Jesus in the Present Tense #9

“I Am”

John 8:48-59

Misunderstandings are a part of life. Sometimes they occur because of language barriers, where a slight mispronunciation or even emphasizing a wrong syllable can change the meaning entirely. Other times misunderstandings happen because the same word can be understood in different ways. This past week I read about such a mishap: “My toddler was about to hit her head on a bar at the playground, so I told her to duck. She quacked at me and then hit her head.”

Often such misunderstandings are humorous, although sometimes they can lead to disaster. Relationships have ended, wars have started, and lives have been lost over a simple misunderstanding. In the spiritual realm, religions and cults have arisen because of a misunderstanding of the truth.

One such misunderstanding regards the identity of Jesus. This was an issue during His life on earth. We read in Matthew 16:13-16,

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” 

Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
Many people in His day misunderstood who Jesus was. Some misunderstandings were positive, such as the ones listed here—a great teacher, or even a prophet. Others were less kind in their misconceptions of Jesus’ identity, as we will see in our text this morning. Simon Peter got it right, but he was in the minority at that time.

Many people in our own day misunderstand who Jesus us. Some have a favorable opinion—that He was a great teacher or philosopher. Mormons believe that Jesus was the spirit brother of Lucifer; Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that Jesus was the archangel Michael; New Agers say Jesus was an avatar or enlightened messenger.
 Many of these claim that Jesus never claimed to be God—that Christians put those words into His mouth.

This is completely untrue. As we will see from John chapter eight this morning, Jesus did indeed claim to be God…and even His enemies understood what He meant. There was no misunderstanding.

A Low Criticism

Please turn with me to the gospel of John chapter eight. Here Jesus is teaching the people while His enemies were present, waiting for Him to say something for which they could arrest Him. 

In order to appreciate the context, I want to begin reading from verse 31-47,

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” 

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. I know you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are ready to kill me, because you have no room for my word. I am telling you what I have seen in the Father’s presence, and you do what you have heard from your father.” 

“Abraham is our father,” they answered. 

“If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would do the things Abraham did. As it is, you are determined to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. Abraham did not do such things. You are doing the things your own father does.” 

“We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God himself.” 

Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on my own; but he sent me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me! Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me? He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.”
Jesus proclaims freedom to anyone who trusts in Him and holds to His teachings. The Jews reply, “What are you talking about? We’re Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves to anyone!” It amazes me that Jesus kept Himself from laughing out loud! All He had to do was to point to the Roman soldiers stationed throughout Judea and say, “Wanna try that again?”

But He didn’t. Instead He turned the conversation from the Jews’ biological father to their spiritual father. Sure, they could trace their physical ancestry to Abraham (and this was before the Internet!), but their spiritual lineage was altogether different. 

Notice the end of verse 41: “We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God himself.” This was a low criticism. They knew the apparent circumstances of His birth. That Jesus was conceived before His earthly parents were married was apparently well known. This was a backhanded slur, delivered at the level of an inside joke. Perhaps the insult came with a wink and a knowing look.
 This statement is important for understanding another slur delivered later in this passage.
Jesus goes on to say that God is certainly not their father, since they are rejecting Him. Notice that He asks, “Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say.” This was not merely a problem of misunderstanding. As we will see, they clearly understood what He was saying. This was a problem of unbelief. They did not believe because they chose not to believe, not because they could not comprehend. There is a difference.

Now we pick up the dialogue in verses 48-53,

48 The Jews answered him, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” 

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. 51 I tell you the truth, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” 

52 At this the Jews exclaimed, “Now we know that you are demon-possessed! Abraham died and so did the prophets, yet you say that if anyone keeps your word, he 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?”

Once again the Jews respond with a low criticism: “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” When their theological argument fails, Jesus’ opponents turn to personal abuse.
 You can almost hear the venom in their words, beginning with a racial slur and then a counterclaim that He was the one controlled by Satan, not them.

What did they mean by calling Jesus a Samaritan? Remember what Samaritans were—half Israelite and half Gentile. They were considered “half-breeds” by the Jews and despised. I believe this ties in with the insult in verse 41, “We are not illegitimate children,” with the unspoken implication, “…as you are!” Apparently one rumor about Jesus going around at the time was that even Joseph was not Jesus’ father, but that Mary had gotten pregnant by another man—maybe even a Roman soldier in nearby Sepphoris (a Roman city four miles from Nazareth). Sepphoris is the traditional birthplace of Jesus’ mother, Mary.
 At any rate, for a Jew to be called a Samaritan was the grossest of insults, and then to be called a demon-possessed person only added further insult.

Jesus rebuffs their insult and continues teaching, concluding in verse 51, “I tell you the truth, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” In the Greek, “death” is in an emphatic position: “Death he will not see.”
 This is very similar to what Jesus would later say in John 11:25-26, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” He promises eternal life to those who trust in Him and follow Him. But this completely blows the minds of His hearers.
The Jews continue to display a crass literal-mindedness. They are only thinking in the physical realm. Abraham heard the word of God and obeyed it; yet Abraham died. The word of God came to the prophets of Israel, and they delivered it faithfully to their contemporaries; yet the prophets also died. If the word of God did not preserve from dying those who heard it and kept it, how can the word of this man serve as medicine against death? If He believes that, they reasoned, He is the victim of an illusion, and a demonic illusion at that.
 They conclude in verse 53, asking, “Who do you think you are?”
A Lofty Claim

To this Jesus replies with a lofty claim. Reading verses 54-56,

Jesus replied, “If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies me. 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 keep his word. Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.”

Jesus claims that the Father—“whom you claim as your God”—glorifies Him. Then He reiterates that they do not know God, and that they are nothing but liars. (Doesn’t exactly fit the image of Jesus always being “meek and mild,” does it?)

In verse 56 Jesus says, “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.”  What did He mean by that? There are many possible interpretations of this verse, but the bottom line is that Abraham could “see” Jesus’ day by faith. I don’t believe that God gave Abraham some special vision of our Lord’s life and ministry, but He did give him the spiritual perception to “see” these future events.
 Certainly Jesus identifies the ultimate fulfillment of all Abraham’s hopes and joys with His own person and work.

The Jews twist Jesus words in verse 57, “You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!” Jesus never said that He saw Abraham (though He could have truthfully made that claim), but that Abraham saw His day. They are still stuck in their literal, physical thinking. Such a lofty claim sounded ludicrous to their ears.

Why did they say fifty? Luke tells us that Jesus was “about thirty years old” in Luke 3:23 when He began his ministry, and all the indications are that the ministry occupied no more than about three years. It is not likely that they are talking about the age of Jesus, as some scholars have tried to claim. More likely fifty was thought of as a good age, possibly as the completion of a person’s working life and the entrance on to old age. It is the age at which the Levites completed their service, according to the Old Testament. They may have been saying, “Are you, still not retired, old enough to have seen Abraham?”

Then Jesus dropped a bombshell in verse 58, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am!” Jesus begins with a solemn double amēn in Greek.
 The King James Version renders this, “Verily, verily, I say unto you…” This is an emphatic form of speech and one that would not normally be employed in ordinary speaking. Thus to use it was recognizably to adopt the divine style. When Jesus is asserting His existence in the time of Abraham there is no other way of understanding it.

If he had wanted to claim only that he existed before Abraham, it would have been simpler to say, “Before Abraham was, I was.” Instead, bringing forward the use of egō eimi, Jesus says, “Before Abraham was born, I am.”
 Here the words are clearly used in an absolute sense representing the divine name. Thus when Jesus said to the Jews, “before Abraham was born, I am,” He was identifying himself with God.

This was highly provocative. Jesus must have realized that His words would arouse the anger of His critics. By applying the name “I am” to Himself, Jesus was taking something that was properly God’s alone: He was claiming to be God’s equal.

Arouse their anger He did! We read in verse 59, “At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.” They gathered stones for an immediate execution.
 We might wonder why they reacted so violently. It was not because of the unusual grammar!
 It was because they understood these words as some kind of blasphemous claim to deity.

We see that not only did Jesus fully understand His identity, but His enemies also understood His claim.
 Though John does not record their motivation in this chapter, we do read about a similar situation in John 10.
 In John 10:30-33 we read Jesus saying, 

“I and the Father are one.” Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” “We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.”

There are many religious groups and sects around today (Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses to name just two) who will tell you that all Jesus meant when he said this was that he shared with God the same aims, desires and goals; that their hearts and minds were united; that they had a common mission. If that were so, Jesus’ reply is harmless: it would certainly be unfair to accuse him of blasphemy. Yet, apparently, those who were present thought otherwise.

How tragically ironic that Jesus was surrounded by men who were masters of the manuscript, dedicated guardians of the Scriptures, but they failed to recognize the Living Word when He stared them in the face. The Lord had entrusted the Jewish people with the care and proclamation of His Word. They were exposed to the truth of God daily as they faithfully preserved the text with meticulous care, making sure that each successive generation received a purely transcribed copy of God’s inerrant Word. But, preoccupied with “every jot and tittle,” they were unable to connect the obvious dots.

A Logical Conclusion

This leads to a logical conclusion. In John 8 and 10, Jesus claims to be God. In fact, in all of these “I am” statements we have been considering, Jesus claims to be God. There is no getting around that fact. But what does it mean to us today?

The significance of the claim in the present context is that Christ is the great I am—the unchanging One. It was impossible for Christ to have said, “Before Abraham was, I was,” or “After you die, I will be,” because He is the One who inhabits eternity and therefore strictly He cannot say, “I was,” or “I will be,” but simply, continually, “I am.” Therefore, all that Jesus Christ ever was, He is, and all that He ever will be, He is. All that He was in the historical past, He is today. The thought of the triumphant Christ in the future often fills our hearts with hope and anticipation, but it is always thrilling to remember that all that He will be He is today.
 This is Jesus in the present tense.
Yet we must return to the question Jesus asked His disciples in Matthew 16: “Who do you say I am?” Each one of us must answer that question ourselves.

Logically, there are only three possible answers to this question. As C. S. Lewis wrote in his book Mere Christianity,
I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

Either Jesus was wrong about being God and He knew it—that would make Him a liar—or He was wrong and didn’t know it—that would make Him a lunatic—or He was right about being God—and that would make Him Lord. You must choose for yourself.

And your eternal destiny rides on your answer.
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