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The Father At His Work
John 5:16-20

Key Verse 5:17

“Jesus said to them, ‘My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.’”

There are many silly questions that have been asked about God from the beginning of time. One of them goes something like this: “What was God doing before he created the world”? Of course such a question is neither sincere nor answerable, but clearly designed to ridicule the very concept of God’s existence. But once when an antagonistic foe presented this very question to Saint Augustine, the saint told him that God was surely making sticks to whip people like him who ask such silly questions. But while some questions are silly enough, others are quite legitimate and thought provoking. One such question is: “What is God doing now”? Or “What does God do with all the time he has on his hands”? And the answer to this question is as clear as daylight. Jesus tells us that God is working, that he is ever working, and that he will not stop working until the coming of the kingdom of God. Further, Jesus answers another remarkable question as well— that, if God is working— then what is God working on? Or what is the nature of his work?  The answers to these questions lend us insight into God’s very heart and mind, and leave us full of grace and truth which upholds and sustains us in the life God has called us to live. 
Look at verses 16-30. In these verses, Jesus answers all these questions for us and even more. We will thoroughly examine this whole passage to grasp the full scope of the work of God— “what God is doing”. But for now, let’s focus only on verses 16-20. In them Jesus gives us a glimpse of what is in God’s heart for Jesus to do, and also for us who follow Jesus. Read verse 16. “So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jews persecuted him.” What things was Jesus doing on the Sabbath that riled up the Jews to persecute him? In the last passage, Jesus had healed an invalid man on the Sabbath and had caused him to get up and walk. The healing of the invalid man— on any day of the week— would have been threatening enough for these bigoted religious leaders: reason enough for them to hate him even more. But although they would have hated him, they wouldn’t have been able to accuse him of any crime whether religious or social, or a weekday. But the fact that Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath gave them just what they needed to accuse Jesus of a religious crime worthy of persecution. And so they began to openly persecute Jesus in an attempt to put a halt to his ministry. 
When the invalid man got up and walked, it was the most beautiful sight in the world. A pathetic human being who had been severely damaged by life inside and out was healed. He had been an invalid. A completely useless man who would live and die in hopelessness and in sorrow. His puny hopes extending to no more than such mundane aspirations as to eat well and to sleep well and then to die well. He was created a human being in the image of God. But he had become less than a human being with not even a shred of God’s image left in his heart and soul. Then Jesus walked by and touched him. And suddenly what was damaged was restored, and what was old and no good was made good as new. It was a day of blessing because the gracious God was mingling with pitiful men, touching their lives with his grace and restoring their souls with his Words. It was a day for the religious leaders to celebrate the coming of God among them and to rejoice at his mercy extended to the most unworthy of men. It was these very “things” that Jesus was doing among them. They were indeed momentous “things”. But the religious leaders could neither celebrate nor rejoice at such wondrous “things”. Instead, they could only criticize and condemn such glorious and precious things that Jesus was doing among them. But how can this be? How is it that those who were supposed to see could not see the hand of God upon them, and those who were supposed to hear could not hear the voice of God about them? How is it that those who were entrusted to be the keepers of God’s most holy things failed to keep them? 
It is mind boggling how instead of recognizing the hand of God upon them, the religious leaders were ready to cut that hand off. It is equally mind boggling that such a blindness and deafness was not characteristic of the common crowds but characteristic of the religious leaders themselves. And this has been true to most generations as well. Usually it is not the common ordinary man who is quick to persecute God and to undermine God’s work, but those in spiritual and religious positions of power and leadership who have been most antagonistic towards God and towards the Christian faith. In history it was those who had been entrusted with the faith who had stifled the word of God and had cut the very hand of God working among his people. It is not necessary to go into this at this time. But it is necessary to recognize the fact that Jesus’ persecutors had for the most part not been outsiders, but insiders. And it is necessary to also recognize that whether these insiders had lived 2000 years ago, 500 years ago or even lived in the modern age, all who oppose the gospel have the same common blindness as the Pharisees who persecuted Jesus on that day. 
Read verses 17-18. “Jesus said to them, ‘My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.’ For this reason the Jews tried all the harder to kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.” Their problem is evident. Despite their great learning, and their religious education, these people did not know God. Nor did they know God’s character nor the character of his work. Once long ago, God had given his people a set of commandments. These commandments were designed to bless them and to protect them from the world and its influence and temptations. The commands were simple but deep and wise enough to bring all people back to God. One of these laws was the Sabbath law. It was a beautiful law designed specifically to protect man from man and to guarantee a time of rest and worship for man whereby he can restore his spirit and his strength to battle yet another day. The whole Sabbath law(s) was given for the benefit and wellbeing of all of God’s people. It was given in a spirit of great and awesome love for man— God’s most precious creation. It was a law, and laws are to be respected and obeyed. But when the law loses its meaning, it no longer has the grace to bless and to protect. When a law loses its purpose it becomes no more than a tool for those who would rule and to enslave others. It no longer remains a law that protects and blesses the weak and the helpless. 
And that is exactly what happened to the Jews, and later on to most powerful secular and religious institutions in history. When the law lost its meaning and purpose, it also made those who have wielded it as a weapon, too blind to even see God in their midst working among them and walking amidst them. Of course Jesus could have healed the invalid man on any other day than the Sabbath. But there are many reasons why Jesus went ahead and healed this man on the Sabbath itself. We see the main reasons in his words: “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.”  
First, God is a worker. In life, there is physical work and then there is also spiritual work. God had given the Sabbath law so that physical work may stop in order to give laborers time to renew their strength and their bond with God and with his words. On the Sabbath, work must stop and man must be given sufficient time to refresh his or her heart with the words of God. He or she must be given time to kneel down before God and confess his or her love for God in worship. It is in worshiping God that we deepen our fellowship with God. And it is in the word of God that we renew our strength. Our nation is guilty of great sin against God for making it impossible for the common man or woman to have the sufficient time to fellowship with God and with his Son. Our nation made life so difficult that men find themselves working and shopping and buying and selling on the Sabbath just to survive. But God never intended for this to happen to us. We must make every effort to keep the physical law of the Sabbath alive, otherwise our children will grow up in a world that does not know or honor God. Worse yet, our children will be ignorant of how to renew their strength and to refresh their hearts in a harsh dog-eat-dog world. 

But that is not what Jesus was talking about. The work Jesus was talking about was the spiritual law of the Sabbath: The universal law that compels us to help the helpless and to assist the needy, to serve and to sacrifice all that we have in order to bring the world back to God in worship. Christian life is not an ordinary way of life to be lived as all other ways of life. Christian life is a battle, a fight, a struggle from the beginning to the end. Just as a soldier in the field of battle cannot afford to stop fighting, so also the Christian cannot afford to stop working either. This kind of spiritual work of serving the flock of God, of helping the needy find rest in God, of healing wounded hearts, and of making well a troubled soul— this kind of work cannot be stopped. It knows no day nor night. It has no limits. The Pharisees were too blind to see that spiritual work cannot be stopped, that God does not stop working neither night nor day, neither Sabbath nor otherwise. It cannot and should not stop lest the children of God die in the battle field. Jesus found one of God’s helpless sheep, the paralyzed man wandering in darkness for 38 years. How could he wait another day to bring this sheep back home to God, whether it was Sabbath or not! To Jesus the Sabbath law was no mere hand law, it was rather a heart law. And heart laws have no limitations. Such laws must be obeyed on the spot regardless of what laws are broken. Better to break the Sabbath law and save a soul, than keep it and watch them die. When the religious leaders lost the purpose of the Sabbath law, they became legalistic and blind to God. Even when God did something marvelous among them, they could not rejoice; they could only criticize and condemn. We must learn from Jesus the difference between hand work and heart work. While hand work needs rest; heart work never rests until God’s kingdom comes.
God is a worker and his works never stops: neither on Monday nor Friday nor Sunday. His hand is ever working to bless the children of God. Jesus simply told them that what he was doing on the Sabbath was not wrong. It was heart work. It was spiritual work of healing and saving souls. And Jesus assured them that he was not doing his own thing, breaking laws purposely. Rather Jesus assured them that he was doing only what God was doing. He was imitating God. He was doing what God would have him do. But Jesus also taught them something else about God. 

Second, Jesus taught them that God is a Father. Read verse 17 again. “Jesus said to them, ‘My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.’” Of course, they were too blind to understand Jesus’ meaning in this. Even though Jesus is God himself, he was not telling them here that he is God. They had no reason to accuse him of blasphemy nor to persecute him again. When Jesus said “My Father”, he clearly wanted them to remember God’s most endearing characteristic. God is Almighty. But he is a Father above all else. A father cannot ignore his son’s or daughter’s anguish. He must help them. To God the whole world is in anguish because of sin. Because of sin, so many are suffering from one disease or another. Because of sin most people are too paralyzed to lift even their own heads in worship and prayer to God. Because of sin, most people are living in perpetual fear and anxiety, following the footsteps of Cain the restless wanderer. Because of sin, most of God’s people are being harassed by the devil who would work them to death if he could. The devil would rather see a man die from exhaustion working 3 jobs that to see a man bow his head in worship to God. He is the one who incites men to work overtime, threatening them that they would not be able to take a long vacation at the end of the year if they did not. It is the devil who persuades men that if they did not work even on Sunday, their bosses would not promote them to better positions. Anyway, God is a Father. So, he is broken hearted to see his children suffer in this world from meaningless work and endless struggles that have no light at the end of the tunnel. When Jesus saw the invalid man, he saw him with the eyes of God. He was a lost son, doomed to destruction and a captive of Satan who harassed him all these years. What was Jesus to do? What father would wait another day to help a son he could actually help? No true father would. 
Jesus taught them that God is a Father. He is the heart of compassion. He is the Father that most people never had. Even if our worldly father is a good man, there can be no better Father than our Father in heaven who understands us and loves us and would do anything to bless us and help us. Most people cannot understand this because most people have only seen the weak side of their own earthly father and so have despaired even of life. But Jesus really wanted these religious leaders to grasp the heart of God. He is a Father. And once they have grasped this, then they would understand the true meaning of the Sabbath law. The words “My Father” were not mean to challenge these bigots theologically, these words were meant to challenge them spiritually, to see and to know who God really is: that he is a Father. He is Our Father. He is the Father who can never rest from working as long as there is one single son or daughter left in this world who is suffering from the wiles of the devil. Jesus hoped that they would understand that God is a Father, and by understanding, would also remember the true nature of God’s work. He hoped they would see that God’s hand of blessing and of healing and of life is not limited by the days of the week or the hours of a day. God is not an 8 to 4 Father who closes shop at the end of the day and asks us to leave voice messages after hours. 
Praise God our Father who teaches us that while he himself never rests form doing the life and heart work, so also we too must not rest from that kind of work either. We must try to understand the heart of our Lord Jesus who counseled these religious leaders. The heart of our Lord Jesus compels us to give ourselves to the work of God night and day and to sacrifice our all in the course of this work. Like soldiers who do not rest till the battle is over, so also we must not seek in our hearts to take a break from the work of God. There is no room here for our own enjoyment, for our own pleasure, for our needs and wants and desires— regardless of how spiritual or noble these desires may be. We must see that the only rest we should get is from his living word that refreshes us, and from worshiping him which sustains us and blesses and strengthens us. There are many dying teenagers in this world. They are dying because there are no shepherds like Jesus who would love them and sacrifice for them. But if we are only willing to sacrifice what we want, what we desire, what we hope for— all for the sake of working overtime for Jesus, then I believe that our ministry will grow in healing and recovering young people, and our nation would grow once more as a father nation whose sole purpose is to bring the whole world back to God. 
Read verses 19-20, “Jesus gave them this answer: ‘I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does. For the Father loves the Son and  shows him all he does. Yes, to your amazement he will show him even greater things than these.” These are indeed life giving words for us. They are words worth exploring much deeper when time allows. However, briefly let us think about them. The Pharisees were too blind to see the hand of God working among them. They were too unspiritual to see or to acknowledge that, if Jesus was doing such great “things”, then it must come from God since Jesus could do nothing by himself— as Jesus had said. They were blind because they were legalistic and trapped in the letter of the law. They were blind because they had forgotten the heart of the law and its true purpose. But Jesus also tells us the main reason why they remained blind as well. We can see it in his own words about himself. Jesus loved God and God loved him. It was a genuine love. It was such a strong love that Jesus always knew what was on his Father’s heart not because he was his son and privy to his most intimate thoughts. Jesus knew the Father’s mind. He knew the Father’s heart because Jesus loved God and God loved him. With such a love relationship Jesus could see clearly all that God was doing. We must also learn how to love God with our whole hearts. Then we too would know what God is doing, what God wants. It is a beautiful truth. Love reveals the heart and mind of Christ and of God to those who love God and are loved by God. We only need to grow in our love for him, and then grow also in understanding the nature of his work, and then how we can participate in it. We will then mature into the servants of God for our generation. May God give you insight into his heart and mind by loving him and being loved by him. May he also make you a good coworker to God working not by the hour, but by the faith of your heart. Amen. 
