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

The Jews who asked Jesus this question had come to the Temple for the festival of the 

Dedication. We know this Jewish holiday today as Hanukkah, celebrated near our Christmas. It 

recalls the cleansing and rededication of the Temple by the Jewish people in the year 165 BC.  

Prior to that occasion, Israel had been an occupied territory under the Syrians and their king, 

Antiochus Epiphanes. He was especially bitter toward the Jews because they refused to 

recognize him as divine. His anti-Jewish policy included death to anyone who practiced 

circumcision, keeping the Sabbath or reading the Torah. Sacred scrolls of the law were burned. 

Swine were sacrificed on the altar in the Temple, and a statue of Zeus was erected in the sacred 

precincts as well. 

Under the leadership of a priest named Mattathias and later his son, Judas Maccabee, a Jewish 

revolt against the Syrian king and his army ensued. It wouldn’t end until this ragtag assembly of 

devout Jews recaptured Jerusalem, purified the Temple and enjoyed a brief period of 

independence. 

With the remembrance of this fight for religious freedom fresh in their minds, this group of 

Jews surrounding Jesus ask if he is not the Messiah, the one who might lead them against their 

present occupying army, the Romans. 

As I have said several times, the Messiah or Christ was understood by first century Jews to be 

God’s chosen one with the unique capabilities of inspiring and leading a victorious rebellion 

against the present day foreign occupiers. Like King David centuries earlier, or the Maccabees in 

more recent history, this charismatic “anointed one” would be a fierce warrior and statesman 

needed to establish peace, self-rule and secure borders for Israel once again. 

Whether the Jews who question Jesus are sincerely hoping he is the one or are just hoping to 

trap him into making false claims about himself is not entirely clear.  Either way his answer is 

ambiguous: “I have told you and you do not believe.” 

Are we very different from those first century Jews? Aren’t we asking the same question? Isn’t 

nearly everyone asking the same question whether they are religious or not? 

“Someone tell us plainly, who is in charge here. Does anyone know what is going on? Can 

anyone explain why our world appears to be so out of control?” 



We are all seeking answers of one kind or another. 

We want someone to take charge and put all things right. We want law and order to return to 

our country and our world. We want to feel safe on our streets, in our cities, in our schools and 

in our homes. We want to be able to travel without fear of terrorism. We want to be able to 

stop worrying about a multitude of infectious diseases and cancers, homelessness, poverty, 

drug use and its related crime, failed states and rogue states, melting ice and rising seas.  

During a presidential campaign year, there are more voices than usual telling us that they are in 

fact the one who will save us from all these troubling circumstances.  

Who is the Messiah? Is it Trump, Cruz, Sanders or Clinton? 

Or is it Democracy, Capitalism, Technology, Wealth, Fences or the Constitution? 

Jesus, are you the Christ? Can you clean up the place – get rid of the criminals, fanatics, 

diseases, accidents, climate change and old age? 

Jesus, maybe we would rather you be Elliot Ness, Dirty Harry, Harry Potter, Superman and Walt 

Disney all rolled into one. 

“Tell us plainly, is that who you are?”                                                                                                                            

No, but “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.” 

Maybe Jesus is who we want after all. He is more like a shepherd than a law enforcement 

officer or super hero. He isn’t heavy handed but offers a hand up after we fall. He points us in 

the right direction after we have lost the trail. He doesn’t spare us from all ill, but never ceases 

to hold us in our pain and sorrow until we re-emerge. He doesn’t give us all the answers or 

exert domineering control, but offers a relationship of unceasing love and respectful 

companionship. He will not put an end to all our troubles but promises to make us safe 

throughout eternity. 

We may have to walk through a few near-death valleys on our way to a final death, but we 

needn’t fear evil for one with a rod and staff accompanies us always. 

We may be surrounded by enemies in many various forms, yet even there, our good shepherd 

will spread a table of good things before us. 

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



Maybe Jesus evades our questions and disappoints our high expectations to help us ask other 

questions and raise our expectations of ourselves. 

Several years ago a group of computer salesmen from Milwaukee went to a regional sales 

meeting in Chicago. Hoping to be back in time for dinner, they had to sprint to catch their train. 

Rushing through the station, one man inadvertently, knocked over a table supporting a basket 

of apples for sale. Without stopping, they reached their train with a sigh of relief, all except the 

man who had accidently collapsed the table. Feeling uneasy about the incident, he got off the 

train and waved to his associates as it slowly left the station.  

When he went back to check on the mess he had made, he was especially glad he had returned 

because the boy selling the apples was 10 years old and blind. He helped the boy gather them 

from the ground and noticed that several were bruised. He gave the boy a ten dollar bill and 

said that he hoped he hadn’t spoiled the boy’s day. 

As he was leaving, the boy said to him, “Hey mister, Are you Jesus?” 

The salesman stopped in his tracks and thought, “Of course, I am not Jesus – I was running too 

fast for that – but shouldn’t I be?” 

Of course, you and I are not Jesus, but shouldn’t we be? Is this the larger question that Jesus 

hopes we might ask ourselves?  

If this is indeed what Jesus wants us to ask ourselves, we are going to have to be more than 

dumb sheep, but rather a flock of shepherds. We will need to join the thousands already 

committed to a church and world not divided by race, nationality, sexuality or even religion. We 

will have to join others in their far reaching vision, imagination and faith and realize that God 

only with our help can promote greater peace, justice, and welfare for all.  

We ask Jesus, “Are you the Messiah?” 

Jesus asks us, “Will you help me save the world, too?”  

“Will you be a Tabitha, devoted to good works and acts of charity?” 

If we take these questions seriously and act on them, we will not only become more human; we 

may just become one with the Father as well. AMEN. 

 

     

 


