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                  Pentecost 10

The Jesus you never knew

[Proverbs 2:1-6;  1 Corinthians 13:11-12;  Matthew 16:13-17 NLT]

In the beginning…

There it was.

Early this morning, I turned on the computer, checked my email account…

and there it was…



another reminder of the person whose birth split human history into two parts.

I saw today’s date and remembered:

everything that happens on this planet falls into one of two categories –



before or after the birth of Christ.

Jesus, though, is not only a pivotal figure for calculating time;


he’s also a pivotal figure for determining eternity.

What was it that he once said?

If anyone acknowledges me publicly here on earth, I will openly acknowledge that person before my Father in heaven.  But if anyone denies me here on earth, I will deny that person…  [Matthew 10:32-33 NLT]
You and I… we say that we know this guy.

We even claim to have a “personal relationship” with him.

But just how personal is that relationship?

Just how well do we know Jesus?

Research by the Barna Group reveals 

that what we know is what we knew --



that for many of us, what we know of Jesus today 

is nothing more than what we knew when we were in junior high.

In others words, we haven’t followed the suggestion of good old Saint Pete,


who said that we all should 

grow in the…knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus.  [2 Peter 3:18 NLT]

Two foreign observers 


-- men who have studied church culture in these United States --



claim that many of us misunderstand Jesus.

More than 30 years ago, 

a Brit named J B Phillips wrote a book entitled Your God is too small.

More recently, a Canadian – author and pastor Mark Buchanan – 


released a volume called Your God is too safe.

This morning, then, let’s explore 

what we know – and what we don’t know – about Jesus.

Our objective?


To encounter Jesus as he is, not as we imagine him to be;



and to experience the difference he can make in our lives.

You think you don’t need to do this?

Then think of that pastor named Paul.

As a senior citizen, he wrote a letter and claimed

that he still wanted to know Christ and the power of his resurrection  [Philippians 310 NIV]

The Jesus you never knew

1)  Is this the Jesus we know?

Who is the Jesus we say we know?

What picture comes to mind?

A document written by a person called Publius Lentulus 

-- the name of the governor who succeed Pontius Pilate --



contains this description of Jesus:




“He is a tall man, well shaped…, 

his hair…falling into graceful curls, parted on the top of his head;

his forehead high…, his cheeks…a lovely red;

his beard…reaching below his chin; his eyes bright blue.”

That’s the Jesus we recognize, isn’t it?

That’s the picture we see hanging 

in homes and churches throughout Europe and the Americas.

Only one problem, folks.

The document is a forgery –


written not in the 1st century, but the 16th. 

Look at these pictures of Jesus with children.

Asians certainly don’t see Jesus as we do. [picture of Asian Jesus]

And Africans don’t picture Christ as the Asians do. [picture of African Jesus]

Listen to what a poet named William Blake has written:


“The vision of Christ that thou dost see


Is my vision’s greatest enemy:


Thine has a great hook nose like thine;


Mine has a snub nose like to mine.”

Isn’t that the truth!

Our representations of Jesus say more about us than him.

All cultures, though, portray Jesus as handsome,


a contender for the title of Mr World.

Yet the only inspired writer who mentioned his physical appearance


implied that Jesus may have been ugly.

You remember what the prophet Isaiah wrote, don’t you?

There was nothing beautiful or majestic about his appearance, nothing to attract us to him.  [Isaiah 53:2 NLT]

Jesus – ugly?

One tradition dating back to the 2nd century suggests Jesus was a hunchback.

In the Middle Ages, many Christians believed Jesus suffered from leprosy.

Ah! Isn’t it good that we really don’t know what Jesus looked like.

If we can’t paint a picture of Jesus,


could we profile his personality?

What is he like?

How would you describe him?

Again – as William Blake said in his poem –


we cannot see past our own noses.

Novelists like Dan Brown


-- looking for a captivating story line --



picture Jesus as a romantic, falling in love with Mary Magdalene.

Athletes such as Norm Evans, 

former lineman for the Miami Dolphins, 

has said:




“Christ would be the toughest guy who ever played this game.”

Politicians – it seems – just love to hijack Jesus.

Today, he is the darling of the right –


a moralist that they hope will win them a majority.

But when I was in college, Jesus was loved by the left –


a revolutionary who shared a poster with Che Guevara and Fidel Castro.

W – W – J – D.

Those four letters grace our bracelets and bumper stickers.

What Would Jesus Do?

For many of us,


“what would Jesus” do is what we would want Jesus to do.

Scott Peck, in his book entitled The road less traveled, claims that


75% of Christians today believe in a safe Jesus –



“a sweet man, with an unending smile on his face…



patting little children on the head,

just strolling the earth with unflappable equanimity”.

Cool…calm…collected…kind.

Totally predictable.

We forget that Jesus was anything but.

He could be bold and brash on a rough sea, 

but fearful in a quiet garden.

He could rage with anger in a temple, 

but sob almost uncontrollably in a friend’s home.

He could feel sympathy for a total stranger,


but flip off his followers in frustration…even call them devils.

He had uncompromising views on rich men and loose women,


yet he enjoyed the company of both.

Go figure.

Yes, go figure.

Jesus is called the “Lion of Judah”;


but we have tried to make him a purring pussycat.

In the words of Dorothy Sayers, we in the church have

“very efficiently pared the claws of the Lion of Judah, and certified him as a fitting household pet for pale clergy and pious old ladies.”

Ouch!

So, who is Jesus?

And how on earth can we get to know him?

Books about this pivotal figure of human history line library shelves.

A professor at the University of Chicago estimates 

that more books have been written about Jesus in the past 20 years 

than in the previous 20 centuries.

Scholars have written volumes


determining the origin of Jesus’ name,



discussing what language he spoke,




debating how long he lived in Nazareth.

Will these books help us know Jesus?

I wonder…

When Simon Peter discovered Jesus’ identify…


when he answered Jesus’ question and showed that he “knowed” –



Jesus simply said it was God – and not the geeks – 

who helped him understand.

You are blessed, Jesus told Peter…

You are blessed…because my Father in heaven has revealed this to you.  You did not learn this from any human being.  [Matthew 16:17 NLT]

How does God reveal this Jesus 

whom common folk like you and me are to receive?

Does he use something spooky, something supernatural…like a séance?

No, said Jesus, just the Scriptures.

The Scriptures, said this One who came from God,

The Scriptures point to me.  [John 5:39 NLT]

The Scriptures contain four books about Jesus --

the only authorized biographies we have,



written by four men who knew him.

We call them “gospels”.

Have you read them –


those books by Matthew, Mark, Luke and John?

If you haven’t,


how in the world can you know Jesus?

Most books about Jesus emit the sour smell of propaganda.

But not the four gospels.

They show who Jesus really is…


and how people actually responded to him –



how a few accepted while many more rejected him.

In the four gospels, God seems to stretch out his Son on a dissecting table;


then challenges us: “You examine him…and you decide”.

2) Is this the Jesus we don’t know?
This morning, I invite you to examine with me


three images that the gospels give of Jesus…



three images that Philip Yancey includes in his book, The Jesus I never knew.

Each one is an almost baffling contradiction.

And as we examine these images,


we need to ask ourselves: “Is this perhaps the Jesus I don’t know?”

First of all, the Scriptures reveal Jesus as “the sinner’s sinless friend”.

When Jesus visited planet earth,


he was a friend of sinners.

Sinners, in fact, flocked to him, while the pious fled.

He commended a groveling taxman over a God-fearing Pharisee.

He pardoned a dying thief with no opportunity for spiritual growth.

Yet Jesus himself was not a sinner.

At his trial, the only crime of which he was convicted was the one he acknowledged –


that he was God’s promised Messiah.

And he was never soft on sin.

He told his followers:

I warn you—unless you obey God better than…the Pharisees do, you can’t enter the Kingdom of heaven. [Matthew 5:20 NLT]
I view  -- with utter amazement – 

how Jesus could blend grace toward sinners and hostility toward sin.

When I look at the church today,


I see the opposite.

Oh, we say that we “hate the sin and love the sinner”,


but we don’t seem to practice what we preach.

On the one hand, we find ways to soften sin.

Want an example?

Today we condemn homosexuality – which Jesus never even mentioned –


while openly disregarding his straightforward commands on divorce.

Almost 40% of evangelical Christians are divorced.

On the other hand, we seem to spend much time and energy 

positioning ourselves against the “sinful” world outside.

A term like “moral majority” only appeals to those who are already in it.

I fear that the church today is being seen as an enemy of sinners.

How can we do it?

How can we hold high standards of morality 

while showing mercy to those who fail those standards?

How can we embrace the sinner without encouraging sin?

Church history doesn’t give us a clue.

Only Jesus sets the pattern.

And when I look at Jesus, 


I realize how far I have strayed from the divine balance he set for us.

I know that I am not sinless;


I also know that – far too often – I am not a friend of sinners either.

The Scriptures reveal Jesus as “the sinner’s sinless friend”;


they also show that he is “the God-man”.

No other figure on the world’s religious stage is so complex –


both God and man.

Jesus made a claim that makes a Jew jump and Muslims mad.

Do you remember what he told his followers?


The Father and I are one  [John 10:30 NLT]


Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father  [John 14:9 NLT]
Thank God, though, that Jesus is God!

We don’t have to live in the past.

We don’t have to associate God with fire and brimstone.

We don’t have to fear him.

Because Jesus is God with skin on,


we know that God has a heart –



that he loves us and yearns to be loved in return.

We know that, because God once came to us,


we can now go to God.

We can even speak to him as no other religion allows:


we can call God “Daddy”.

Jesus is God…and he’s also human.

He ate and drank, laughed and cried;

he did what you and I do.

Look at Jesus…and you can see God.

Look again…and you can see yourself –


you can see a reflection of what God had in mind when he created you…and me.

We tend to excuse our faults too easily.

A man gets drunk…a woman has an affair;

a child tortures an animal…a nation goes to war;


and we say “That’s human nature.”

Jesus put a stop to such talk.

He showed us who we were meant to be…


our potential as men and women.

Jesus not only shows what it means to be human;


he also knows what it means to be human.

For 33 years, he endured squabbles in the family and struggles at work.

He experienced both verbal and physical abuse.

He was poor…and poorly treated.

And as he died, he again showed that he “knowed”.

Among his last words were these:


Father, forgive these people, because they don’t know what they’re doing  

[Luke 23:34 NLT]

Jesus had lived with us; 


he had learned what we are like.

Last but not least, the Scriptures reveal Jesus as “the wounded healer”.

Look at the symbols of the world’s great religions.

Buddhists have a gilded statue.

Hindus have brightly painted images.

Islam has a crescent moon.

Judaism has a star.

And we – we have a cross…an instrument of torture and death.

The Russian author Dostoevsky wrote:


“Why, that picture might make some people lose their faith!”

The Jesus whom we are to know 

was brutally tortured and shamelessly killed on a cross.

And Jesus commanded us 

-- yes, commanded us -- never to forget that.

Why?

Because the cross shows us what God can do

how he can transform weakness into strength…



defeat into victory…




evil into good.

When Jesus suffered and died,


he bridged the gap between a perfect God and a fatally flawed humanity.

When Jesus suffered and died,


the Father got his family back…he got us back.

It is by Jesus’ wounds – not his miracles…


it is by his wounds that we are healed. 

Now if God can work such wonders with the wounds of his Son,


what might he do with yours and mine?

What might he do with your weakness…my failure?

How might he transform the pain we feel…the problems we face?

The cross shows us what God can do.

Because of the cross – and wounded healer who once hung there –


you and I always have hope.

At the end…

The sinner’s sinless friend…the God-man…the wounded healer.

Three images of Jesus from the gospels.

But what an enigma.

Why believe?

I asked myself that question this past week.

I offer two reasons.

First of all, I – with Philip Yancey – point to the lack of good alternatives.

I have studied the world’s great religions


and have concluded that Christianity is the best option.

The other reason is Jesus himself.

Walter Wink once said:


“It’s good that God sent Jesus; we never could have invented him.”

Jesus is such a unique guy…such a special person.

This week, as I pored over the gospels and prepared this message,


I realized that I still have more questions than answers.

With that pastor named Paul, I have to say:


All I know now is partial and incomplete  [1 Corinthians 13:12 NLT].

There is so much that I just don’t understand about Jesus.

But this I do know.

Jesus fulfills my greatest need.

He accepts me as no other does.

He is working to change me as no other can.

But above all,


he loves me.

Even though I still don’t get it right,


he still loves me.

Why! he even took my place and paid for mistakes 


just so I could “get a life”.

“Jesus loves me – this I know;

for the Bible tells me so.”

Jesus is all that I could ever want my God to be!

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing,


that you may overflow with hope by the power of his Holy Spirit.  [Romans 15:13 NIV]
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