Believing Is Seeing #17

“Who’s Behind the Wheel?”

John 7:1-13

“We are driven.”

Remember that television ad campaign?  Back in the late 1970’s, the Datsun car company produced a series of commercials with this slogan.  Of course, Datsuns became known as Nissans, and the commercials became a distant memory.

But the phrase remains true on a number of levels.  Both individuals and organizations are “driven,” particularly in our ultra-competitive society.  This applies to Christians as well.

The real question is not whether we are driven, but who (or what) is behind the wheel?  Or, to borrow another fashionable phrase, “What’s my motivation?”  Why do we do what we do?  In our age, where much of the focus in churches is on what we do and how we do it, perhaps the more important question is why do we do what we do? This question provides the backdrop for our text this morning, found in the seventh chapter of John’s gospel.

The Pursuit of Popularity (1-5)


In the first five verses we read,

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, 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. 

The question of motivation stands at the heart of a discussion Jesus has with His brothers in John chapter seven.  By “brothers” John refers to the later children of Mary and Joseph, named James, Joseph, Simon and Jude (Mat 13:55).  At least two of these—James and Jude—would later become followers of Christ and even wrote books included in the New Testament.  But at the time of this conversation, John reports that none of Jesus’ brothers believed in Him.


John also records that the setting for this interaction was the Feast of Tabernacles.  As to the historical and spiritual significance of the feast, we will consider that next week (for it comes into play with the teaching of Jesus in that text), but for our purposes today, we should note that the Feast of Tabernacles was a festive, joyous occasion.  Jews from all over the area made their way to Jerusalem for this eight-day celebration.  They lived in tents, commemorating the Israelites wilderness wanderings under Moses.  According to Josephus, this Feast was the most popular of the three principal Jewish feasts that brought the faithful flocking to Jerusalem.
  If their Day of Atonement and Passover could be likened to our Christmas and Easter, then think of the Feast of Tabernacles as Thanksgiving.  It was a time of family, food, and fun—and I’d bet that, if football had been invented back then, they would’ve played football during the Feast of Tabernacles!  


With this backdrop, Jesus’ brothers approach Him with some helpful advice.  At least they think it is helpful.  They say 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.”  


“Why stay in the sticks?” we might translate this into today’s terms.  “You need to go where people will see your miracles and hear your teaching.  You need to go big time!” or, as the Berkeley version puts it, “to be in the limelight.”  Isn’t that the American way? As Warren Wiersbe points out, 
These men certainly had the world’s point of view: if you want to get a following, use your opportunities to do something spectacular. Jerusalem would be crowded with pilgrims and 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 (John 6:66). This was His opportunity to recoup His losses.

Isn’t this the way the world thinks?  Success means numbers, and in order to be the most successful, you’ve got to attract the most people!  Bring out the charts, the statistics, and the latest trends.  “This is Madison Avenue and Hollywood, you see, the advertising agency. ‘Do things in man’s way!’”
  

Things have certainly changed in our own age.  This advice is still offered to the Christian Church, but now it is endorsed not by unbelievers, but by those within the Church!  The whole “church growth” industry seeks to use the latest trends and techniques to bring people to the church.  The preacher needs to be a celebrity, the sanctuary needs to be a stage, and worship needs to be a choreographed production.  Calls for commitment are exchanged for comfort, and submission to Christ’s lordship is replaced with, “Have it your way!”


All of this may work in the corporate world, but the kingdom of God does not operate on the same rules as the kingdom of men.  Jesus’ brothers just didn’t get it.  “They had no idea that Jesus’ mission, in its very nature, must be unpopular.”
  Popularity was never His goal; His mission was defined, as we will see in a moment, by purpose.


Christian churches—ministers, leaders, and congregations—need to be reminded of this today.  Ministers need to be reminded of the words of 1 Peter 5:2-4,

Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 


I love the way Wiersbe puts it: “Celebrities might ride to success on the applause of the crowd, but God’s servants know better.”
  Churches need to remember that their Lord did not measure success by statistics, and should not compromise her message to be more popular.

The Principle of Purpose (6-10)


We read Jesus’ response to His brothers in verses 6-10,

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. However, after his brothers had left for the Feast, he went also, not publicly, but in secret.


The key word in this text is “time.”  Twice Jesus says, “My time has not yet come,” and once He says, “For you any time is right.”  Leon Morris writes,

Greek has two words for “time,” and that used here often refers to time not simply in its chronological sequence, but with reference to the events that take place in it. Used in this way, it is time in its qualitative rather than its quantitative aspect. It points to the suitable time, the right time, the favorable opportunity. In the present context it must refer to the time for going up to the feast. It was not the right time for Jesus to go up.


In other words, Jesus did what He did based on purpose.  That purpose is stated in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  He did not come to be a celebrity, but a servant.  Instead of aspiring to be a star, He became a sacrifice.  And He never let anything get in the way of that purpose.  As John Calvin reminds us, “We must always beware that we do not for the sake of life lose the purpose for living.”


Jesus’ words here are similar to what He said to His mother back in John chapter two: “Dear woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied. “My time has not yet come” [John 2:4].  Mary did not have the same perspective on Jesus as His brothers did—she believed in Him for who He was—but Jesus still kept His purpose in mind.


This brings up a disturbing point for some in both of these stories.  When Mary told Jesus that the host of the wedding reception had run out of wine, He said to her, “My time has not yet come”—then He changed water into wine!  In today’s text, Jesus brothers tell Him to go to the Feast of Tabernacles, and He tells them, “My time has not yet come”—then He goes up to the Feast!  Was Jesus lying, or did He waffle on His words?


Neither.  


He did not perform the miracle at Cana because His mother told Him to.  He did not go up to the Feast of Tabernacles for the reason His brothers mentioned to Him.  “John is clear that others do not lay down the pattern for Jesus. He is supremely the master of every situation. So in this case he went up when he was ready and in the way he chose.”

The lesson for us is clear: Christians and Christian churches must know their purpose and must act accordingly.  What is our purpose?  To know Christ, to become more like Christ, and to make Christ known to the world.  This must always reign supreme in the life of the Church.

The Peculiarity of People (11-13)


The reason why we must act according to purpose instead of pursuing popularity is evidenced in verses 11-13,

Now at the Feast the Jews were watching for him and asking, “Where is that man?” 

Among the crowds there was widespread whispering about him. Some said, “He is a good man.”

Others replied, “No, he deceives the people.” But no one would say anything publicly about him for fear of the Jews. 


Here we see the peculiarity of people.  Despite all of His teachings and miracles, these folks couldn’t make up their minds.  Some said, “He’s a good man,” while others said, “He deceives the people.”  (Notice that none of them said, “He’s the Son of God” or “He’s the Messiah.”)  People can be fickle and indecisive.  They can be swayed by peer pressure, circumstances, or their own emotions.  John ends verse 13 by pointing out that both sides of the argument kept from making their thoughts public because of fear.


Furthermore, most people would rather be made comfortable than to be challenged.  We tend to be self-oriented, wondering, “What’s in this for me?”  Jesus knew this; this is why He refused to perform miracles for miracles’ sake.  “Hunger for spectacular signs is the enemy of real faith, since it leaves the fallen, self-centred heart untouched and unrebuked.”
  As a church we must avoid catering to people’s curiosity or amusement at the expense of the truth.


Too many churches today are doing just that.  Exhortation from the Word has been replaced by entertainment for the world.  Calls for participation have been exchanged for passive spectatorship.  Preaching against sin is passé; proclaiming self-esteem and material success is now in vogue.  


Such is the result of the pursuit of popularity over the principle of purpose.  Jesus was not universally popular—and that didn’t bother Him.  He knew that He was hated, and He knew why:
Jesus was exercising caution because He knew that the Jewish leaders wanted to kill Him. Though they were “religious” leaders, they were a part of “the world” that hated Jesus because He exposed their evil works. By His character and His ministry, He revealed the shallowness and emptiness of their futile religious system; He called the people back to the reality of life in God.


This is the challenge facing us today.  To borrow Datsun’s old slogan, “We are driven.”  But who’s behind the wheel?  What’s our motivation?  Why do we do what we do?


If we truly bear the name of Christ, we must reflect His drive and priority.  He did not pursue popularity—even when those around Him suggested that He do so—but rather kept His ultimate purpose in mind in everything He did.
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