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If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly 

 

Acts 9:36–43 

Psalm 23 

Revelation 7:9–17 

John 10:22–30 

 

Text: John 10:24 

So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, ‘How long will you keep us in 

suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.’  

 

Introduction 

When Alexander the Great died, his kingdom was claimed by his generals and 

divided into three empires; one of those empires became known as the Seleucid 

Empire; its domain included Israel.    Antiochus IV, a king of this empire, took the 

title Epiphanes, meaning ‘god manifest;’ in pursuance of his policy to establish one 

religion throughout his empire, he had forbidden the Jews to maintain their 

ancestral religion and laws, and ordered them to conform to the worship of Zeus. 

The climax of his attempt to eradicate the Jewish worship was to set a pagan altar 

on the altar in the Jerusalem temple, probably with an image of Zeus in his own 

likeness, and in December of 167 BC sacrifice was offered on this pagan altar.  In 

a heroic series of military encounters Judas Maccabeus led the Jews to victory over 

the forces of Antiochus; the desecrated temple was cleansed and refurbished, and 

exactly three years to the day from that sacrifice to Zeus, in 164 BC, sacrifice was 

offered again as the Mosaic law commands on the newly built altar of burnt 

offering.  The Jewish people joyously celebrated the rededication of the altar for 

eight days and it was decreed that a light festival be held each year for eight days 

beginning on the day of the renewed sacrifices.  

 

1. The Apostle John tells us that, “At that time the festival of the Dedication took 

place in Jerusalem.” (This is the eight day festival marking the victory of 

Maccabeus over Antiochus Epiphanes).  “It was winter, and Jesus was walking in 

the temple, in the portico of Solomon.”  From 164 B.C. Israel enjoyed a period of 

self-rule until their conquest by the Roman general Pompey in 63 B.C.  So when 

these Jewish leaders meet Jesus in the Temple during this feast of dedication that 

day, Israel has been chaffing under Roman occupation for just over 90 years.  

Everyone is praying for the next Judas Maccabeus who will lead them to 

overthrow the Romans.  
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Their political expectation had merged with their hopes for the Messiah the 

scriptures promised.  Messianic fever ran high.  Messianic pretenders came and 

went. And then there was this One from Galilee who many were saying was the 

real deal.  So you can imagine all that is loaded into their question—dare I say 

demand—'How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us 

plainly.’ How long are you going to let this intolerable situation continue.  If 

you’re the Messiah, say so and lets get on with it. 

 

While we don’t live in the world of Jesus’ questioners that was divided between 

‘occupiers’ and ‘occupied,’ we do experience a world that is, politically speaking, 

deeply polarized.  Ours is a culture that recognizes nothing higher that the 

political—God has been sent packing.  We are told that moral truth is subjective; 

it’s about what we ‘value.’  But to say that moral truth is subjective means that 

those who feel the most strongly—and have the cultural, legal, and economic 

power to impose their views—determine what is right and wrong, indeed what is 

true and false.  One only has to look at the power of the purveyors of social media 

imposing their views on who to de-platform to observe how this works.  Is it any 

wonder that we seem to be shouting at one another convinced that the loudest wins.   

 

How do we navigate in such a world?  Are we simply left with the breathless 

pursuit of always trying to be on the winning side of the next ‘value’ to muscle its 

way to dominance?  And how are we supposed to respond when the things we 

treasure are demonized as oppressive and bigoted?  The gospel tells us to cling to 

that which is real; to cling to Jesus Christ.  “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, 

and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one 

will snatch them out of my hand,” said our Lord. 

 

2. As we read this story we may wonder why Jesus seems to keep them in 

suspense.  “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us 

plainly.  Prove yourself to us. Convince us first, and then we’ll side with you.”  

They wanted our Lord to say starkly, unambiguously, “I am the Messiah of Israel, 

the Saviour of the world, the One promised of old.”   

 

In a culture that believes truth to be subjective and personally determined we are 

left with nothing solid on which to build or guide our lives. There is nothing above 

us to appeal to; the law becomes regarded as a tool of the wealthy and powerful to 

interpret for their own advantage.  I suspect that the heart cry of many is for some 

anchor for their lives; the anchors the world offers have been found wanting.  We 

might put our question to Jesus this way; “How long will you keep us in suspense?  

If you are who you are said to be; if you are who you have indicated yourself to be; 
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if you are what is real; if you are the effectual presence and power and purpose of 

God, won’t you just tell us plainly?” 

 

In our gospel story Jesus doesn’t tell the people plainly.  Why not? Not because he 

likes to see people play guessing games; not because he enjoys tormenting people 

where the most crucial matters of life and death are concerned. He doesn’t tell the 

people plainly for one reason: they are looking for proof of who he is and then they 

will abandon themselves to him—maybe. The truth is, we can’t know who he is 

until we abandon ourselves to him.  Proof pertains to mathematics and to science.  

Proof has nothing to do with persons.  The truths of mathematics are proven 

deductively; the truths of science are proven inductively.  But where persons are 

concerned, no proof is possible. 

 

Let me come at this from another angle of vision.  Consider a parable offered by a 

Jesuit priest named Anthony DeMello entitled “The Explorer.”1 In it, a person 

leaves his home village to explore the faraway exotic Amazon. When he returns to 

his village, the villagers are captivated as the explorer tries to describe his many 

experiences, along with the amazing beauty of the place, with its thundering 

waterfalls, beautiful foliage, and extraordinary wildlife.  How can he put into 

words the feelings that flooded his heart when he heard the night sounds of the 

forest or sense the dangers of the rapids?  So he tells them they simply must go to 

the Amazon themselves. To help them with their journey the explorer draws a map. 

Immediately the villagers pounce on the map. They copy the map, so that everyone 

can have his or her own copy. Regularly they study the map and discuss it often 

until the villagers consider themselves experts on the Amazon.  The problem is that 

they are armchair explorers and will never experience the Amazon unless they go. 

 

On another occasion some people who resisted our Lord asked him for a sign. 

They wanted him to do something dramatic, something persuasive, something 

compelling—that he was the one in whom they should believe.  Jesus refused to 

give any such sign.  He refused for one reason.  Once Jesus had given them the 

“proof” they’d asked for, they could look at one another and say, “Well then, that 

settles it.  He is the promised One of the Father.”  Something would occur in their 

heads—they now had information they had heretofore lacked—but nothing would 

occur in their hearts.  The “proof” they would have asked for and received would 

have altered nothing about their lives. Like a map of the Amazon hanging on the 

wall as a discussion point for the armchair explorer. 

 

 
1 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Taylor Brown, editors, Feasting on the Word Year C, Volume 2, 2009. p. 448 
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Instead of “proving” himself Jesus said, “Certainty concerning me arises only as 

you commit yourselves to me.   Certainty that I am God’s visitation, that I am what 

is real, seizes you only as follow me, trust me, obey me, and even come to love me.  

Those who do this find an assurance concerning me and their life in me that 

obliterates doubt.  Those who don’t commit themselves to me remain forever 

unpersuaded.  According to the gospel a person finds that Jesus is the real deal in 

relationship with him not in merely obtaining loads of information about him.   

 

Friends, as we have noted on other occasion, the most common metaphor in the 

Bible for faith is marriage.  You can know much about marriage and read the best 

information currently available.  But you won’t know what marriage is until you 

are married; you will know it when you make the commitment.  Jesus says that you 

will know him when you say ‘yes’ to believing in him.  When a young couple 

stand before me on their wedding day I ask each in turn to declare their intentions; 

I ask “will you love” not “do you love.”  I ask a future oriented question.  Now if 

you hesitate wondering if Jesus truly loves you and wants your good above all else 

and will stick with you through thick and thin, you only need to visit the cross 

where he pours himself out without remainder for our sakes. Jesus said of his 

sheep, “I give them eternal life, and they will never perish.” 

 

3.  When Jesus calls his followers ‘his sheep’, he isn’t casting aspersions.  We 

sometimes speak of people as a ‘bunch of sheep’ to mean they follow something 

unthinkingly, lacking discernment.  Jesus is calling to mind that wonderful Older 

Testament image of God’s as the great Shepherd of the sheep in speaking of his 

care for his people.  It is in the 100th Psalm—we are the sheep of his pasture.  And 

it is the image that runs throughout the much loved 23rd Psalm—The Lord is my 

shepherd.  It speaks pointedly of the believer’s relationship with God.  Notice the 

little word ‘my’, the Lord is ‘my’ shepherd.  

 

Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me”.  

Needless to say Jesus doesn’t mean that we are constantly “hearing things”, as 

though we were undergoing auditory hallucinations.  Much of a believer’s faith 

experience is so quiet and undramatic as to be virtually the constant background to 

our lives.  Jesus means that his people are unremittingly possessed of the 

conviction that he is the one to be followed.  They continue to hear his voice 

inasmuch as they are never without the conviction that he is the good shepherd and 

ever will be.  It is not a startling experience; it is not an ecstatic experience.  But it 

is the foundation on which the life of any Christian is built. “My sheep keep on 

hearing my voice; I continue to know them, and they keep on following me.” 
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And those who yield Jesus Christ such commitment and trust and faithful 

following; all such find that he convinces them more certainly than any so-called 

proof ever could: he is Emmanuel, God-with-us.  Possessed of such certainty, they 

move more deeply into him every day, and at the same time his kingdom becomes 

ever more vivid, with the result that they seek no one else; with the result that they 

can’t be deflected from him; with the result that life’s adversities find them 

clinging even closer to him. The question of “proof” now becomes irrelevant.  At 

this point we don’t shout at him, “Don’t keep us in suspense. Tell us plainly.”  It 

never occurs to us to shout “Don’t keep us in suspense” for one reason: he has 

surged over us in such a way as to dispel all suspense.  We don’t shout “Tell us 

plainly” for one reason: he has authenticated himself to us in so very many 

circumstances that we don’t need anything plainer than the assurance we already 

have. 

 

On another occasion Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life;” the same 

assertion is made here when Jesus said, “I give them eternal life, and they will 

never perish.”  “I am the resurrection and the life; I give them eternal life”—it 

means that right now, in this life, there is always a new beginning.  Every day is a 

fresh beginning before God.  Every day is a day in which the sin and culpable 

stupidity of yesterday are blotted out.  Every day is the first day of the future just 

because “I give them eternal life” means that our past, however discoloured, can’t 

negate our future.  Every day is redolent with hope just because who I am is given 

by where I’m going rather than by where I’ve been.  Every day is redolent with 

hope just because who I am is given by what God has promised to do for me rather 

than what I’ve done to myself. 

 

Is anyone still in suspense about this?  Suspense disappears as morning by morning 

we step ahead knowing that our Lord is resurrection and life, hearing his voice that 

he has given eternal life and no one can snatch us from his hand, and therefore our 

past and present and future are comprehended in him and his newness.  Jesus says, 

“If you want to know who I am as much as you say you want to know, come with 

me; follow; and in following your suspense will evaporate and the answer you seek 

will be plainer than you ever imagined.  And as it is with the truth that he is, so it is 

with the truths he pronounces.  Jesus is the real deal. 

 

“My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal 

life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand.” This 

certainty is repeated in that throne scene we read from John’s Revelation regarding 

the future our Lord has secured for us; for the Lamb (Jesus) at the centre of the 
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throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, 

and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. 


