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Series Slide

In 2010, the Buffalo Bills weren’t having a great season…but Steve Johnson, their top Wide Receiver was. He was posting career numbers in receptions, yards, and touchdowns. It was his breakout year.

On November 28th, 2010…they faced the eventual Super-Bowl bound Pittsburgh Steelers.

They fought hard to force a tie and send it into overtime.

In the sudden-death overtime period, Steve Johnson broke deep, and was running wide open into the end zone. 

The quarterback unleashed a perfect pass that dropped right into his hands for the game-winning touchdown.

Problem is, a half second after the ball dropped into Steve Johnsons’ hands... Steve Johnson’s hands dropped the ball to the ground. And the Bills went on to lose the game. 

After the game, Johnson tweeted a prayer to God.

Here’s what he said…

“I praise you 24/7!!!!!!"and this how you do me!!!!! you expect me to learn from this??? how???!!! ill never forget this!! ever!!! thx tho … " 
Steve Johnson, Buffalo Bills WR

Steve Johnson dropped a Touchdown…and its God’s fault.

Back to Series slide

344 years before that football hit the turf in Buffalo, an apple hit the ground in England…and Sir Isaac Newton watched it fall.

He wondered “Why does that apple fall, but the moon stay in the sky?”

And he began to search out his hypothesis, that there was some unseen force at work…that pulled objects down toward the earth…instead of allowing them to float in mid-air.

From that, Newton’s laws of motion were born. 

What goes up, must come down. Apples…and footballs.

Newton’s discovery ushered in the Age of Enlightenment. 

During the Enlightenment, we sort of taught ourselves that if we can figure out the natural laws of the world…we can over come our biggest problems. We can achieve new heights.

In Steve Johnson and Isaac Newton we have 2 understandings of the way we relate to God.

Steve Johnson thinks “If I’m going to succeed in the way I want to…I need to make sure God is happy with me. So I’ll praise him 24/7, and he’ll make me catch touchdowns.”

…and when God doesn’t hold up his end of the deal…he is no longer worthy of our praise.

With Isaac Newton and the Enlightenment, we don’t really need God. At least not a personal one. We just need to understand the way he created the world… In theory, if we could get to the point where we could exactly take into account the wind speed, the speed of our opponent, the trajectory of the quarterbacks pass…well, our receivers would catch the touchdown every time.

These are 2 common ways of relating to God…

…but neither of them care anything about Immanuel.

Neither of these ways of relating to God need God to descend as a human in a manger. 

Neither of these need an incarnate savior to die on a cross…or resurrect.

And while people may relate to God in these ways…neither are Christian…because neither of them require a Christ.

Title slide- “Dropping Touchdowns, Falling Apples: Why God Over Us and Under Us Isn’t God With Us”- John 5

Christmas is about God becoming Human, and dwelling among us.

Christmas is about Immanuel, God with us. 

Literally, Immanuel means “the WITH US GOD”

I told you last week that every religion starts in the same place. By trying to answer our fears. Most religions and philosophies of life are trying to figure out a way get control of the world around us, so that we can overcome our fears.

We are all trying to deal with the ugliness of the world, the sin, the disease, the death, the brokenness.

Though every religion and philosophy start in the same place…they all end in very different places…particularly Xianity.

See, the ending place for Xians is not mainly about being delivered from our fears…though that certainly is a byproduct. 

For a Christian…and anyone who truly celebrates Christmas for what it is…the ending point of Christianity is God with humans, and humans with God.

The goal of Christianity is to get MORE of the WITH US GOD…not to just get enough of him to solve our problems.

For the next 3 weeks, we’re going to explore some subtle substitutes for being WITH GOD. Ideas of relating to God that disguise themselves as Xianity, but ultimately…have very little to do with Immanuel, the WITH US GOD.

Before we get into the text today, I want to let you know about a book helped me a great deal in organizing my ideas in this sermon series.  

It's the book “WITH” by Skye Jethani. 

Its an easy read in the sense of being able to understand it.

Its NOT an easy read in the sense that it will cut you and expose some cancerous ideas of the way you may have always related to God. In fact, next week I’ll talk about the one the chapter in this book that knocked me off my feet.

But that’s for next week, for now…lets turn our attention to the Scripture.

John 5:2-18
	Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, in Aramaic called Bethesda, which has five roofed colonnades. In these lay a multitude of invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed. One man was there who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and knew that he had already been there a long time, he said to him, “Do you want to be healed?” The sick man answered him, “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up, and while I am going another steps down before me.” Jesus said to him, “Get up, take up your bed, and walk.” And at once the man was healed, and he took up his bed and walked.

	Now that day was the Sabbath. So the Jews said to the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath, and it is not lawful for you to take up your bed.” But he answered them, “The man who healed me, that man said to me, ‘Take up your bed, and walk.’” They asked him, “Who is the man who said to you, ‘Take up your bed and walk’?” Now the man who had been healed did not know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, as there was a crowd in the place. Afterward Jesus found him in the temple and said to him, “See, you are well! Sin no more, that nothing worse may happen to you.” The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had healed him. And this was why the Jews were persecuting Jesus, because he was doing these things on the Sabbath. But Jesus answered them, “My Father is working until now, and I am working.”

	This was why the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.

John 5:39-40
You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life.

John 7:37-38
On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’”

Transition: Today, I want to show you two ways we relate to God that cut Jesus out of the whole picture…yet somehow still…we call it Xianity.

And then, I want you to see why God’s way of relating to him is so much better than the foolish ways we’ve invented.

Let me give you a necessary disclaimer. There is “SOME TRUTH” in all of these different ways to relate to God. Of course, Error is Truth out of proportion. The Serpent in the Garden didn’t say to Eve “There is NO GOD”…Instead he twisted the way she was to relate to God. 

So when you hear me talk about these, understand that there is some truth in relating to God in all these ways, but I’m trying to expose to you the twisted nature of those relationships.

First, let’s talk about Life over God. 

1) Life Over God tries to control our fears without God. 
Now, on one hand, this way of facing our fear sounds like the mindset of an atheist or an agnostic. 
…and it is. There are plenty of people in our post-Xian, Enlightenment-informed culture that don’t believe in God and think that if we can just evolve a little more, if we can know a little more, come up with some more rock-solid Newtonian discoveries…like gravity, then eventually we can solve all our problems.
We can even provide our own eternal life…ridding the world of disease and death.

BUT, I’m not mainly concerned with that today.
Today I want you to see the sort of Life Over God that’s a little bit sneakier. Because it masks itself as Xianity. 

Take a look at this man that Jesus encounters by the pool in Bethesda.

John 5:5-6
This man has been down by this pool for a long time….and its not because he’s working on his tan. 
He hasn’t been able to walk for 38 years.

See, the belief about this particular pool is that an angel would come down and stir up the water…and whoever could get in the water quick enough would be healed.

Now, we really have no way of knowing if this is connected to a belief in the Hebrew God, YHWH, or if its some demonic cult-thing going on…or some syncretist mix of both…
…but whatever was going on…it worked.
Paraplegics got in the water and they came out walking.

If you could manage to slip into the water at the right moment…you would be healed. 
And we know this man is no atheist. He’s a religious man with a belief in the supernatural… that’s why he’s sitting by the pool in the first place.

So Jesus walks up to him and says, “Do you want to be healed?”

V 7
The man says “I have no one to put in the pool…people keep cutting in front of me. So I can’t be healed.”

Now, there is something very ironic happening here.
Its like you’re eating in the Olive Garden and they are taking forever with your order, and a an actual classically trained Tuscan-Italian chef walks up to your table and says, “Would you like something to eat?” …and you say, “Well, we ordered our Tour of Italy and breadsticks an hour ago…but the service here is just so slow.”

I mean, in that moment you are missing a serious opportunity.
You could have ACTUAL Italian food…but your mind is already set on your defrosted breadsticks.

This man assumes that God operates in one particular way. When Jesus says, “Do you want to be healed” he thinks the one way Jesus can help him is to clear a way to that pool. To pick him up an throw him in.
He thinks his problem is just getting to that pool and he has no category that God in the flesh is standing right next to him with all the power and authority in the world to heal him on the spot.

He’s living “Life over God”.
He already knows the way God works. 
He has a principle from God…What goes up must come down…for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction…

...and the way God has made for me to be healed is to stir the waters of that pool…

And since he knows God’s principles for healing people…he totally misses God when he is literally standing right next to him.

Back to 1)
Think about your relationship to the person who made your car. 
Do you have a relationship to the person who made your car?
Probably not.

And that’s the point.
Once I have a car, and I know how the car works…I might consult the owner’s manual or a Youtube video to figure out how to get inside that Headlight when it goes out, but that's about it.
I know how the car works…so I don’t really need the creator of the car…I don’t need to know the designer…I just need to understand his design.

This is the way we treat God when we live a life over God.

The Xianized version of this is when you mainly look at the Bible as a collection of life advice. As an owner’s manual. Or a playbook from your divine coach. 
Instead of the way you KNOW God…it's the way you figure your life out. 

Your relationship to God is about as vibrant as your relationship to Steve Jobs. You appreciate that he created the iPhone, and showed us all how to use it, but you have no need to talk with him or know him at all.

When your marriage tanks…you look for advice to fix it.
When you are looking for a job…you scan the Scriptures to find God’s will.
You need to eat right?…ohhh, that’s what the Book of Daniel is about!
Need to figure out science?…Genesis tells you how old the earth is!
You use the Bible to figure out who to date, and how to invest your money. 
You love the leadership principles that come from the Bible…and you think Jesus was a fantastic CEO.

[PAUSE] But actually, you have no need for God.
You have his secrets.
You have your life’s playbook.

Now, you just need to execute properly to have a good family, a nice job, a comfortable life.

This is not a faith that believes in Immanuel.
This is not a faith that embraces God With Us.

You know what this is?
Its Deism. 
The belief that, sure, God created everything, but he’s not really interested in a relationship…or being involved in our lives…he left some instructions to follow…and that’s all we need.

Here are the problems with this approach to God.
One, it doesn’t really take our fear away. 
See, when we try and take control of our lives simply by obeying divine principles, we end up putting weight on our shoulders we were never meant to carry.

I have to get it right. I have to make it happen. I have to fix my marriage. I have to get this job. I have to make this church grow.
If the principles are divine…then when I follow them and they don’t 
“work”…its my fault. 

This leads to incredible anxiety and a fear that I’m always dropping the ball (no pun intended) somewhere along the way.

The other major problem with this way of relating to God is that we gauge success on results we can see instead of faithfulness to God. 
That’s a huge problem for a ton of folks in the Bible…
Isaiah was told to preach to people who would never listen.
Hosea was told to marry a wife who would be unfaithful to him.
Paul was told he would suffer and would lose his wealth and his reputation.
Jesus successfully shrunk his ministry down to zero people.

See, when all God is to you is a creator who left us an owner’s manual…then reading the Scripture as a revelation of the God who is with us…or looking at failure and seeing it worthwhile because you grew closer to God through it…well…that's not going to make any sense to you.

Because who cares about the one who made gravity…once you’ve figure out why the apple falls to the ground….and who cares about the guy who built your car once you know how to drive it.

All you need from God is for him to let you know “how it works”…and then you’ll be fine without him.

And that’s exactly what the man by the pool did.

After Jesus healed this man, he doesn’t even ask, “Who are you?”
He gets what he came for…healing. He has no use for a God who stands right next to him.

 V 14-15
But Jesus comes and finds the man in the temple…see, I told you he was religious.

Now, when Jesus says to him “See you are well! Sin no more, that nothing worse may happen to you.” 
I don’t think that he is saying “You sinned and God punished you with a physical handicap, so Don’t do it again or you might end up in a wheelchair.”

Jesus follows this man to the temple because he has come to let him know “I wasn’t finished with you yet.”
“I have made you well physically, but if you don’t become well spiritually (Do not sin), you’ll end up much much worse than lying by the pool of Bethesda. You’ll end up eternally separated from me…the only one who has ever had mercy on you. You think 38 years was a long time…try being spiritually cripple forever!”
Jesus’ “worse” here is not another physical ailment…it is eternal death. Hell. Separation from the only source of grace and mercy and love and light and beauty and significance and security and everything the human soul longs for.

Jesus’ message to the “healed” cripple is the exact same message he has just delivered to 2 characters in the preceding chapters. Nicodemus in John chapter 3 and  the Samaritan woman in chapter 4.

“Be born again,” he said to Nicodemus. 
“Drink living water,” he said to the Samaritan woman. 
He is offering eternal life to people on their way to eternal death.

He is offering a eternal relationship with God.

But this guy is very different than Nicodemus & the woman at the well.
See, when Jesus said to the religious Nicodemus “You must be born again”, Nicodemus said “Tell me HOW?” and Jesus told him.

When Jesus said to the thirsty woman at the well, “Stop wasting your time drinking water that just leaves you thirsty and ask me for living water that will never run dry.” She says, “Where do I get it?”

But when Jesus says “Don’t Sin anymore or something worse than being an invalid for 38 years will happen to you!” 

This man says nothing. He just “went away”.

Because he’s not interested in Life WITH GOD. Just a life OVER God. 

He goes back to the Jewish leaders and says “Hey, you know that guy that healed me. His name is Jesus. You can find him in the temple”

You know how this guy got to the temple…you know how he made it to the Jewish leaders to tattle tell on Jesus?
He walked.
In a sad ironic twist, the very legs that Jesus spoke life into became the instruments for rejecting him.

V 18
Immanuel, God With US, gave this man life…and he returned the favor by helping the Jewish leaders kill him.

Because Life Over God has no need for a living God…he might as well be dead.

Transition- Speaking of the Jewish leaders…they show us the opposite sort of approach to God…instead of Life Over God…

2) Life Under God tries to control our fears by trading favors with God. 
· When Steve Johnson dropped that potential game winning touchdown, and then blamed God for it…he showed that he was relating to God like the Greeks and Romans used to.  

See the Greeks and Romans believed in gods that were these kind of moody and temperamental beings that were looking for worshippers that would kiss up to them. And whoever kissed up the most…whoever worshipped the right way…these gods would do favors for them.

If you could just worship God the right way, if you could just keep him happy, he would give you a good crop yield if you were a farmer…or he would bless you with a spouse or a child if you wanted one.

Steve Johnson’s God has something to do with a character at Christmas…but not the one in the manger…
…Steve Johnson’s God didn’t live in Nazareth…he lived at the North Pole.

See, Life Under God treats God like Santa Claus
God is up in heaven watching to see if you’ve been naughty or nice.
And if you make the nice list…you get what you want.

Praise him 24/7, and see if he doesn’t have you catching touchdowns.

This is the Jewish religious leaders operated.
They thought the whole point of the Bible, or the Torah for them, was to give them the way God wanted to be worshipped. 

And if they worshipped him just right, they wouldn’t get sick…they wouldn’t have diseases…they would have money, a good reputation, and be well respected by their community. 

But look at the way Jesus confronts these Jewish leaders.
5:37-38
First, Jesus tells them “You don’t know God intimately. You haven’t heard his voice. You haven’t seen him. Most importantly, his word does not ABIDE in you because you don’t believe in me. Immanuel. You don’t believe God is interested in being WITH you.

Jesus is saying, “Sure, you have a relationship with God, but its only like a relationship you have with your grocery store clerk. You might see this clerk everyday, but only because you need groceries.
You bring the money, you walk out with groceries.

But you never stopped to think that maybe life isn’t about buying blessing from God with your 24/7 praise. 
You never stopped to think that maybe God is more like a Father than he is Santa Claus.

5:39-40
Then he says, you look into the Scriptures because you think they tell you how to obey rules to find eternal life…
But that’s not what the Bible is about.
In fact, all these Scriptures are not about worship regulations…they are about ME. The person standing in front of you.

And you’ll never find life by trading worship for blessing…you’ll only find it in an intimate relationship with me.

Back to 2)
Life under God seeks to control all the world around us by obeying commands and following rituals.
All its emphasis is on external actions…not inward heart.

That’s why Jesus accused the Pharisees of being hypocrites. 
He called them whitewashed tombs…pretty on the outside, filled with death on the inside.
He said they were like cups that only got cleaned on the outside…but inside was years and years of filth and nastiness.

Life under God is only concerned with superficial righteousness. And that usually leads to self-righteousness.
Life Under God doesn’t care about the heart…only the hands.

But see, Jesus says to the Pharisees, “God didn’t give you the law to show you how to make him happy so he would bless you.”
God gave you the law to show you HIMSELF.

…and to show you that he was going to make a way for you to be with him.

But just like Steve Johnson, when God didn’t bless them the way they wanted him to…they got angry.
And they didn’t recognize God with them. Standing right in front of them. So they sought to kill him.

Transition: In the end, Life Over God and Life Under God are ugly cousins. 
They both stack you up with unnecessary burdens.
They both simply use God as a means to an end.
They both look at the Scriptures not as the revelation of a person that is saving us…but as list, a guide, that if we follow the right way…we can have the life we want…that doesn’t really include God at all.

But the message of Christmas is Immanuel. 
Its not God over us.
Its not God under us.
ITS GOD WITH US…..see…

3) “God Over Us” became “God Under Us” to forever be “God With Us.”

If you keep reading through the book of John, after this point you’ll notice Jesus starts making these statements that always start the same way.
He keeps saying, “I AM”

I am the Bread of Life.
I am the door
I am the good shepherd
I am the way, the truth, and the life

John 8:58
In John chapter 8, he says, “Before Abraham was, I Am”

Do you know why that’s important?
Because any good Jew would know 2 things.
First, that Abraham was their Father. He was the beginning of the Hebrew nation, through whom all Jews descended. As humans go, he was the author of their faith.
Second, When Moses, who brought the law to the Jews that the Pharisees so meticulously kept, when Moses asked God what his name was, God replied “I AM”

See, Jesus with all of these I AM statements is saying, “I am I AM”
I am everything that the law ever pointed to
Abraham isn’t the Father of your religion…I am.
Moses’ law was written by me.

I define what your Scriptures mean. 
He was saying, “The God that is so far above you…I am that God.”

John 7:37-38
Jesus is at the last day of this great religious feast.
And what would happen on the last day, is a golden pitcher was filled with water from one of the local pools and was carried in a grand procession led by the High Priest back to the temple. 
Trumpets would sound, people would cheer, and people on a religious pilgrimage to Jerusalem would all watch as a choir sang one of the Psalms.

Then the water was poured out at the altar of God along with wine as an offering.

And right at the climax of this ceremony, this ritual, that was meant to please God to get his blessing, Jesus stands up and says… “If you are thirsty…come to me and drink. The water you need is not in that golden pitcher…I am the water you’re thirsty for.”
And if you drink me…living water will flow out of you.

You know what living water is?
Its running water. Like a river. 
And that means, its clean water. 
See, water that doesn’t move, stagnate water, becomes filled with bacteria and disease.
Living water was what happened to the pool the man tried to jump in…when the water stirred…when it moved, when RAN…then it could heal.

And this water was the opposite of what was inside of the Pharisees…the cups that looked clean on the outside, but were filthy on the inside.

In this statement Jesus is solving both the man at the pool’s problem…he’s giving him the way to be clean from sin…and he’s solving the Pharisees problem… He’s giving them the way to have what comes out of them be clean and life giving…instead of burdensome and condemning.

Jesus says, “Only in recognizing GOD WITH US…only in a relationship with me…will ever find the life you are looking for.”

You can’t find it in controlling the world with principles, or rituals or morality…only in knowing God as your Father.

Isaiah 55:1
“Come, everyone who thirsts,
		come to the waters;
	and he who has no money,
		Come buy and eat!
		…without money and without price.

See, Jesus is fulfilling what the prophet Isaiah spoke about.
That God would not require your morality, or your ritual observance, or some religious figuring out of his principles to find water for your thirsty soul.
Instead, he would pay for it with his life. He wouldn’t make you praise him 24/7 or jump into pools or understand gravity before he blessed you…he would bless you for free.
All you have to do is come to him.

Do you know how God did this? How he made good on his promise to make us clean.
Well, the Scripture says that he became sin for our sake so that we could become his righteousness.

The God OVER US, descended, not only into our humanity…but into our sin…into our self-righteous manipulation of God…into our dismissing of him as a Father…as a person…and on a cross he was ripped apart.

John 19:34
And when IMMANUEL, GOD WITH US, when he died, they put a spear in his side…and the Scripture says, “Blood and Water came out”

The wine and water that was poured at the altar at the Great Feast was all pointing this moment.
When blood and water spilled out of Mary’s Son…out of God’s Son…in a moment of Great Exchange.

He was dying for us. 
He was being separated from his Father, so we could have God with us.

God OVER US became God UNDER US, trampled by the feet of men, descending into our death and hell, so that God forever would dwell with us.

He was becoming the inside of our dirty cup, so that clean living water would flow out of us.
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