Sunday, December 1, 2013 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Jesus, the lead defender of the Christian faith: 

Jesus’ bold and direct claims to be God.

John 8:42–59

John 8:58 (NIV84) 58 “I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!”
-----------
Last Lord’s Day I highlighted five images that the God of the Old Testament used to help us grasp His unique identity and separate Himself from the false gods of the peoples of the earth. We saw how God identified Himself as the unique Rock, that sure and unshakeable foundation on which a person can build his life and find that only in God are we safe and secure. We saw how God identified Himself as the unique Shepherd of His people who distinguishes Himself from all other shepherds by His selfless and loving search and rescue of His sheep to give them eternal life. We saw how the God of the Old Testament identified Himself as the unique Bridegroom for His people Israel, that as our Maker, He also was our loving Husband who pursued us even when we were unfaithful. We saw how the God of the Old Testament likened Himself exclusively to the Sower of the seeds of a righteous life that would bear fruit as it drinks from the life-giving streams of His truth. And finally last week, we saw how God identified Himself as the Director of the Harvest of the mature fruit that He planted in the lives of His people as well as the Harvester of the briars and the thorns born in the lives of His enemies, the unbelievers.
These five images alone portray an unmatchable, unique God who distinguishes Himself from all false gods of the peoples of the earth. As the song writer puts it, “There’s no God like Jehovah.” There’s no God like YHWH. There’s no God like the Lord. 
So, if we have solidified these images of God in our hearts and our minds, that these images are identifiers of the one and only true God of this universe, then, when we hear a human make claims to be these very things, our first reaction should be to doubt him, to challenge him, and even to confront him, if we think it’s even worth our time.

So, coming on the scene of history is the Man, Jesus Christ, who, by telling stories that we call parables, makes claims of being all these things: the Rock, the Shepherd, the Bridegroom, the Sower, and the Director of the Harvest. But, before we totally ignored Him as some kind of a lunatic or mad man, the honest observer realizes that there’s a ring of truth in His claims. The integrity of His life, the miracles He performs, the prophecies He fulfills, the credibility of His witnesses – these all pull at us to be careful about dismissing Him too quickly as a quack doctor. 

And just as He seems to be making ground in our hearts that just maybe He is exactly who He claims to be, i.e., the Son of God, the Son of Man, an equal member of the Trinity, God Almighty, the Lord, He makes what appears to be His strongest and most bold claim of all. It is a shocking claim. He says that He existed before Abraham was born and those who obey Him will have eternal life. He says He’s the Great “I AM” of the Old Testament, thereby ascribing to Himself all the attributes of the unique, one and only God of the Old Testament, the Creator of the universe. The power of this bold claim can only be understood fully by understanding the Jewish, monotheistic background that forms the context.
For this reason, we step back in time to Moses in the middle of his life, tending sheep for his father-in-law Jethro out in the desert near Mount Horeb, which we more commonly call, Mount Sinai, the mountain of God, where God gave to us His Ten Commandments. The story is found in Exodus 3. This is powerful and revealing of how God makes Himself known to us humans.
We will quickly look at some highlights of this story for the purpose of putting our feet in the shoes of the Jews who will later be listening to Jesus.
The sons of Jacob moved to Egypt to escape the famine. They established themselves in Egypt with the help of their brother, Joseph, who was second in command in Egypt. However, when the Pharaoh at that time died along with the generation of Jacob’s sons, the new king of Egypt didn’t know about Joseph. With the Israelites multiplying at a threatening rate, this new king determined to oppress them and prevent them from overtaking the nation of Egypt. Then came the edict to kill the Hebrew baby boys at their birth. Moses was born under this edict. As a display of the sovereign hand of God, when Jochebed gave birth to Moses, she placed him in a basket and set the basket in the waters of the Nile. Moses’ sister, Miriam watched from a distance to see what would happen to her baby brother. So, being near by when Pharaoh’s daughter, having gone down to the Nile to bathe, spotted baby Moses and had pity on him, Miriam asked if she should retrieve a Hebrew woman to nurse the baby for her. Thus baby Moses was reunited with his mother until he was brought back to Pharaoh’s daughter to be adopted as her son.
Fast forward over thirty years. During his time as a prince in the house of Pharaoh, Moses never fully lost sight of the plight of his people. When he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, he premeditatedly murdered the Egyptian. But when word got out that he had done this, he realized he had to flee from Egypt. For the next forty years, Moses lived in obscurity as a criminal in exile in Midian, working as a shepherd in the shadow of Mount Horeb.

Near the end of this period of forty years, God came to Moses and reassigned him to a rescue mission for His people. Exodus 3 tells us the story. Exodus 3:1–15 (NIV84) 1 Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God (Elohim).
Take note of this mountain. It’s known as Sinai. God will lead Moses to bring the Israelites back to this place and there He will give them the Ten Commandments. Also, note the word “God.” In Hebrew it’s the word Elohim. Elohim is the plural of the word god in the ordinary sense of that word. It can be capital “G” or small “g.” Elohim by itself is not necessarily unique as a descriptive term. It can be used to identify God the Creator as well as the false gods of human invention. Thus, the context in which it is used determines its specific meaning.
2 There the angel of the Lord (YHWH) appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up.
Take note of the word “Lord” in verse 2. It’s the Hebrew word YHWH, or Yahweh. It, too, is a word for God, but it uniquely describes God the Creator. It cannot be used to describe any other god. When the Old Testament uses the word YHWH, the English translators use the word Lord in all caps. It’s the proper name for the God of Israel. Lord with small case for “o-r-d” or for all of its letters is the Hebrew word Adonai. It simply means a person occupying the position of “master,” or “lord.” So, pay attention when you see the word Lord in all caps. There is no ambiguity of its reference. This is the God of Israel, the Creator of the universe. Period.
But here in verse 2 we have “the angel of the Lord” appearing to Moses in a burning bush that does not burn up. Surely this kind of display of God’s presence was intended to catch the attention of Moses. This burning bush distinguished itself from all other bushes that Moses likely used as kindling to keep himself warm or to cook his food.

But what are we to make of this phrase, “the angel of the Lord?” According to Hebrew grammar, this phrase cannot mean “an angel of the Lord” but only “the angel of the Lord.” And according to Douglas K. Stuart in his commentary on Exodus, it is best translated as “the angel that is Yahweh” or “the Angel Yahweh” or “Angel Yahweh.”

Why is this important to understand? Because this phrase “the angel of the Lord” likely intends to communicate that this is not an angel that is present but God Himself in a form that may have some likeness to an angel. Stuart stresses that “when God occupies a small space for purposes of revelation, He typically does so by representation. Such appearances have the advantage of giving people something to look at and listen to, since looking and listening are so basic to relating. 

Further, since a full face to face encounter with God prior to our glorification would kill us, God veils Himself for our protection and the preservation of His holiness. This could well be the presence of the pre-incarnate Christ. We could say that this could have the similarity to a video conference call or a Skype call that brings to us a sense of the presence of a person into our room when in actuality that person is not fully present with us.
For all intents and purposes, God is present within this bush in the form of flames of fire and God speaks with Moses.
3 So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up.” 
4 When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God (Elohim) called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!” 
And Moses said, “Here I am.” 
5 “Do not come any closer,” God said. “Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.” 6 Then He said, “I am the God (Elohim) of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God. 
Notice in verse 6 that God straightforwardly identifies Himself to Moses as the God of his father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. It seems, then, that here can be no doubting with whom Moses is having a conversation. It is Yahweh, the Lord, Israel’s God, who is speaking. And in writing this story, Moses explicitly says that when quoting what God said to him. Though this was clear to Moses, it may not be clear to his fellow Israelites.
7 The Lord (YHWH) said, “I have indeed seen the misery of My people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. 8 So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey— ….
10 So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring My people the Israelites out of Egypt.” 
So, the Lord has gone from announcing His presence and introducing Himself to Moses to expressing His compassion for His oppressed people and informing Moses of his role in His rescue operation. “Moses, you are going to bring My people out of Egypt.”

11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 
12 And God said, “I will be with you. 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 (Elohim) on this mountain.” 
It’s here now that we must pay very close attention. God’s identity is crucial to this rescue operation. Moses knows he will be questioned about who has sent him on this mission. It may be clear to Moses that the God who sent him is Yahweh, the Lord, but for his fellow Israelites who have been living in a polytheistic, pantheistic, and syncretistic world where there were many gods, Moses needed to have an answer that would distinguish the true God from all these other false gods. Moses needs an answer to the anticipated question, “What is His name? What is the name of this God who has told you to rescue us?” And God obliges Moses’ question. The answer He gives Moses may very well be a re-establishing of God’s unique name among a people who had forgotten it or had become so paganized that they no longer recognized it.
13 Moses said to God (Elohim), “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God (Elohim) of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is His name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 
14 God (Elohim) said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’ ” 
15 God (Elohim) also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord (YHWH), the God (Elohim) of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.’ This is My name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation. 

When I first read this I couldn’t figure out by which name God wanted to be remembered, Yahweh or I AM. But then I discovered that this name, “I AM WHO I AM,” at its root is the definition of YHWH. So, we’re really not talking about yet another name for God but a clarification of what this unique name of the Lord God means. “Probably what was actually heard by Moses was ‘I cause to be because I cause to be.’ ” 
  Or, “I AM/I CAUSE TO BE has set me to you.” This places Moses in the position of a prophet of the Lord God assigned to speak on His behalf to His people. Moses was not coming to the captives of Egypt in the name of a new god but of the true God of creation, the true God their ancestors had worshiped, the God who could deliver them as a nation from their bondage to Egypt. This name “I AM” is appropriate for the God of eternity and the God for all generations for all of history.
But Moses would also have another audience when he returned to Egypt. He would be speaking directly to the grand oppressor, the Pharaoh of Egypt, under whose roof he had lived for nearly half of his life so far. For Moses, being clear about who was directing his steps, his actions and his words was crucial for sustaining him through the lengthy contest of delivering God’s people out of Egypt. Moses must never forget, as well, that “I AM” has sent him. Yahweh, the Lord God Almighty, was directing his steps.
Lock this name in your mind. Yahweh, the Great I AM. No other God has this name. It is unique and it only describes God the Creator who rescues and redeems His people from sin.
Now when we come to John chapter 8, the audience with whom Jesus is speaking is Jews who intellectually fully accepted the Old Testament as true. They believed that there was but one God and He was the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He was the God of Moses and David. This was the starting point for their conversation.

What Jesus is arguing in John 8 is that though these Jews said their Father was the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, their actions betrayed those words and in reality their real father was none other than the devil. Jesus’ evidence for His conclusion is that these Jews failed to recognize Him (Jesus) as God’s eternal Son. If they truly knew God the Father they would quite naturally recognize and acknowledge God the Son. That’s Jesus’ argument.
What strikes me about the narrative of John 8 is how brutally frontal and bold Jesus is with these Pharisees, these Jewish religious leaders. He doesn’t mince His words. He’s hardly diplomatic. And it surely doesn’t appear that He’s even a bit concerned about hurting their feelings. These Pharisees have challenged Jesus and disputed His claims and He’s not holding back at all in making His defense.
Listen to these bold words of Jesus. They resonate with a similar reverb as Moses’ words to the Pharaoh of Egypt. “Stop oppressing My people! Let My people go!”

So here is Jesus speaking to the Pharisees in John 8:
14 My testimony is valid.
14 I know where I came from and where I am going.
16 . . . I am not alone. I stand with the Father, who sent Me.
18 I am one who testifies for Myself; My other witness is the Father, who sent Me.
25 “. . . He who sent Me is reliable, and what I have heard from Him I tell the world.”
28 “. . . I am the one I claim to be and … I do nothing on My own but speak just what the Father has taught Me. 29 The one who sent Me is with Me; He has not left Me alone, for I always do what pleases Him.”
38 “I am telling you what I have seen in the Father’s presence, . . .”
40 I am “. . . , a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God.”
42 “. . . for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on My own; but He sent Me.
49 “I am not possessed by a demon, but I honor My Father . . . .”
50 “I am not seeking glory for Myself; but there is one who seeks it, and He is the judge.”
54 . . ., “If I glorify Myself, My glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies Me.
55 “. . . 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.”
56 “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing My day; He saw it and was glad.”
58 “I tell you the truth, “before Abraham was born, I AM!”
These words of Jesus were blistering words, like repeated blasts from a machine gun. It, then, should come as no surprise that these Pharisees would react as they did and follow through with their intention to kill Jesus.
In John chapter 8, Jesus leaves no doubt in our minds that He is claiming to be the Son of His Father who is God. But by using the Yahweh substitute, I AM, He was declaring Himself to be fully God, God the Creator, the Lord God Almighty.
Jesus leaves us no middle ground on which to stand with regard to who we believe Him to be. When we understand who He claims to be, we realize that we have a choice to make. We will either follow Him or we will not. And the ramifications of our choice are huge, eternally huge.
Here’s the dialog between Jesus and the Pharisees in John 8:39–59 (NIV84) 

39 “Abraham is our father,” they answered. 
“If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would do the things Abraham did. 40 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. 41 You are doing the things your own father does.” 
“We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God Himself.” 

42 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. 43 Why is My language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. 44 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. 45 Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe Me! 46 Can any of you prove Me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe Me? 47 He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.” 
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?” 
54 Jesus replied, “If I glorify Myself, My glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies Me. 55 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. 56 Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing My day; He saw it and was glad.” 
57 “You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to Him, “and you have seen Abraham!” 
58 “I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” 59 At this, they picked up stones to stone Him, but Jesus hid Himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.
This is a clear case of spiritual blindness. It’s like going to the doctor who says, “you have a terminal illness.” But, we don’t want to hear it. We want to hear only what makes us feel safe even if we are not. These Jews had deluded themselves into thinking that they were just fine in their relationship with God, though in reality, they didn’t even know God.

42 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.
In other words, if we really had the same father, we’d be brothers and we would love each other. But, you don’t love Me. Instead, you’re trying to kill Me.

Jesus says these Jews can’t hear what He says because they live in a different house and they have a different father. Jesus even identifies who that father is: the devil. That’s hardly what these Jews were thinking. This is an all out verbal war.
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?” 
His final statement is a claim to deity, a claim of being the eternal God who knows no time constraints. To say “I AM” as a past reality is to claim to be above time. And only God does that.

Jesus’ time had not yet come, yet. But the foundation is nearly complete for His mission to be fulfilled. Then, He will, under His own terms, surrender to these who want to kill Him and let them be the instruments of His sacrificial death that will bring salvation to the world.

Will you today commit yourself to abiding in Christ’s word so you can truly be His disciples? Will you make room in your home and life for the word of Christ so you can experientially know the truth and be empowered to live in Christ’s victory over sin? Christ, the Great I AM has won that victory for us. Amen.
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