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“The Feast of Tabernacles”      Text – John 7:1-52       OT Reading – Zechariah 14

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
If you look back at the opening verses of ch’s 5, 6 and 7, you will see that each chapter begins with a reference to a Jewish Feast day.  These feasts were an incredibly important part of religious life in Israel.  Every year, every Jewish male was required to go to Jerusalem for three feasts.  And often the whole family would go with Dad, walking, perhaps for several days or more, just to get to there.

· Well, the feast referred to here in ch. 7 is the Feast of Tabernacles (FoT).  It was the last of the three national feasts; Passover was the first and it was celebrated late March/early April.  Seven weeks later it was the Feast of Firstfruits or Pentecost, which was the beginning of the harvest season.  And then 4 ½ months later, in late Sept/early Oct, it was the FoT.  
· The command to celebrate the FoT is found way back in Leviticus 23.  There we learn that the feast lasted eight days.  It began on a Sabbath and it ended on a Sabbath.  And during all the days of the feast, the people were to live in tabernacles, which is a flash word for a tent.  Have you boys and girls ever built a kind of fort/tent with some branches or an old bed sheet?  Well, that’s what all the people of Israel would do for 8 days.  Instead of enjoying the comforts of home, they would live in tents.  
· And they did this to remember the journey of the people of Israel from Egypt to the Promised Land that is recorded in the Book of Exodus.  That journey lasted 40 years and the whole time the people lived in tents!  Can you imagine that?!  1 week in a tent is enough for me!  
· But they were also looking forward to the coming Messiah who would deliver them from their sins and bring them to the Greater Promised Land – heaven.
So, this is the feast that provides the theological background for the fifth discourse of Jesus in John’s Gospel.  And we noted last week, as we looked at the end of ch. 6, that Jesus’ words are increasingly polarizing His listeners.  Do you remember what polarizing means, boys and girls?  It means ‘to put people on opposite sides.’  And so, while some believe in Jesus, many are rejecting Him.  And that continues here in ch. 7.   
So what we will do is move through the different stages of the feast that are referred to throughout the chapter: vv1-13 are about the beginning of the feast, then if you look at v14, you will see that John skips ahead to the middle of the feast, which goes through to v36, and then in v37, John skips ahead to the last and greatest day of the feast, which goes though to the end of the chapter.  And we do this in order to see why Jesus’ connection with the FoT is a great encouragement to all those who choose to believe in Jesus Christ.
I. So we begin with vv1-13 and the beginning of the feast.     
A. From v1, we learn that Jesus was avoiding Jerusalem because He knew that people there wanted to kill Him.  And just to be clear, this was not because He was afraid of dying.  We have already heard Him say, repeatedly, that He had come to give up His life.  No, Jesus was avoiding Jerusalem because there was a divine timetable that He was following.   A very important verse for understanding God’s plan of salvation is Galatians 4:4.  There we read, “But when the time had fully come, God sent His Son … to redeem those under law.”  God’s timetable of salvation always had in view a specific moment when the nails would be driven into the hands and feet of the Lord Jesus.   So to control the events that will bring about His crucifixion, at the appointed time and not a moment earlier, Jesus is avoiding Jerusalem.
B. In v5 we learn the sad truth that even Jesus’ own brothers did not believe in Him.  Nevertheless, following the logic of the world, they were encouraging Jesus to go up to Jerusalem to do His miracles there because there was a bigger audience there.  
1. If you watch shows like Britain’s Got Talent, you will know that often the person on stage has been encouraged to audition by their family; their family believes that they have a talent that could make them famous.  Well, that’s basically what Jesus brothers are doing here – Go to Jerusalem, Jesus; you can get more fans there! 
2. But in vv6-8, Jesus rejects their advice.  And He rejects their advice because they are thinking in accordance with the way of the world while He, Jesus, seeks to do the Father’s will.  So He emphasizes ‘the right time’ in His response to His brothers.
3. Now, some view the fact that Jesus says to His brothers that He is not yet going to the Feast and that He then secretly goes to the Feast as a bit of a problem.  Was Jesus being less than truthful here?  And of course, that would be a problem if it were so.  But Jesus could not avoid this feast.  As I said earlier, it was the command of God that all Jewish males attend each of the three national feasts.  And to be an acceptable Saviour, Jesus had to obey all God’s commands.  So Jesus had to attend the feast.  But if He had gone with His brothers when they said, it would have given them the impression that He was eager for the type of fame that they had in mind.  His decision to go later and to go in secret, however, demonstrates that His only concern is to obey the will of His Father. 
C. So, He goes to the feast but He ‘stays under the radar,’ as it were.  And in vv11-13, we get the first of the polarized reactions to Jesus in this chapter.  Some say, “He is a good man,” while others think He is a deceiver.  And the message here is the message we heard from the end of ch.6 and the message we will hear again and again as we continue through John : You have to make a choice about Jesus – you are either for Him or against Him.
II. Well, that brings us to vv14-36 and the middle of the Feast.  And in this section we see the crowd ask Jesus three questions:
A. The first question is found in v15.  Jesus has begun teaching in public.  And the crowd were amazed at His knowledge and teaching ability.  So they asked, “How did this man get such learning without having studied?”  Basically, they want to know where He went to school.
1. And to understand this question we need to remember that people in that time did not have their own Bibles.  They were very reliant on public Bible teachers or Rabbis.  And of course, a lot of damage can be done through bad teaching.  So, just like we have the system of teacher registration in NZ, to give parents some confidence that the teachers of their children meets certain standards, there was a kind of ‘Rabbinical registration’ in Jesus’ day.  In Acts 5:34, for example, we read about Rabbi Gamaliel, “who was honoured by all the people.”  And later on the Apostle Paul introduced himself as one who was trained under Gamaliel; this was Paul’s ‘rabbinical registration.’  And as soon as he gave it, the people listening would have relaxed and been impressed because Gamaliel Rabbis were top-shelf!  And that is how every Rabbi would begin his talk.  But not Jesus!  He doesn’t make a ‘rabbinical registration claim.’  He simply starts teaching the Scriptures.  Hence, the question of the people.   
2. So Jesus responds to their question in vv16-18 by declaring that His school was heaven; His authority comes from His Father in heaven.  He says, “My teaching is not my own, it comes from Him who sent me.”  And then in v18, “He who speaks on his own does so to gain honour for himself, but He who works for the honour of the one who sent Him is a man of truth; there is nothing false about Him.”
a. Now, this is a pretty devastating critique of what was passing for Bible teaching in Jesus’ day.  What the Rabbis taught and how they taught was all about promoting themselves and their rabbi school.  They wanted people to listen to them and be impressed with them because they were from this or that Rabbinical school.  But Jesus preached the word of God – that was His authority.  
b. And it’s a somewhat secondary point in this chapter, but this is a reminder that the goal of preaching today should not be that the congregation is impressed with the preacher’s style or the seminary where he was trained.  The goal of preaching should be that at the end of a sermon the congregation says, We have heard God’s truth; we have heard Christ speak to us through His word.  What is authoritative and reliable is the truth of God’s Word.  You can build a life and a family and a congregation and a nation on the truth of God’s word.  
c. And this is what is missing in NZ society and in much of the wider church today.  Talkback radio is full of opinion.  Politicians and University professors have opinions.  Many preachers today preach their opinions.  Overseas ‘thinkers’ are being invited to NZ to give public talks about their opinions.  And then, once they get here, opinion is divided as to whether or not they should be allowed to air their views.  But what is almost completely missing in all of this is the matter of authority.  Everyone talks about right and wrong.  But the question is, what is the basis or foundation or authority by which we can know what is right and what is wrong?  Well, this world was created by God.  And He has given us this book as an unchangeable standard by which we can know what is right and what is wrong.  We need preachers who will faithfully preach the Word of God.   
3. But returning to v19, to a people who saw themselves as law-keepers, Jesus tells them the truth as He says, “Not one of you keeps the law.”  This is the doctrine known as the doctrine of total depravity.  In and of ourselves, we are unable to keep God’s law – we break it and we do not keep it perfectly.  So the point Jesus is making here is that these Jews, who were law-breakers, were in no position to judge Him – the law-keeper!  And He illustrates His point in vv21-24 with what He says about healing and the Sabbath:  
a. When He was last in Jerusalem, Jesus was rebuked for healing a man on the Sabbath.  Well, the Jews believed that that the command to circumcise a boy on the eighth day after he was born trumped the command to not work on the Sabbath.  So boys were circumcised on the Sabbath.  And because of the nature of the procedure, there had to be some localized healing.   But then they had the audacity to call Jesus a Sabbath-breaker when He healed a man who had been paralysed for 38 years on the Sabbath!  Can you see the double standard?!  So, because they break the law and because they don’t understand the law, but most importantly, because they do not recognize who Jesus is, He calls on them to make a right judgment.  He is saying, You must recognize who I am!
B. Well, if we were to sum up Jesus’ answer to the first question with one word, it would be heaven – His school was heaven!   And as we come to vv25-27 and the second question, His answer again, in one word, is also heaven.  

1. To their credit, the people understand that Jesus is claiming to be Messiah.  Their problem though is that they know where He is from, as we see in v27.  And according to them, “no-one will know where [the Christ] is from.”  The common idea of this time is that Messiah/Christ would come suddenly and supernaturally to defeat the Romans and re-establish the glorious kingdom of David.  Think back to our earlier reading in Zech. 14, which describes the day of the Lord and Messiah going out to fight against the nations.  But Jesus was the child of Joseph and Mary of Nazareth.  He had grown up like every human grows up.  So there implied question here is: Jesus, where are you from? 
2. And Jesus’ answer, in vv28-29, is that He is from heaven.  What He says amounts to: You know my earthly origins, more or less, but I am from my Father in heaven. 
3. And then in vv30-32, we have another polarizing – some try and seize Him to kill Him, but as sovereign God He does not allow them to do this yet, “because His time had not yet come.”  But we also read that “many put their faith in Him.”  So again, we see that there are only two possible responses to Jesus – accept Him or reject Him.
C. Well in vv33-34, after some temple guards had been sent to arrest Jesus, He says that He is going “to the one who sent [Him]” and that they will not find Him and cannot come there.  And this leads to the third question, from vv35-36, which is, Where are you going, Jesus?  They thought Jesus was going to hide or disappear or flee the country, but what He meant was that He was going to ascend to Heaven!  So the answer to all three of their questions was Heaven – His school was heaven, He came from heaven, and He was going to heaven.
III. Well, that brings us, thirdly and lastly, to the final section of the chapter, from v37 onwards, and the “last and greatest day of the feast.”  And here we see Jesus words about drinking and water and then another example of how Jesus polarizes in the remainder of the chapter. 
A. And to understand what Jesus says here, I have to tell you a little bit more about the how the FoT was observed in Jesus’ day.  Each morning of the feast a procession of priests and people would go down to the Gihon spring on the South border of the city.  And once there, the priest would fill a golden bucket with water while the crowd chanted the words of Isa 12:3, which says, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.”  The priest and the people would then go back up to the Temple and he would pour the water onto the altar.  And then on the last and greatest day of the feast, this ceremony would be performed seven times.   
1. Now, this was done, in part, as a prayer to the Lord to send rain upon the land.  The  FoT was celebrated at the end of harvest, when there had usually been little or no rain for some months.  In fact, there were often droughts.  So the FoT included prayers for rain.   
2. But think back also to what we read earlier in Zechariah 14.  And these words were read out during this water ceremony.  Zechariah 14 speaks about the coming of Messiah.  And v8 says, “On that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, half to the Eastern Sea and half to the Western Sea.”  And all of Judea becomes a place of fertility and peace and riches, while plagues come upon the nations that fought against Jerusalem.  And we read, “Then the survivors from all the nations that have attacked Jerusalem will go up year after year to worship the King, the LORD Almighty, and to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles.  [But] if any of the peoples of the earth do not go up to Jerusalem to worship the King, the LORD Almighty, they will have no rain.”
a. So on the very day that water was flowing out from the altar, and the people were chanting the words of Zech. 14 about the coming of Messiah and the establishing of His kingdom, as we read in v37, “Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, ‘If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.’”  And in saying this, Jesus was authoritatively interpreting Zechariah 14.  He was saying, I am the promised Messiah.  The living water is my Spirit.  My kingdom shall be established in the church, which is the gathering of Spirit-filled followers of Jesus.  Zech. 14 was being fulfilled right in front of the people who were longing for it to be fulfilled!
3. But think about Jesus also in relation to the FoT: The feast was about a people who lived in tabernacles or tents.  In their past was slavery in Egypt, and in their future was a promised land.  But for now, they lived in tabernacles.  
a. And here is Jesus.  He has told them about His past – He said He came from heaven.  He has told them about His future – He said I am going to heaven.  And back in 1:14, we read, “The Word became flesh and dwelled among us.”  The Greek word translated as ‘dwelled’ literally means ‘tabernacled.’  Jesus left the glories of His heavenly home to come to live in the tent of an earthly existence before returning to His heavenly home.   So here is the one who the FoT is all about!!   The FoT is being fulfilled right in front of the people who were longing for it to be fulfilled!
4. You would like to think then that they all praised God and believed in Jesus.  But that’s not what we read, is it.  Some think He is the prophet, others think He is the Christ, others can’t believe that anyone from Galilee could be the Christ, and some want to seize Him.  The temple guards are so impressed by Jesus that they disobey their orders to arrest Him.  But the arrogant, corrupt, and unbelieving Pharisees and chief priests ignore the opinion of the people and the temple guards, viewing them as ignorant of the law, unlike themselves, obviously.  

5. But there was at least one there who was still paying some attention to the law of God.  For in v50, we read about Nicodemus, who we met in ch. 3.  He rightly reminds his fellow Pharisees that the law forbids a person being condemned without a trial.  But this just becomes the occasion for the Pharisees to reveal their cultural snobbery as they declare that there is no way that THE prophet would come from Galilee!!   And they said this because they considered Galilee to be the worst part of Israel.  But these words simply highlight their ignorance of Scripture, because the same chapter of Isaiah that contains those beautiful words, “For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given,” begins by saying that “in the future [God] will honour Galilee of the Gentiles.” 
Well, once again, we have seen how Jesus polarizes.  I hope and pray that you are one who has chosen to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, or that you choose to believe in Jesus as your Saviour today.  Because, for those who are believers, these words are a powerful encouragement.   The FoT was a constant reminder to the Jews that while they journeyed in the wilderness, God would protect them and provide for them and bring them to the Promised Land.  And today you and I are journeying through the wilderness of this world, with all of its sin and brokenness and persecution and death.  But as we look to Christ, we have the promise of God that He will preserve us and protect us and bring us to heaven where we can tabernacle with Christ, forever. 
Let’s us pray:
