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SIGNS OF THE TIME
(John 2:1-11)

TEXT:  

SUBJECT:  Evangelism



F.C.F:  How can I evangelize most effectively?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has entrusted the Gospels to us, we 
must share the Gospels.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  A man was visiting an old west ghost town when he sat down on the edge of a well. The well wall gave way, and he fell in. On the way to the bottom, he prayed, “Lord, if you help me make it through this, I will become a Christian and dedicate my life to making more Christians.” He made a soft landing in the mud below and was quickly rescued. He was a man of his word.  He became a Christian, and then spent the rest of his life… pushing non-Christians down wells.  


It is evident to all believers that we are called to share the faith and evangelize our neighbors and the nations. If one generation fails to reach the next, the church would effectively vanish from the face of the earth. But is there one, special method of evangelism? Is there one biblical way of spreading the faith in Christ? If we were to ask our Lord’s apostles, “Is there a certain way of reaching the world?” what do you think they would say?  

B.  Jesus’ method was to preach the good news of the kingdom of God. This was his method. Likewise, after Jesus was crucified, risen and ascended on high, his apostles preached the good news of the kingdom which Jesus brought through his life, death and resurrection. But what about after the apostles were all dead and removed from the scene?  


C.  Here’s how some Christians are answering this question today. First, they will say, you need a large stadium, capable of holding thousands of people. Then you will need a loud band, capable of waking the dead. And you need some testimonies from some popular figures from the entertainment world, “celebrity endorsements,” if you will. Finally, you need some well-known, dynamic Christian speaker, preferably one who can tell moving, personal stories and close with a high-pressure appeal, coordinated with special lighting and mood music. Perhaps throw in a few miracles, and the result is effective evangelism.

But that’s not the answer that our Lord’s Apostles would give. Take the Apostle John, for example. When it became apparent that his time was drawing to a close, what did he do to ensure that evangelism would continue on? He wrote a book (more like a booklet, really). Near the end, he tells us the precise purpose for his writing: “30  Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31 but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” (20:30-31) That’s his great plan! He wrote a book. John believed that a careful reading of this book could lead to saving faith. It’s recorded in God’s Word, so it must be true.  


C.  So, what if it is as simple as that? What if evangelism was about as hard as getting someone to read this booklet, or perhaps sitting down with them and explaining it to them as you read through it together? What’s interesting is that this booklet is called “The Gospel According to St. John.” It is the “Gospel,” or at least one of four Gospels. And the Gospel writers are called the “evangelists.” Could it be that we have made this matter of evangelism harder than it really is? Could it be that we have confused evangelism with persuasion or even emotional manipulation, when what it really involves is the proclamation of good news, take it or leave it?  


Several years ago some group from a neighboring town proposed that we bring in a Christian acting or drama troupe. It would be expensive, but if all the churches pitched in, we could swing it. These actors gave the Gospel in a dramatic way, using allegory and mood music and a stunning light show. It was almost guaranteed to have results. We eagerly pitched in as a church. I convinced some of my unchurched neighbors to go with us. And apparently the program had almost no effect, certainly no effect on our unchurched neighbors. 

I’m reluctant to criticize anybody who’s trying to spread the Gospel. But if the Bible already gives us a message AND a method, then what business do we have ignoring them and choosing other methods? “But people won’t come to church and hear preaching,” you say. That may be true, though I’m not convinced of it. But many of the same people will attend a Bible study in the home of someone whom they know and who invites them.  


D. What I want to suggest is that John’s Gospel is enough. John certainly thought so. If someone needs more than a careful, competent explanation of John’s Gospel, then we might need to charge John with false claims, with being mistaken. And I’m not willing to do that. Are you?


Let’s look carefully at what he said.

I. JESUS PERFORMED MANY SIGNS.

30  Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31  but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.


A.  Jesus performed signs.  This is an important idea in John’s Gospel.  He uses this word “sign” seventeen times, more than any of the other Gospel writers.  He says that Jesus did many other signs which he did not list in his book.  So has carefully selected which signs to include.  


B.  A sign was a visible display, usually miraculous in nature.  It largely had two purposes.  The first was confirmation; the second was communication.  A sign was performed in order to demonstrate the authority of the one doing it, usually to authenticate that his message was from God.  But often the sign itself carried a message from God.  The sign was more than symbolic, but often it was symbolic.  The signs often looked back to the past, showing continuity with God’s revelation.  But it also looked to the future.  

So, for example, Jesus fed the hungry multitudes in the wilderness by taking a few loaves and fish and dividing them, multiplying them until all ate their fill.  This was clearly a miraculous deed, a confirmation that what he had just taught them in the wilderness was the true message of God, because only God could do such a miracle.  But the message was symbolic as well.  One of our most basic needs is for food, nourishment, sustenance.  This is a part of our dependent, creaturely condition.  We rely on God utterly, and so we need his provision, or we perish.  


And you notice that Jesus was not the first to provide bread in the wilderness. Moses did so over a thousand years before him, providing the manna or bread of heaven for forty years. So the sign pointed backwards, showing the continuity of Jesus with God’s revelation in Moses. Even more, we see Jesus’ superiority to Moses. Jesus himself is the true, spiritual bread of heaven. He gave us the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, in which we say of bread, “This is the body of Christ.” And finally, this sign points to the future, to the eternal marriage supper of the Lamb in eternal glory, where we will no longer be in the wilderness, but in the everlasting city of God, and where there will be no more hunger or thirst or any deprivations or wants, because God himself will supply all our needs in Christ, in union with the “bread of heaven.”  
II. THE SIGNS LEAD TO BELIEVING.


A.  John says that these selected signs are sufficient for the Holy Spirit to create saving faith in those elect who hear of them.  It isn’t necessary that we actually see the signs for ourselves firsthand.  It is enough only that we read of them or hear of them or have them explained to us.  In the verse just before these, our Lord Jesus declares to doubting Thomas, who has just seen with his own eyes the great sign of the miraculously risen Christ, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” (20-29)

B.  Some suggest that God has restored the miraculous sign gifts for today, so that unbelievers will be convinced to believe by witnessing new signs and miracles.  Undoubtedly this is well-intentioned.  But it is so clearly mistaken for a host of reasons.  For one thing, God has no interest in forcing people to believe by the sheer weight of miracles.  Jesus did not perform miracles to create faith but to confirm it.  For another thing (and we’ll see this so dramatically in our study next week), miraculous signs are remarkably ineffective in compelling true faith.  Multitudes witnessed the overwhelming and irrefutable miracles of Jesus.  Many of them confessed that they were true miracles sent from God, YET REFUSED TO BELIEVE ON JESUS WITH SAVING FAITH.  And for another thing, Jesus just declared in 20:29 that being the eyewitness of miracles was not necessary for true faith, otherwise how could he say, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed”?  

C.  But what is required is that these signs of Jesus be communicated to others, through reading, explaining, teaching or proclaiming.  Faith is confirmed through these signs:  “but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.”  Here we have the Biblical method of evangelism:  letting God’s evangelists do their work, letting the Gospels speak for themselves and letting their gospel witness be heard.  We have God’s promise that his Holy Spirit will use this message to create faith in his chosen people.  And that…

III. BELIEVING LEADS TO LIFE.  


A.  Faith is the key to eternal life.  We must be very clear on what the Scriptures mean by “faith.”  Faith is not a “work” on our behalf.  A “work” is an action that earns something, that deserves some compensation.  Faith is not a “work.”  Faith does not earn salvation from God.  The classic text which discusses this is Ephesians 2:8-9:  “8  For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9  not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  So there it is.  Salvation is a result of “grace.”  It is a gift.  We don’t earn it or deserve it because it is “not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  In truth, Jesus earned this gift of salvation by his perfect works, and through his death and resurrection.  

But it is received through faith.  Faith is not a work, so it does not earn anything from God. It is simply receiving, or resting.  It is the empty hand that God fills with his good gifts in Christ, but it is an empty hand.  As one has said, “The only thing we contribute to our salvation is the sin that made it necessary.”  


B.  And it is faith that has an object.  It is not simply subjective faith as in “being a trusting person.”  Rather it is faith in Jesus Christ.  Hence the need for the signs.  How are we to know that Jesus is who he claims to be? How do we know that Jesus has been appointed by God? Well, look to the signs.  They are God’s confirmation to us that he is the Savior, the Messiah, God’s Son.  And they are God’s communication to us as to what his salvation would be like.  The signs are God’s confirmation, his stamp of approval.  God wants you to see the signs and believe on Jesus on the basis of the signs, and so enter into life in his name.  Jesus passes the test, every test, and so you can put your full confidence in him.  

C.  And so the question we are left with is:  “Can you read the signs of the time…of his coming?”  30  Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31  but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.
CONCLUSION


Just a few concluding observations.


1.  John’s Gospel is not the only Gospel, of course.  The Holy Spirit could just as well use Matthew, Mark or Luke.  In fact, even a careful reading of the Old Testament would be enough to create saving faith.  Remember the story of the two disciples on the way to Emmaus?  They are joined unaware by the risen Lord Jesus.  And the text says:  “25  And he said to them, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26  Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” 27  And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.”   So they were convinced and converted by the Old Testament.  


2.  John’s Gospel is enough.  A careful reading, study, explanation of John’s Gospel is sufficient.  Nobody really needs more than that to be saved.  John tells us this plainly.


3.  In his apostolic authority, John testifies to THESE signs which confirm Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God.  He does not call for more authenticating signs than these.  He declares further signs to be unnecessary, and surely implies that no more signs will be forthcoming.  


4.  So if a church, or individual Christians, or groups of Christians, wish to engage in evangelism, the kind of evangelism which has biblical, apostolic approval and even warrant, then they would be wise to begin with the Gospels, the apostolic witness of the “evangelists.”  And John’s Gospel would be a good place to start, since he has given his apostolic testimony to the infallible signs which point to Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God.  And in a careful reading and understanding of John’s Gospel, the yet-to-be-saved elect will certainly be able to read “the signs of the time.”      
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