Text: Luke 7:18-28
Introduction

There are some scenes in movies that capture people on that knife edge.  The characters talking have recognized something truer and deeper and more profound than anyone else is willing to admit.  They have stared and the pit, the abyss, lived to tell about it and are reporting back.  And everyone just wishes they would be quiet.  Don’t make us confront it also.
The most famous might be “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore” from the cracking up TV anchor in Network.  A touching one in the middle of the apocalyptic I Am Legend, Will Smith’s character continuing to hold his ground long after everything is gone, repeating almost mantra like something that he said to his family the last time he saw them – “This is ground zero, This is my site, I can fix this, I can fix this.”  And maybe the most spot on, one that surely did not get the intended reaction.  The screenwriters intended a GI Joe parody with Tom Cruise as everything that is good and true and Jack Nicholson bringing to life someone of pure malice.  But they struck too close to an unpleasant truth.   Jack Nicholson’s Colonel on the stand – “You want the truth.  You can’t handle the truth!  Son, we live in a world with walls, and those walls have to be guarded by men with guns.  Whose going to do it?  You?”  
Text

I said last week that the Baptist makes me uncomfortable.  Every time he comes into the story, we are confronted with that knife edge.  John does not shy away from the division.  Today’s text plays in my mind’s eye something like those movie scenes. 

John is sitting in prison.  As later readers of the narrative, we know that John is about to be beheaded.  He is just waiting for Salome to do her little dance.  And he sends two of his disciples to Jesus.  John’s entire prophetic ministry, his conception of himself, was tied up in being the fore-runner.  The eschatological, the messianic time was beginning.  The axe is at the root of the trees and the swift and powerful judgment of the Lord of Hosts is rolling down.  And instead of seeing the power and the glory of that judgment – John is sitting in prison and the man who he pointed to, Jesus, is eating and drinking and walking around Galilee being rejected by his home town. 
“You two, come here, go to Jesus and ask him – ‘Are you the coming one, or should we expect another?’”  

John the prophet.  A complete trustworthy witness.  One who is full of the Spirit is asking Jesus “are you it?”  Sounds pretty modern – doesn’t it.  Is this really the messiah?  Is this really God?  I’m not greatly impressed – are you sure that’s it?

Luke gives us a signal in the next verse – in that hour.  Something important to look at here is what that signals.  In that hour Jesus had healed many from diseases and plagues and evil spirits and had graced many with sight.  Jesus sends John’s disciples back to him with specific instructions.  ‘Tell John what you saw and heard.’  And this should be the content of that report, “the blind see, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor are brought good news.”
Jesus’ first answer is look at the signs.  Are you the one?  Yes.  Look at the signs.  And this should be an answer to us as well.  Jesus the miracle worker, stands up very well under the critical glare.   It is not just the gospels or church documents that say Jesus was a healer.  The Roman writer Josephus credits Jesus with being a miracle worker.  Celsus, another acient writer, attempts to explain Jesus’ power by saying he went to Egypt and learned sorcery from the Egyptians.  The Jewish Talmud itself credits miracles to Jesus and does what the Pharisees in the gospels did – attribute the power to Beelzebub.  The common attribute of these extra-biblical writings is that they all admit that Jesus worked miracles.  None of them just call the gospels a liar.  None of them assert that Jesus never did these healings.  The miracles are taken as fact.  Ancient people weren’t stupid.  They knew what happened and what didn’t.  Jesus’ enemies if they could have, certainly they would have just said that the tales of Jesus the healer were just that – tall tales.  The problem was there were people like Lazarus walking around and the son of the Widow of Nain.  Dead people who had returned to life.  There were former lepers and blind people and Roman centurions who had had people healed.  Just denying it wouldn’t work.  The Gospels record at least 31 separate miracles and those are the ones recorded.  The Gospels also consistently allude to miracles not specifically recorded.  Like our text – in that hour Jesus had healed many.  Denying that Jesus did these things was not possible.  The reasons and the source of the power were the only things that could be impugned.  Jesus tells the questioning John, Jesus tells the questioning modern – look at what you have seen and heard.

But the Pharisees had a point.  The messiah was supposed to be a great person.  He was supposed to lead a great people.  To right the wrongs committed against God’s people.  To bring the wrath of God on the persecutors.  This Jesus doesn’t live in a palace.  He works miracles, but there is nothing about him that says messiah.  To those worries Jesus gives the answer - this is what God chose.  “Blessed is the one who won’t be scandalized over me.”  God does not apologize for the form of his grace.  Why Isaac and not Ishmael?  Why Jacob and not Esau?  Why Moses instead of Pharaoh?  Why Israel?  Why Jesus and not Buddha?  Why baptism and not this ritual that provides great meaning to me?  That is what God chose.  God does not apologize for the form of His grace.  And the form of that grace is a Jewish Galilean peasant who ate with tax collectors and sinner, a nobody who all the somebody’s would single out for beatings and mocking and torture.  A bruised man who suffered every kind of punishment and who was nailed to a tree to die a slow and painful death.  Blessed is the one who won’t be scandalized over me.
Application

And that is when Jesus turns to the crowd.  We don’t know what John’s answer was.  I piously hope is was something like – “ok, if that is what God chose, so be it.”  But it could have been something as earth shattering as  - I don’t believe him.  The one that no one greater has been born of women, could have refused.  We don’t know from sacred scripture.

But Jesus turns to the crowd.  He turns to us and says – What did you come to see?  And here is where I see that knife edge movie monolog.  Full of passion and wisdom and truth, Jesus turns to the crowd and yells “What did you come to see?”

Did you expect to see a reed blown by the wind?  In other words did you expect to see a forerunner of the Kingdom of God that would cave into your desires and whatever way the popular winds were blowing cater to those?  God does not apologize for the form of His grace.  The message is repent and be baptized.  Bring forth the fruits of repentance.  

Did you expect to see a man dressed in soft clothing?  Did you expect God to come to you in magisterial form?  Do you really expect that God’s Kingdom would be a Kingdom of this earth?  You have enough of those.  If you want to see soft clothes and luxury go look at the palace.  If you want Kingdom of this World – don’t come to the desert.  Go to Wall Street, or Pennsylvania Avenue or East Avenue.

If you came to see a prophet.  If you came to find the blessing.  If you know you are lost and can’t find your way.  If you are looking for the coming one, if you came to see one who could tell you where the grace of God is.  Listen to John.  Listen to my answer to him.  There hasn’t been a greater prophet in this world.  He’s the one foretold. The who prepares the way.  

Repent, be baptized and bring forth the fruits.  The kingdom of God is near.  Blessed is the one who won’t be scandalized over me.
Conclusion

The Baptist, Jesus and Luke force us to walk that knife edge.  What did we come to see?  If we wanted to be comfortable, we came to the wrong place.  The Kingdom of God is not primarily a country club.  The people of God are those who gather around God’s promised grace.  And it is not always pretty.  But God doesn’t apologize for the form his grace takes – word and water, word and wine and bread, a crucified peasant.  If you want something else, you don’t go to the desert.  What did we come to see?  God’s grace.

