Believing Is Seeing #26

“Getting Ready For…?”

John 11:45-12:11


How long does it take for you to get ready for church?


The answer to that question varies from person to person.  It may depend upon how much you are able to accomplish the night before, or how many children you have to get ready as well as yourself.  People have different routines by which they get cleaned up, dressed, and out the door on their way to church.


This morning we have come to the end of John chapter eleven and the beginning of chapter twelve.  The people portrayed in this text were not just getting ready for church, but for the most important celebration of their calendar: Passover.  Their perspectives and priorities are dramatically different, though, leading us to wonder what exactly they were getting ready for.

The Critics Were Warlike


The setting of this text is the raising of Lazarus from the dead.  John 11:45-46 record, 

Therefore many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put their faith in him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done.


We might expect verse 45—that many of the eyewitnesses of this miracle put their faith in Jesus—but can you believe what John writes in verse 46?  As the legendary preacher George Whitefield put it, 


I can tell you of a greater miracle than raising Lazarus from the dead. And what is that? Why, that some of these very persons who were on the spot, instead of believing on him, “﻿went their way to the Pharisees, and told them what Jesus had done.﻿”


Amazing!  Here was irrefutable evidence that Jesus was who He claimed to be, yet His detractors refuse to believe it.  They even admit that Jesus was performing miracles, but they would not believe in Him!  Why not?  “They did not want to believe because they preferred their sins to the Savior.”

Sometimes we will encounter people who simply refuse to accept the truth, regardless of the evidence.  Faith is more than being convinced intellectually or moved emotionally—there must be the surrender of the will to the demands of the Gospel.

So what would they do?  The critics declare war on Jesus.  Verse 47 records, “Then the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the Sanhedrin.”  The Sanhedrin was the supreme governing body of the Jews, though they could only act within the oversight of the Romans.  The Sanhedrin was a bit like our Congress.  It was comprised of two parties, the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  Theologically, the Pharisees were the conservatives—they accepted all of the Hebrew Scriptures (i.e., the Old Testament), they believed in angels and demons, heaven and hell, and they wanted to live as much as possible according to God’s law.  The Sadducees were theologically liberal—they only acknowledged the books of Moses (Genesis through Deuteronomy), they denied the presence of angels and demons, and they scoffed at the idea of an afterlife.  Moreover, 
the Sadducees were intensely political. They were the wealthy and aristocratic party. They were also the collaborationist party. So long as they were allowed to retain their wealth, comfort and position of authority, they were well content to collaborate with Rome. [Almost] all the priests were Sadducees. And it is clear that it was the priests who dominated this meeting of the Sanhedrin. That is to say, it was the Sadducees who did all the talking.


The foremost speaker is identified as Caiaphas the high priest.  Joseph Caiaphas had been appointed high priest in a.d. 18 by the Roman prefect Valerius Gratus. His father-in-law was Annas, who is mentioned later in the account of Jesus’ trial. Annas had been high priest from a.d. 7 to 14 and was succeeded by three of his sons and finally by Caiaphas from a.d. 18 to 36.
  Paul Maier comments about him,

The high priest Caiaphas was a worldly-wise Sadducee whose overriding policy was to maintain the uneasy compromise between Jewish and Roman authority in Palestine… Caiaphas, like any Jew, would have preferred an independent Judea…but he had the political sense to realize that Rome’s was not a passing power in the eastern Mediterranean, and the road to success lay in continuing cooperation with the Empire and its representative, Pontius Pilate.


The Pharisees open the meeting with the words, “What are we accomplishing? Here is this man performing many miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation” (11:47-48).  This language indicates that the overriding concern was not national but personal. Such developments would destroy the status quo by which they, the Sanhedrin, had power and privilege within the state. That simply could not be permitted.
  

Caiaphas silences the debate with the words, “You know nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish” (11:49-50).  These words may sound noble on the surface, but such was not the case.  As Leon Morris notes,

Neither Caiaphas nor the others were basically concerned for abstract right and wrong, nor yet for the nation as a whole. But the position of the privileged class is threatened and their action would save this privileged class that the high priest recommends. “That one man die for the people” is a simple prophecy of the meaning of the cross. But on Caiaphas’ lips it is sheer cynicism.


Yet God can take even the most cynical and cruel intentions and turn them around for His glory, as John writes in verses 51-52,

He did not say this on his own, but as high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the Jewish nation, and not only for that nation but also for the scattered children of God, to bring them together and make them one.
Verse 53 concludes, “So from that day on they plotted to take his life.”  Jesus becomes Public Enemy Number One.  Verse 57 informs us that “the chief priests and Pharisees had given orders that if anyone found out where Jesus was, he should report it so that they might arrest him.” We may, in fact, have some idea of how the arrest notice read. A rabbinical tradition recorded in the Talmud spells out the indictment against Yeshu Hannosri (Hebrew for “Jesus the Nazarene”). Combined with the New Testament, the notice can be reconstructed as follows:

WANTED: YESHU HANNOSRI

He shall be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Anyone who can say anything in his favor, let him come forward and plead on his behalf. Anyone who knows where he is, let him declare it to the Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem.
According to legal custom at the time, a court crier had to an​nounce publicly or post such an official handbill in the larger towns of Judea about forty days prior to a trial.


One last part of their plot is revealed in John 12:10-11, “So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, for on account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in him.”  They refused to accept Jesus for who He claimed to be, but the raising of Lazarus was an embarrassing argument for His claims—particularly for the Sadducees, who did not believe in life after death.  So instead of believing in Jesus they proposed to destroy the evidence by doing away with Lazarus.
  Nothing would stop them from preserving their power and privilege.  They were getting ready to rumble!

The Curious Were Wondering

Another group of people are introduced in verses 55-56:

When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, many went up from the country to Jerusalem for their ceremonial cleansing before the Passover. They kept looking for Jesus, and as they stood in the temple area they asked one another, “What do you think? Isn’t he coming to the Feast at all?”
Passover was the ultimate festival on the Jewish calendar.  Well before the feast many went up out of the countryside in order to purify themselves ceremonially. The point of mentioning this is to make clear that well before the actual feast itself Jerusalem would be crowded with pilgrims.

What is the attitude of these folks?  The overriding mindset seems to be curiosity.  They were wondering about Jesus.  Would He show up?  Would He perform more miracles?  Would He confront the religious leaders again?  Certainly John had this segment in mind when he wrote in 12:9, “Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.”  Like crowds straining to see a celebrity pass by, these curious people wanted to see the man who came out of his tomb, and the Man who called him forth.

Curiosity is a recurring theme throughout this gospel.  Jesus attracted large crowds, but few of these were committed disciples.  Most were merely curious.  They wanted to be entertained, and, if they were lucky, get something for themselves.  Jesus identified this attitude in John 6:26, “…you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill.”  

This is still true today.  Churches are full, but how many are truly committed?  Recent polls reveal that over 90% of Americans believe in God, but how Christian is our society?  The entertainment mindset of our culture has crept into the church.

Not that this is anything new.  God exposed this attitude in Ezekiel 33:30-32,

“As for you, son of man, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear the message that has come from the Lord.’ My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice.


These folks were getting ready for the Passover, but their attitude demonstrated that they were curiously wondering what they could get from God more than what they could give to God.
The Committed Was Worshiping


One last category of people is personified by Mary, the brother of Lazarus.  John opens chapter twelve in Bethany at a banquet held in Jesus’ honor.  Similar accounts appear in the other three gospels, though each has distinct elements.  The account of Mary’s anointing of her Lord is found also in Matthew 26:6–13 and Mark 14:3–9. But it must not be confused with the account given in Luke 7:36–50, where a former harlot anointed Jesus in the house of Simon the Pharisee. Mary was a virtuous woman, and she anointed Jesus in the house of Simon the leper. The Luke 7 event took place in Galilee, while the account we are now considering occurred in Judea. The fact that there are two “Simons” involved should not surprise us, for Simon was a common name in that day.


We know nothing of Simon other than what is recorded here, but it is evident that he was someone whom Christ had healed of leprosy, for no one with an active case of leprosy would have been serving such a banquet. The evening was probably arranged as an expression of Simon’s gratitude for the Lord’s grace to him.


Yet Lazarus, Martha, and Mary all appear in this scene.  Though John does not specifically say it was at their house, Martha was serving, indicating that it may have been there.  Thus Simon may have been husband to Mary or Martha, or their father.


At any rate, during the meal Mary slipped into the house unnoticed.  She carried with her an alabaster jar of expensive perfume, which she used to anoint Jesus’ head.  Then something deep within her took over.  Enormous gratitude for salvation from sin?  Overwhelming grief for the ordeal He was about to suffer?  She knelt over His feet, suddenly broke the alabaster jar, and emptied the perfume on Jesus’ feet as a lavish gesture of worship.  As she drenched His feet with her tears and dried them with her hair, the aroma filled the room and brought everything to a standstill.
  William Barclay writes,

We see love’s extravagance. Mary took the most precious thing she possessed and spent it all on Jesus. Love is not love if it nicely calculates the cost. It gives its all and its only regret is that it has not still more to give.


More than love, Mary’s actions display worship.  Think of the significance of what she did.  She anointed Jesus.  The word “Christ” literally means “Anointed One,” and in Hebrew culture, only kings and priests were anointed like this.  In a sense, she christed Jesus.  She acknowledged that He was the Priest and King; He was the Messiah!  He was who He claimed to be.


Believe it or not, though, Mary’s actions were not met with commendation but with criticism.  She was condemned for letting her hair down (which a woman did not do in public) and for using very expensive perfume in anointing Jesus.  Simon, the disciples, and particularly Judas Iscariot all looked down on Mary for her actions.

Everyone, that is, except Jesus.

“Leave her alone,” Jesus replied. “[It was intended] that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial. You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me” (John 12:7-8).

In Matthew’s account Jesus adds, “She has done a beautiful thing to me… I tell you the truth, wherever this gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her” (Matthew 26:10, 13).  Jesus establishes Mary’s act of worship as an example for future generations of committed disciples.  She was not merely curious, wondering what Jesus might do for her.  She was committed, understanding that true worship has to do with what we give to God, not what we get from God.

Historically, this text records a pivotal point in the life and ministry of Jesus.  The rising animosity of the religious leaders boils over into a murderous plot.  Jesus’ rebuke of Judas leads him to betray the Master into the hands of His enemies.  The stage is set for the ultimate Passover sacrifice.  

But this text also reveals much about us.  I began this message with the question, “How long does it take to get ready for church?”  Perhaps the question would be better phrase, “What are you getting ready for?”

Some folks are only interested in keeping the status quo, and are critical of anyone or anything that threatens it.  They are prepared to go to war if necessary to retain their position and preferences.  Their churches are rife with politics, power plays, and even splits.  Preachers who don’t fit into their ideas are run off.  People who don’t fit the mold are similarly shown the door.

Other folks are more curious, wondering what’s in it for them.  They look to be entertained or even enriched by what God (or the church) can do for them.  But don’t ask them to get involved!  They make a lifestyle of sitting on the fence, not willing to pledge either way.

Then there are those who are truly committed.  They are not concerned about what other people think, or even what they get for themselves.  Their primary focus is worshiping God, and they are prepared to pour out their love on Him, whatever the cost.

Are we getting ready for war, getting ready for wonder, or getting ready for worship?
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