verse 39.  Those who read the King James Version may misunderstand the emphasis of Jesus’ words.  It reads, “Search the Scriptures, for in them ye think ye have eternal life…”  This may sound like a command, but in fact “John 5:39 is probably a statement of fact and not a command and could be rendered: ‘Ye search the Scriptures, for in them ye think ye have eternal life.’ The Jewish scribes sought to know the Word of God, but they did not know the God of the Word! They counted the very letters of the text, but they missed the spiritual truths that the text contained.”

Donald Grey Barnhouse comments,

Now remember that Jesus is talking to the Phari​sees—the graduates of the Jerusalem Theological Seminary, the Law of Moses Training School, and the Palestine Missionary Institute. They read the Bible just to establish their position, to build up their prestige, and to be able to look down their noses at the common populace who believed in Jesus, but knew little about the Law. These fellows always had their noses in the Bible, but they never got any further than the paper and ink.

We need to heed these words ourselves, for there are also those today who master the Scriptures but do not allow the Scriptures to master them.

Enmity from the Foolish


What was the reaction of the Jewish leaders to Jesus’ words?  John tells us in verses 16 and 18:

So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jews persecuted him… For this reason the Jews tried all the harder to kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.
At first the authorities got after Jesus because He didn’t follow all of their ideas on the Sabbath.  But when He called God His own personal Father, the enmity heats up tremendously.  Now they decide He must die.

Some critics of Christianity contend that Jesus never claimed to be God.  Yet this is one of several instances in John’s Gospel in which Jesus’ opponents understood very well that He made claims to divinity, and He never objected that they had misunderstood.
  Instead of arguing that they had got the wrong idea about His words, Jesus turned the tables on the Jewish accusation against Him of blasphemy. Jesus affirmed that the only way anyone can honor the Father is through receiving the Son. Therefore, it was the Jews were the ones who actually blasphemed the Father by rejection of His Son.

How could this be?  How could the ones who should have known better have missed it so badly?  Wiersbe concludes,

So, there was something wrong with the minds of these Jewish leaders: they did not see Christ in their own Scriptures (see 2 Cor. 3:14–18; 4:3–6). But there was also something wrong with their wills: they would not trust in the Saviour. Because they did not have the Word in their hearts, they did not want Christ in their hearts. They were religious and self-righteous, but they were not saved. These leaders had a third problem, and this was the lack of love in their hearts. “Ye have not the love of God in you” (John 5:42). This means the experience of God’s love for them as well as their expression of love for God. They claimed to love God, but their attitude toward Jesus Christ proved that their love was counterfeit.

Each aspect of the human personality—the intellect, emotions, and will—were corrupted against the truth.  They were truly foolish, for they had the truth right in front of them and they turned away in enmity against Christ.

What about us?  We are confronted with the same claim of Jesus: that He is no less than God the Son who will ultimately judge every person.  He is coming again; are we ready?  We have the Scriptures available to us: do we see Christ or do we simply use the Bible to prove our own ideas?  Our eternal destiny depends upon the answer.
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