Believing Is Seeing #18

“Tradition and Truth”

John 7:14-52


“Tradition” is a word that evokes a variety of responses.  For some, “tradition” speaks of continuity, stability, and the comfort and security that come with the familiar.  Some even take this a step further, placing tradition on the level of the sacred, protecting it from those who would seek to change or abolish it.  Others, though, look at tradition as old-fashioned, “living in the past,” saying or doing things long after the meaning has been forgotten, just because “we’ve always done it that way.”


I think both are right.  Or at least they can be right.


Traditions can be positive, providing meaning and significance to what we do, keeping us in touch with our historical roots.  But when traditions have lost their meaning, when they are done without any thought to the significance they reflect, then they can become inhibitive, even counter-productive.


This holds particularly true in the spiritual realm.  Throughout time God has revealed Himself to mankind in a variety of ways.  In addition to the written and spoken revelations found in the Scriptures, dramatic portrayals were established to act as “living parables” of divine truth.  Two such “living parables” that we practice today are baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Simple actions take on deeper, spiritual significance as they help us recall what God has said and done.


These were to be passed on from generation to generation as a way of keeping the knowledge of God and faith in Him alive.  Parents would teach their children, who would in turn teach their children, and thus traditions were born.  These traditions were usually celebrated on a yearly basis, and thus holidays appeared on the calendar.

Personally, my favorite traditions have to do with holidays.  There are certain things done every year in conjunction with these special times.  When I was growing up, we went to my grandparents every year for Christmas Day.  Even now, Christmas just isn’t Christmas until I’ve watched A Charlie Brown Christmas and How the Grinch Stole Christmas.  Other traditions have arisen around Easter, Thanksgiving, New Year’s, and other holidays.  Some of these traditions are purely family oriented while others reflect our culture or personal tastes.  Yet some traditions do mirror deeper truths associated with the celebrations.

As long as the traditions are observed in the light they were originally intended, it is a good thing.  But when they took on a life of their own—done for their own sake rather than for the deeper meaning they represented—traditionalism developed, and that is not good.


Jesus had to deal with traditionalism throughout His ministry on earth.  The religious leaders of His day had taken the traditions established by God and handed down for generations, stripped them of their original truth, and made a religion out of them.  Rather than pointing to a greater reality, traditions became an end in themselves.  They became burdensome, bland, and boring.  Jesus told these religious leaders, “You nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things like that” (Mark 7:13).


In our series through the gospel of John, we have come to the seventh chapter.  John informs us at the beginning of the chapter that the following took place around the Feast of Tabernacles.  In this chapter we will see how Jesus uses some traditions surrounding this holiday to emphasize the truth about Himself.

Jesus’ Identification


The first truth deals with Jesus’ identification.  At first the connection between this and the Feast of Tabernacles may not be clear. But in the eyes of the Jews, the one person recognized in conjunction with the Feast of Tabernacles was Moses.  After all, it was Moses who led the people out of slavery in Egypt, and it was Moses who led them through the wilderness (the main reason for the Feast).


Notice the dialogue in verses 14-24,

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?” 

Jesus answered, “My teaching is not my own. It comes from him who sent me. 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. He who speaks on his own does so to gain honor for himself, but he who works for the honor of the one who sent him is a man of truth; there is nothing false about him. Has not Moses given you the law? Yet not one of you keeps the law. Why are you trying to kill me?” 

 “You are demon-possessed,” the crowd answered. “Who is trying to kill you?” 

Jesus said to them, “I did one miracle, and you are all astonished. Yet, because Moses gave you circumcision (though actually it did not come from Moses, but from the patriarchs), you circumcise a child on the Sabbath. Now if a child can be circumcised on the Sabbath so that the law of Moses may not be broken, why are you angry with me for healing the whole man on the Sabbath? Stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right judgment.” 


Twice Jesus mentions Moses in this text.  He knew that His audience would be thinking about Moses—just like Americans think of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln on President’s Day.  But the truth of Jesus’ identity goes beyond the mention of Moses’ name.


Four times in the gospel of John we read of “the Prophet.”  Twice we find it in conjunction with John the Baptist, who denied being “the Prophet” in the first chapter of John.  The other two occurrences identify Jesus as “the Prophet”—first in John 6:14, and again in John 7:40.


What is meant by “the Prophet”?  The answer is found in Deuteronomy 18:15-20,

The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him. For this is what you asked of the Lord your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said, “Let us not hear the voice of the Lord our God nor see this great fire anymore, or we will die.”  The Lord said to me: “What they say is good. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him. If anyone does not listen to my words that the prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account. But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death.” 


While it is true that Moses writes of “a prophet” in this text, this is clearly a prediction that was fulfilled by Jesus Christ.
  Jesus alone fills the roles of Prophet, Priest, and King—something no other person ever did in the Bible.  Ray Stedman writes, 

He Himself was God the Son. It is a mystery that defies all possible explanation; we cannot grasp it. He was the Messiah, the Anointed One, who fulfilled all the offices for which an anointing was required in the Old Testament that of prophet, of priest, and of king. As a prophet He spoke the words of God in a way that has never been equaled. As a priest He offered Himself as a sacrifice. As a king He ruled the course of nature and came rising up from the dead.

Notice the similarities between the words of Jesus and the text in Deuteronomy.  Moses spoke of one who speaks the words of the Lord; Jesus says, “My teaching is not my own. It comes from him who sent me.”  Though Jesus was God Himself, He submitted to the Father in everything He said and did.

One difference arises, though, when it comes to authentication.  Moses told the Israelites they would know if a prophet was legitimate if his predictions came true.  That was the badge of authenticity for a prophet of God.  Jesus tells His listeners that they would know His words were true by doing them.  John 7:17 literally reads, “If any man is willing to do His [God’s] will, he shall know.”
  Just like “believing is seeing,” we could say “obeying is knowing.”  An excellent example of this is seen when God called Moses to lead the people out of Egypt.  Moses was full of questions (and excuses!), but God said in Exodus 3:12, “And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.”  The catch was that Moses had to do it before he would know it.  God does not call us to fully understand or comprehend; He calls us to obey and comply.  As Charles Stanley puts it,

The best way to understand the Word of God is to decide to obey it, whatever it says. We put ourselves in great spiritual danger by trying to understand the Bible without first committing to obey God.


The good news is that when we commit ourselves to obey God, His Word is validated over and over again.  We not only know intellectually that Jesus is who He claimed to be, but we know experientially as His words are fulfilled in our daily lives.


The Feast of Tabernacles called Moses to the minds of those first-century Jews.  Jesus used this opportunity to call to mind “a prophet like unto Moses”—Himself.  Some of that crowd recognized Jesus as “the Prophet” while others acknowledged Him as the Christ.  Still others weren’t so sure.

Jesus’ Incarnation


This ambivalence is seen in verses 25-31,

At that point some of the people of Jerusalem began to ask, “Isn’t this the man they are trying to kill? Here he is, speaking publicly, and they are not saying a word to him. Have the authorities really concluded that he is the Christ? But we know where this man is from; when the Christ comes, no one will know where he is from.” 

Then Jesus, still teaching in the temple courts, cried out, “Yes, you know me, and you know where I am from. I am not here on my own, but he who sent me is true. You do not know him, but I know him because I am from him and he sent me.” 

At this they tried to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him, because his time had not yet come. Still, many in the crowd put their faith in him. They said, “When the Christ comes, will he do more miraculous signs than this man?”

Now look down to verses 40-52,

On hearing his words, some of the people said, “Surely this man is the Prophet.” 

Others said, “He is the Christ.”

Still others asked, “How can the Christ come from Galilee? Does not the Scripture say that the Christ will come from David’s family and from Bethlehem, the town where David lived?” Thus the people were divided because of Jesus. Some wanted to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him. 

Finally the temple guards went back to the chief priests and Pharisees, who asked them, “Why didn’t you bring him in?” 

“No one ever spoke the way this man does,” the guards declared. 

“You mean he has deceived you also?” the Pharisees retorted. “Has any of the rulers or of the Pharisees believed in him? No! But this mob that knows nothing of the law — there is a curse on them.” 

Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus earlier and who was one of their own number, asked, “Does our law condemn anyone without first hearing him to find out what he is doing?” 

They replied, “Are you from Galilee, too? Look into it, and you will find that a prophet does not come out of Galilee.”

What seems to be the sticking point for those who do not accept Jesus as the Messiah?  In both of these texts their problem has to do with Jesus’ origin.  In the earlier section, the popular view was that “when Christ comes, no one will know where he is from.”  Later the people point out that the Messiah would hail from Bethlehem, but they assumed Jesus was born in Galilee.  Which is the accurate perspective of Judaism in that day?  Apparently both views were held.  Some held to the prophecies of Isaiah and Micah who identified the Messiah as coming from the house of David in Bethlehem, while others believed the Promised One would appear suddenly—“out of nowhere”—supernaturally (citing such passages as Daniel 9:25; Malachi 3:1).  This latter view was made popular by some of the apocryphal books written between the testaments.


So what does this have to do with the Feast of Tabernacles?  I believe this speaks of Jesus’ incarnation.  As Leon Morris points out,

The Feast of Tabernacles was 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. It may be this that gives significance to John’s recording of the happenings in this chapter. Neither in the tabernacle in the wilderness, nor in the temple that replaced it, was God fully manifested. The final and perfect manifestation of God was in Jesus, whose ministry would result in God’s dwelling neither in a tent nor in a temple, but in people’s hearts by his Spirit.


Remember that the Jews celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles lived in tents (which is that the word “tabernacle” means) for the eight-day festivities.  Remember also the words of John 1:14, “The Word [meaning Jesus] became flesh and dwelt among us...” The International Standard Version renders this phrase, “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among us…”, or, in the words of one commentator, “And the Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us…”
 The Feast of Tabernacles was a reflection of Jesus’ incarnation.


The Jews were arguing about where Jesus was born, but the truth was found in where Jesus was before He was born.  In verses 28-29 Jesus said to the crowd, “Yes, you know me, and you know where I am from.” [Note the irony in His words.] “I am not here on my own, but he who sent me is true. You do not know him, but I know him because I am from him and he sent me.”  
Another aspect of the tabernacle was that it was temporary.  In the Old Testament, God directed Moses to construct the Tabernacle as a place for God’s presence before the more permanent Temple could be built.  Just as the Israelites’ tents in the wilderness were not meant to be their long-term dwellings, so the Tabernacle was only a short-term measure for that time.  In the same way, Jesus says in verses 33-34, “I am with you for only a short time, and then I go to the one who sent me. You will look for me, but you will not find me; and where I am, you cannot come.” Jesus was not going to be with them indefinitely.  They had to make up their minds about Him while they had the opportunity.

Jesus’ Invitation


Which brings us to the last truth, as seen in verses 37-39, 

On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, “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.” By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified. 


We may not see the connection on first reading, but as we understand what was happening at that time it all comes together.  John MacArthur explains,

A tradition grew up in the few centuries before Jesus that on the seven days of the Feast of Tabernacles, a golden container filled with water from the pool of Siloam was carried in procession by the High-Priest back to the temple. As the procession came to the Water Gate on the south side of the inner temple court, three trumpet blasts were made to mark the joy of the occasion and the people recited Isaiah 12:3, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.” At the temple, while onlookers watched, the priests would march around the altar with the water container while the temple choir sang the Hallel (Psalms 113–118). The water was offered in sacrifice to God at the time of the morning sacrifice.


This practice harkened back once again to the experience of Israel in the wilderness, particularly in Exodus 17, where God miraculously provided water in the midst of the desert.  Jesus invited His audience to come to Him for “living water,” meaning springs that provided water without any human effort.  Just as with the Samaritan woman at the well, Jesus promises living water flowing from within.

While there are no specific prophetic Scriptures that indicate “rivers of water” flowing from the believer, there are a number of verses that parallel this thought: Isaiah 12:3; 15; 32:2; 44:3; and 58:11; and Zechariah 14:8. Note that Zechariah 14:16ff speaks about the future Feast of Tabernacles, when the Lord is King.

Most Christians realize that Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection were all predicted in the Old Testament.  What many believers fail to recognize is how much of Israelite religion and culture foreshadowed the coming of Christ.  I’m not suggesting that we should try to find a reference to Jesus in every verse of the Old Testament, but too many Christians overlook the Jewish Scriptures, and miss the great truths found there.  As MacArthur notes, “The significance of Jesus’ invitation centers in the fact that He was the fulfillment of all the Feast of Tabernacles anticipated.”
  But unless we know what the Feast of Tabernacles was all about, we miss the significance.

Just as in our society, the Jews celebrated a number of holidays that were filled with traditions.  Those traditions were established to remind them of God’s faithfulness in the past and to reveal the truth of God’s revelation in the present.  Unfortunately, many of them got so caught up in keeping the traditions that they lost the truth behind them.

We must be careful today not to make the same mistake.  Traditions are valuable—when they maintain their proper role.  Let’s not hold on to tradition for tradition’s sake, but let’s not throw out traditions and the truth they represent.  We need to keep Christ in Christmas, in Easter, in Thanksgiving, and in every other holiday that celebrates Him.  We need to hold tradition and truth in balance.
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