Lent 5 -April 6, 2025
Text: John 8:46-59
Theme: Ad Hominem: The Tactic of Fearful Cowards

We should be neither surprised nor angered when someone
cannot hear the Word of God. Someone who is not of God cannot
hear God. In our Gospel for today, we hear Jesus confronted by the
Jews. They use an old tactic that cowards who have no real
argument have used forever: ad hominem. It's Latin for “to the
man.” If you cannot defeat your opponent’s position through logic
and reason, you lower yourself and attack his character, even lying
about his character. This is a very common ploy. In formal debate, it
is considered very poor form. However, among worldly people who
are only concerned with winning and not how they won, it is

considered fair play.

The issue in our Gospel is not that anything Jesus has said can
be refuted. In His discourse with the Jews recorded in the Gospel

according to John 8, Jesus said, among other things, the following:

“My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me.... Has not Moses
given you the law? Yet none of you keeps the law. Why do you seek

to kill me?”

"I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk

in darkness, but will have the light of life.”



“If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? Whoever is of
God hears the words of God. The reason why you do not hear them is

that you are not of God.”

That last one stung the worst. You are not of God. But none of
what he said to them could be proved wrong by the Law or the
Prophets, and the Jews knew it, so they attacked Jesus’ character.
They called Him a Samaritan and one possessed by a demon. If they
could not beat Him with logic, they would whip up an emotional
response and use scare tactics to influence the crowd. Finally, they
resorted to violence and tried to kill Him. But it was not His time yet

and He slipped away from them in a supernatural manner.

This is an old story. People resort to character assassination,
property destruction and even physical assassination when they are
hopelessly losing the argument and are terrified of losing. They will
fight blindly, stupidly, and uselessly, flailing about and trying to hurt
anyone who opposes them or at least destroy their property.
Sometimes even their friends and family get hurt in the melee. You
and I all withessed this in the recent pandemic. When human beings
are afraid of something they cannot control, they can become most
dangerous, like a cornered animal. While almost everyone got
caught up in the panic at the beginning, people of strong faith

recovered quickly. People who were in the Word and receiving the
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Sacrament regularly were able to square their shoulders and rely on
Jesus to either deliver us from the virus or take us home to heaven
and either one was really okay with us. People who had no faith or
weak faith could not find their footing in a constantly changing
landscape where one day we were supposed to stay in our homes
24 /7 and the next day Costco was safe but church was not. That's
when all the ad hominem attacks started. Because people were

scared just like the Jews to whom Jesus was speaking.

Their whole religious system and economic system was coming
unraveled by this man. He was throwing out their system by which
one could earn salvation and replacing it with salvation for free.
While they could not refute anything He said, and He knew the
Scriptures even better than they did, they could not imagine a world
of free grace. How would they ever control people if salvation were
free to everyone...even Gentiles? How would they make a living

without the temple employment?

Not only was His teaching offensive but He claimed to be God
himself! Before Abraham was, I AM. That was a clear use of God’s
Holy name Yahweh: I AM. He was flat out calling himself God and
they could not tolerate that. He must be stopped. Never mind that

He has fulfilled every prophecy of the Messiah. Never mind that He



does the works of the Messiah. He was not the Messiah they wanted

and so He must be stopped.

Of course, you and I know that eventually by stopping Him on
the cross, they fulfilled all prophecy and brought God’s plan to
fruition. All sin was paid for. No one could ever be trapped under the
law again because He had fulfilled the law for us. In all their hatred
and flailing about to try to preserve their broken system, the Jews
completely destroyed their system and played their part in ushering

in the new age of the grace of God.

So, we can learn from the Jews. Whatever you think you
believe, check it carefully against the Word of God and then abandon
anything that does not match. The Word of God is not an ancient
document that does not apply to us. It is a living document that
applies to us today just as much as it applied to those Jews to whom
Jesus was speaking. Jews who were conveniently willing to trample
the 5" Commandment and kill Jesus because they didn’t like what
He was teaching. He did not fit their plan for life. He was not open to
their ignorance. He did not affirm them in their false beliefs. So, He

must be killed. You see how well that worked out for them.

What beliefs do you harbor that are contrary to the Word of

God? We all combat those beliefs. They sneak in when we find



ourselves in uncomfortable positions in which, if we espouse the
belief, we will condemn ourselves or someone we love. It's one thing
to confess the Apostle’s Creed. It's another thing to say to the
person we love, “you are living outside of God’s parameters and so
you are damaging your faith. And if that faith is damaged enough, it
might die. And if that faith dies, there is no salvation for you.” That's
when the rubber meets the road and we are tempted to turn on

Jesus.

Hey Jesus, do your thing with love and grace and so forth but
keep your nose out of my personal life! Nope, He's not that kind of
Messiah. He’s all in or all out. You can’t have part of Jesus but not all
of Jesus. And like He did with the Jews who wanted to kill Him, He
will keep speaking the truth to you, and sometimes that truth will
cut you like a double-edged sword, and sometimes that truth will
give you great comfort and peace. That's Law and Gospel. That's

how God works in us and that’s how we grow in faith.



