JESUS GIVES LIFE

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1John 5:1-47
Key verse: 5:24

“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.”
In this chapter, Jesus heals a man who had been an invalid for 38 years. The healing was a miraculous sign and an unquestionable declaration of Jesus’ authority and power to give life. But this wonderful sign aggravated the Jewish leaders enough that they wanted to kill him. How could such a wonderful sign cause them to become murderous? That happened because Jesus healed the man on the Sabbath and on top of that, he declared himself to be the Son of God in his answer to them. We see the clash of Jesus’ work and his claim with the resistance of the Jewish authorities. Still, the strange twist in the outcome of the wonderful, life-giving work is always surprising to our contemporaries. Even more surprising is the truth that Jesus caused the outcome, and that that is how he gave life to those who persecuted him and to us. May Jesus’ truth in this passage expose sin in those who hear him. May he give life to us.
1.  The healing of an invalid (1-16)
Obviously, Jesus had another trip to Jerusalem after his special visit to Samaria where he declared himself to be the Messiah of the Samaritans and of the Jews. The author calls the occasion “a feast of the Jews” just as he called the Passover the Jewish Passover. The feast had nothing to do with God any longer. The feasts belonged to the Jews just as Christmas or Easter became the time of family reunion in our culture. Jesus went up to Jerusalem to celebrate the feast for God’s sake. How did he do that? To begin with, he went to the place called Bethesda, which means, the house of mercy. It was a beautiful place with a pool surrounded by five covered colonnades, something like a small but well decorated indoor swimming pool. It was not the right place to celebrate a feast, however, because verse 3 says “Here a great number of disabled people used to lie-the blind, the lame, the paralyzed”. Why, then, did Jesus visit Bethesda during the time of the feast? He wanted to meet the disabled people. Deeper than that reason was that he wanted to meet the disabled religion and the people of God who were disabled in their religion.
What did he do there? Look at verse 5. “One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, he asked him, ‘Do you want to get well?’” That was indeed marvelous work. Jesus gave hope to get well by asking the man, “Do you want to get well?” Why was this question such marvelous work? It is because if anyone else had asked the question, then the man could have taken it as an insult or a mockery. We can see that in the man’s answer in verse 7. “Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.”  Why did Jesus ask the question then? He did because he wanted to heal the man inside and out – inside because the man was there to be miraculously healed while being convinced that he had no chance. We do not know whether the water was actually stirred in the past or that it had healed sick people. But we know that was a shared belief of everyone on the pool side and those who brought the sick to that place. For the same reason, we also don’t know whether the man had failed to get into the pool when the water was stirred. But one thing is clear. He believed he had no chance. We wonder why the man was still lying there. Probably, he didn’t know that either. What matters for us is that Jesus gave hope to the despaired with that question. Jesus’ question was not just for the man. His question replaced the dead religion, the strange mixture of wishes and unbelief, with the hope to get well. When the man confessed his despair, Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” At once the man was cured; he picked up his mat and walked. He healed the man by his word. 

The wonderful work became a problem for the man because the day on which Jesus healed the man was a Sabbath. The Jews saw that the man was carrying his mat. So they said to the man, “It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry your mat.” But he replied, “The man who made me well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat and walk.’” I do not know whether we should say the man was selfish because he caused trouble for Jesus. I do not know how far he walked before he was noticed by the Jews. But his attitude is surprising to me because he could have known the Sabbath law yet he took Jesus’ words above the Sabbath law. So the Jews asked him, “Who is this fellow who told you to pick it up and walk?” Verse 13 says that the man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped away into the crowd.
If Jesus kept quiet, the wonderful work could remain wonderful. But in verses 14-16 and his answer in the following verses, we learn that Jesus was not quiet. Jesus visited Bethesda and healed the man on the Sabbath with the intention to declare himself. We see this evidence first in his reappearance to the man. Look at verse 14. “Later Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, ‘See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.’” Obviously, Jesus looked for him until he found the man. Why did he look for the man and expose his identity to the man? Jesus wanted to stop him from sinning. Here is a somewhat confusing thing for us. The man was in the temple. He wasn’t in a market place or doing something bad. It seems, however, the man kept sinning according to Jesus’ words. Though we have no idea what the sin was which he continued, two things are clear in Jesus’ words. The man was not free from sin though he was in the temple and his body was healed. Second, the result of the man’s continual sinning will be worse than his experience of being an invalid for 38 years. Jesus wanted to stop this tragedy. He exposed himself to the danger of being accused of violating the Sabbath law to stop the tragedy. The violation of the Sabbath law was a serious matter. The man couldn’t die for Jesus. He had to clear himself from the accusation of the Sabbath violation. The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well. So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jews persecuted him. Jesus invited trouble.
We may wonder why the Jews failed to recognize Jesus. They did not ask how the healing could happen. They asked why that happened on the Sabbath. They were blocked with the Sabbath law. That is how they failed. Was the Sabbath law wrong? No. It was a wonderful gift of God to man. But they made the law their own just as they made the God-given feasts their own. That is how they failed. But how could that happen? The questions can be answered in the man’s example. We may wonder why the man wasn’t mindful of Jesus. But he had no choice unless he wanted to die for the grace of Jesus. But we are not clear. We find a clue to answer why the man failed in Jesus’ words, “Stop sinning.” It was sin which spoiled them all. It was sin which cause them to fail. As long as they kept sinning, the temple, the feast, and the healing of the body only made them worse enemies against God. Jesus offered himself to the danger of risking his life to do away with their sin. For that, he visited Bethesda, healed the man, and did his work of healing on the Sabbath and later exposed his identity. He gave himself into their hands to do away with their sin.
2.  Jesus calls God his own Father (17-23)
What was Jesus’ answer to the Jews who accused him of violating the Sabbath law? Look at verses 17 and 18.  Jesus said to them, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working. 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.” We learn from their reaction that they couldn’t accept Jesus’ claim. They seemed to be concerned about keeping the Sabbath holy until Jesus came. But now it became clear that they did not want to accept God whose truth is revealed in Jesus. That was the truth of their obsession of the Sabbath law. In fact, Jesus was not abolishing the Sabbath or denying it. He was keeping it for God’s sake. He was not promoting to work on the Sabbath. He was revealing that God gives life by healing the invalid. For some reason, God was missing in the Jewish people and in their practice of the Sabbath law. The Jews were keeping the Sabbath for their sake and didn’t know any other way. Jesus invited them to God’s presence whose truth he embodied.
What did Jesus do when they met his invitation with murderous fury? Look at verses 19-23. “Jesus gave them this answer: ‘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. 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 claimed that he saw and did only what God does. He claimed that he sees all what God does. He claimed that God would show him even greater things than the healing of the invalid with his word. Jesus explained plainly that the healing of the invalid was the evidence of his authority to give life which only God can do. He explained plainly that the revelation of his authority was God’s will for all men to honor God by honoring the Son who revealed his glory. When they honor the Son that would mean the salvation of the Jews from their sin, which had made them to keep the Sabbath for their sake, the feast their own.
What did Jesus mean that “the Son can do nothing by himself”? He speaks of him being one with God. He also speaks of his total submission to God. The glory of our God is that the two aspects of his truth is one: He is one with God yet he submitted himself to God. There is no such thing in this world. Jesus describes the relationship of the Father and of the Son as love in verse 20. We learn in the Bible such as in the Epistle to the Ephesians 5:22-6:9 that love is given to those who belong to Jesus Christ. Jesus spoke the truth of love to give the blessing to those who believe in him. I pray for 120 who would practice this love. Where there is love, there comes life and hope for greater things than these, even resurrection. There comes the love for God. What amazes us is that Jesus answered those who were furious at him with the truth of love. 

His example encourages us to abide in the love of the Father and of the Son. First of all, we should learn to empty ourselves. What should we be empty of? Jesus said he could do nothing by himself. We should empty ourselves of all what we think we can do and what we do. The example of the Jews in this passage gives us another example of what we should be empty of. The Sabbath law was God-given truth to them. Should they be emptied of God’s truth by ignoring the Sabbath law? They needed to see the love of God which was displayed in the love of the Son. That is how they could empty themselves in regard to the God-given truth of the Sabbath. Then they could serve God on the Sabbath with much joy, participating in the life-giving work of God and of the Son, rather than being nervous and touchy about rightly keeping the Sabbath. I pray for the 120 sons of God. That will be sufficient for us.
3.  Whoever hears my word…has eternal life (24-30)
We should remember that Jesus has been answering the Jews who rejected his claim as the Son of God. But in verses 24-27, we take note of the change in the tense and find that Jesus moves from answering them to the timeless truth, namely, the truth of eternal life.  Look at those verses. “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. And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man.”
What happens to a person who hears Jesus’ word and believes the one who sent him? Verse 24b says, “He has crossed over from death to life.” What does Jesus mean? That is pretty difficult to answer because it is anything but easy to speak of, either death or life in simple terms. For our understanding, we may take the example of the man who had been healed. In the case of the man, what Jesus said in verse 24b means moving from being in the temple to the state of stop sinning. That happens when we hear Jesus’ word and believes God the Father who sent Jesus. Still we are not clear. Jesus’ prophecy in verse 25 helps us. When the dead hear the word of the Son of God, those who hear him will live. Jesus said that would come. He also said that has come. Jesus means that the truth is displayed in the healing of the invalid. In the healing of the man, the Son revealed himself. The healed man failed to recognize the Son though he realized his healing. The Jews couldn’t because they were buried under the Sabbath law. Regardless the man was healed when Jesus’ word reached him. In light of verses 26 and 27 and the example of the healing of the invalid, we may say we do witness the life-giving work in us and around us through the gospel of the Son of Man. Hearing Jesus’ word and believing God who sent out Lord Jesus is the same as the recognition of the gospel of the Son of Man. Hearing Jesus’ word is also the recognition and acknowledgment with gratitude and praises of the grace of saving us from the earthly existence into being united with Christ Jesus. Maybe nothing much has changed in my life. But I know Jesus today while I didn’t know him before. I may not know him fully but I know his name, and for that I am grateful. I am also grateful that I have been given the opportunity to witness the life-giving work of the gospel of Jesus Christ. I am grateful that I am given the opportunity to worship God in his name. He is all sufficient grace for me.
Jesus was not dragged into their stubborn unbelief and did not just defend himself. He went further in verses 28-30. “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.” This is our hope. On that day, we will meet all who are asleep. What we live today in the gospel of Jesus, then, must be the eternal life. We learn in verse 30 that living the eternal life also means being under God’s judgment, which is Krisis in Aramaic. Living eternal life is following Jesus’ judgment and assessment of the crisis of our time. Jesus’ word is the Way and the Truth and the Life for us.
4.  The testimonies about Jesus (31-47)

What is the validity of Jesus’ gospel that we should believe it is the Way and the Truth and the Life? How can we believe as we hear it that we have crossed over from death to life? After all, what is that state? We have thought about that in the previous section. But we are not satisfied yet. Jesus speaks of the testimonies in favor of him to answer that first question. We will look for the answer to the second and third questions in his answers in verse 31-47.
Jesus calls for four witnesses who testified in his favor. The first witness is the “another” who is mentioned in verse 32. Look at verses 31 and 32. “If I testify about myself, my testimony is not valid. There is another who testifies in my favor, and I know that his testimony about me is valid.” The “another” testified through sending John the Baptist. Look at verses 33-35. “You have sent to John and he has testified to the truth. Not that I accept human testimony; but I mention it that you may be saved. John was a lamp that burned and gave light, and you chose for a time to enjoy his light.” Why did Jesus mention John the Baptist’s testimony? It is because everyone recognized the Baptist as from God. Jesus simply reminded them of their conviction which was given to them by God the Father through his work of sending John the Baptist. The “another” must be God who sent John the Baptist.
The second witness was God’s work through Jesus Christ. Look at verse 36. “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.” The work includes the healing of the invalid which they saw. The work also includes their hatred of Jesus and their crucifixion of him by handing him over to the Romans, the shedding of his precious blood, and the offering of his body to take away the sin of the world. Jesus’ testimony of his work was weightier than that of John in quality because that was the work of the Son. But the work was weightier also because the Jews were involved in the progression and development of it. They eventually couldn’t deny it. Even if they would deny it, God would take away their sin on his Son.
The third witness was the Father’s testimony of his Son in the Scriptures. Look at verse 37. “And the Father who sent me has himself testified concerning me.” The Jews believed the Scriptures, which is the Old Testament in our Bible, as God’s word. They studied the Bible diligently, thinking that by the Scriptures they possess eternal life. But their frustration was that they had never heard God’s voice nor seen his form nor did his word dwell in them. What went wrong with them? Jesus said in verse 38b, “for you do not believe the one he sent.”  Jesus said in verses 39b and 40, “These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” Why did they refuse to come to him? What do we learn from the example of their failure? Their frustration is a shared experience with us. We never heard his voice. We have never seen his form. Something other than Jesus’ word dwells in us most of the time. Their refusal is not unfamiliar to us. What does it mean to come to Jesus in the study of the Bible?

There comes the last witness which is the truth our existence. What of us testifies to the validity of the gospel about Jesus? Look at verses 41-44. We may have our love. But we do not have the love of God. We accept great men but doubt God and reject Jesus as the Son of God. We want praise from one another. We constitute our society, our organization and our community with that desire. We keep on sinning by doing that just as Jesus exposed the continual sinning of the man who was in the temple. We diligently study the Bible but just as Jesus said, we diligently refuse to come to God. We seek praise from one another. We make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from the only God. How do I know this? I know that God has accepted me in the gospel of Jesus which is the praise from the only God. Yet I am in no way satisfied with the gospel. I am always in hunger for something else and in frustration with something or someone. I believe Jesus is speaking of sin in me. Verses 45 and 46 support that understanding. “But do not think I will accuse you before the Father. Your accuser is Moses, on whom your hopes are set. If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are you going to believe what I say?” The Bible makes me conscious of sin. But it also testifies to Jesus. If I stop at the first and fall back, I am in sin. If I surrender to Jesus who took away the very sin I have which the Bible teaches me, I am saved. I have eternal life.

