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The Passion:  Why Didn’t Everyone Recognize Jesus as Messiah?
(Good Friday Service)
Characteristic:  Faith
Big Idea:  Jesus operates outside the box.
Introduction:
A.
For the past few Sundays, I’ve been addressing certain questions arising from the movie, The Passion of the Christ.  The questions are those I imagine skeptics may have.  Did Jesus exist?  Was Jesus God’s Son?  Is Jesus the only way to God?
Tonight I want to address yet another question, but I’m not going to do it with a typical Sunday-morning-type sermon.  We’re going to be discussing this one together.  It’s not going to be just me doing the talking; you’re going to have an opportunity to participate.  You can relax, though.  I’m not going to be forcing anyone into the spotlight.  You’re in control.  You won’t have to do anything you feel uncomfortable doing.
The question is this:  Why didn’t everyone recognize Jesus as Messiah?  Why didn’t many more people believe?  Why do so many people have such a hard time with Jesus?  At the heart of this issue is the characteristic of faith.
Many people have had a hard time with certain things about Jesus.  In fact, I suspect that, if we’re gut-level honest, every person who has ever encountered Jesus has had a hard time with certain things about Him.  I know I have had a hard time.
1.
Many of the Jewish priests of Jesus’s day had a hard time with Him.  They had a hard time believing Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of the living God.  They pushed instead for his crucifixion as a blasphemer.

2.
Peter was a believer and a follower, but he had such a hard time with Jesus that he denied Him repeatedly.

3.
Judas had such a hard time with Jesus—he felt so guilty—that he took his own life.

4.
Pontius Pilate had a hard time getting Jesus to defend Himself, and was unsettled by Him.

5.
The people who had celebrated Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem had a hard time with Him, and were many of the same people who called for His crucifixion just days later.

6.
The drama you just saw depicted Jesus’s disciples as rather confused in the immediate aftermath of the crucifixion.  They were believers, but had a hard time understanding what was going on.  Jesus did not do exactly what they expected.  So they struggled to find hope in the midst of despondency.
7.
And today, many people still have a hard time with Jesus.  Some don’t believe.  Some don’t get Him.  Some thought they got Him at one time, but now they wonder.

What’s the rub?  Why do we have such a hard time with Jesus?
I.
I want to give you an opportunity to talk with people at your table about this issue.  Let me post on the screen the specific question I’d like you to discuss.  Here it is:  How have you had a hard time with certain things about Jesus?  Not an easy question, I know.
A.
First of all, if you’re sitting alone at a table, and you’d like to join some people at another table, please feel free to do that.  If you would just as soon sit alone and observe, or you’d just like take this opportunity to go get some refreshments, that’s okay, too.  I just want you to feel free to join in a group if you like.

B.
Now, I realize that we have all kinds of people with all kinds of backgrounds who are at all different places in your spiritual journey.  So, let me give you some examples of how this might work.

1.
Some of you are just not quite sure you believe in this whole Jesus thing.  I’m glad you’re here.  I’d like you to feel free to talk openly with the people at your table about how you have had a hard time with Jesus.  I know that just because I’d like you to feel free to talk openly doesn’t mean you will indeed feel free.  If you don’t, you don’t have to say a thing.  But I hope you will.  And if you do say something, we won’t try to correct you or convert you tonight.  We’d just like to listen to your story.
2.
Some others of you trusted Jesus at a very young age, so it would be a real challenge to try to come up with how you struggled with Jesus before you believed.  No problem.  Maybe you could talk about how you’ve had a hard time with Jesus since then.  Maybe you’ve had a hard time with certain aspects of church.  Maybe your faith has wavered.  Maybe you’ve had a hard time with certain things that Jesus said, like “Love your enemies,” or “forgive one another,” or stuff like that.
3.
Others of you may think that you’ve never had any difficulty with anything about Jesus.  I will be a little skeptical, but I promise to be respectful.

4.
Still others of you may have believed in Jesus later in life and may be in a position to remember how you had a hard time believing.
That’s where I’m at.  I didn’t believe Jesus until I was in college.  One of my biggest problems with Jesus up to that time was with some Christians.  Some of the most conspicuous Christians—like some of the ones I saw on TV—seemed like unintelligent charlatans who were perpetuating a Jesus myth for manipulation and money.  I reasoned that only idiots followed them, and thus, only idiots followed Jesus.  That’s one way that I had a hard time with Jesus.
C.
Are you seeing how this can work at your table?  Okay, here are the rules of engagement.
1.
First, when other people are talking, don’t try to correct, criticize, or convert.  Just listen and maybe ask a clarifying question or two.
2.
Second, if you don’t want to talk, don’t talk.  That’s okay.
3.
Third, I’d like to invite you to appoint a spokesperson for your table who will, after you’re done, very briefly and anonymously summarize the basic ways in which the people at your table have had a hard time with Jesus.  But you don’t have to.  If nobody wants to be a spokeperson, that’s okay.  It’s all up to you.
At the end of our time, I’ll ask if there are any of the spokespersons who would like to come up to the microphone and represent your table.  If nobody shows, no big deal.  It’s up to you.

4.
Fourth, relax.  This is not a test to see if you get it right.  We’re just telling our stories.  You have about 10 minutes or so.  Now, it’s your turn to answer the question at your table:  How have you had a hard time with certain things about Jesus?  Go to it.
D.
(Discussion time & report)

II.
I’d like to wrap up our time by talking very briefly about how one person who had a hard time with Jesus.  It was Mary Magdalene.  Mary had experienced the forgiveness and acceptance of Jesus.  She believed in Jesus.  She was a follower.
After the crucifixion of Christ, Mary mourned for Jesus outside the tomb where He was buried.  John 20, beginning in Verse 11 says,

NLT John 20:11 Mary was standing outside the tomb crying, and as she wept, she stooped and looked in. 12 She saw two white-robed angels sitting at the head and foot of the place where the body of Jesus had been lying. 13 “Why are you crying?” the angels asked her. “Because they have taken away my Lord,” she replied, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 14 She glanced over her shoulder and saw someone standing behind her. It was Jesus, but she didn’t recognize him.
This is an odd thing.  Why didn’t Mary recognize Jesus?  Mary had followed Jesus before His crucifixion.  She knew Him well.  Mary was thinking about Jesus in that moment.  She was mourning Him and spoke to the angels about Him.  She witnessed the empty tomb.  So, why didn’t she put two and two together?  Why didn’t she recognize Jesus?  Verse 15 continues,
NLT John 20:15 “Why are you crying?” Jesus asked her. “Who are you looking for?” She thought he was the gardener. “Sir,” she said, “if you have taken him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will go and get him.”
Mary was having a hard time seeing Jesus.  Why?  On top of everything else, she had heard Him speak and still didn’t recognize Him.  Why not?
Perhaps her grief played a role.  And I can imagine that Mary wasn’t really paying much attention to Jesus.  He appeared at first to be just some guy—maybe the gardener—who Mary casually noticed out of the corner of her eye.  But I think also she was effectively blinded by her preconceptions.  Her preconceptions did not consider it in the realm of possibility that Jesus could or would rise from the dead and appear to her.  She was looking for a dead body, not a living one.  So, she didn’t even give the living Jesus a second, closer look.  It was hard to see anything or anyone that didn’t fit her preconceptions.  A risen Jesus was not what she was anticipating.  Jesus did not conform to her expectations.  And that’s the point.  That’s the big idea:  Jesus operates outside the box.  If you’re looking for Jesus inside the box of your preconceptions, you may not see Him.  If you’re looking inside the box, you may have a real hard time with Jesus because Jesus often operates outside the box.  I wonder how many things we discussed tonight fall under the category of our looking inside the box while Jesus is operating outside the box.
Thankfully, Jesus encourages Mary to break out of the box.  He does it by calling her name.  And when He calls her by name, she recognizes Him.  Verse 16 records it:
NLT John 20:16 “Mary!” Jesus said. She turned toward him and exclaimed, “Teacher!”
I know the situations are quite different, but something like this happened to me.  I mentioned earlier that my preconception was that Jesus must be some charlatan’s idea about how to make money and manipulate people.  In the summer of ’76, as I read the Bible to prove just how silly this whole Jesus thing is, the box began to break.

I began to see that, even though there are a lot of Christian jerks in the world who try to manipulate and fleece others, that’s not what Jesus is really about.  I began to see that Jesus came to offer eternal life to all who simply believe Him for it.  And He backed up the promise by paying for my sins in dying on a cross and rising again.  That summer, it was as if Jesus called me by name.  Not audibly, but clearly.  And I believed.
Maybe Jesus is calling you by name, inviting you to look outside the box.  To see Him.  And believe.
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