The Musician 

How do you respond to God?  It may have been awhile since you last asked this question as a Christian, after all, you accepted the gospel and gave your life to the Lord.  Yet, as a Christian, how do you respond to God?  How do you respond to his commands?  How do you respond to his work in your life?  Even more, how do you respond when God seems to be acting contrary to what you think he should be doing?  When the unrighteous have it good and you are struggling, when you tried to obey and tragedy came, when God doesn’t do what you want, how do you respond to him?  Today we will see two different ways of responding to God as we work through Matthew 11.
Matthew 11:1-6 – After Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to teach and preach in the towns of Galilee.  When John heard in prison what Christ was doing, he sent his disciples to ask him, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?”  Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.  Blessed is the man who does not fall away on account of me.”  

At this point in time John was sitting in prison for preaching about God’s righteousness and the need for the people to repent of sin.  Specifically, he was in prison because he was the one person willing to speak up and say that the king was WRONG to take Herodias, his brother’s wife, as his own.  Because John was willing to stand up for what was right he was rotting in prison.  

Before this time John and Jesus knew each other personally.  When Jesus came to be baptized by John he and John heard God speak from heaven declaring Jesus to be his beloved son.  They saw the Spirit descend like a dove.  When John saw Jesus he declared, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”  

Now, sitting in prison and hearing about Jesus’ ministry, John is confronted with the fact that God is not acting as he expected.  John was a prophet but, as with all prophets, he was not all knowing.  He thought he knew what God was going to do and was confused by Jesus wandering the countryside preaching forgiveness and performing miracles.  If we look at the scriptures I think we can gather what John expected.

Psalm 2:1-9 – Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain?  The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.  “Let us break their chains,” they say, “and throw off their fetters.”  The One enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them.  Then he rebukes them in his anger and terrifies them in his wrath, saying, “I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill.”  I will proclaim the decree of the Lord: He said to me, “You are my Son, today I have become your Father.  Ask of me and I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession.  You will rule them with an iron scepter; you will dash them to pieces like pottery.” 


In this passage the term “Anointed One” is the translation of the Hebrew word we are used to hearing as “Messiah.”  “Messiah” literally means, “Anointed One.”  It was a term designating God’s special servant given special authority by God to accomplish a mission.  When the people of Israel thought about God’s ultimate Messiah who was promised by the prophets it was passages such as this one which came to mind.  


To a people under the dominion of the Roman Empire who longed to be free, a warrior messiah was very attractive.  To righteous men concerned with the religious corruption and apathy of the nation’s leaders a powerful messiah coming in judgment to set all things right was a glorious hope.  In many places beyond Psalm chapter two the messiah was prophesied to be a powerful king who would subdue all the nations and establish perfect justice.  He was the one who would reign forever on the thrown of David.  


Herod was worried about such a messiah and tried to kill him as an infant.  The people of Israel expected God’s messiah to be a warrior as is evident in their willingness to follow various revolutionary leaders into war with Rome.  The twelve disciples hoped for a powerful messiah as is evident in their question to Jesus after the resurrection if he would now, finally, restore the kingdom to Israel.  John the Baptist preached warning of the judgment to come and expected Jesus to bring that judgment.


I believe John the Baptist looked at the scriptures and then looked at Jesus and was confused as to what God was doing.  It didn’t make sense to him any more than God sometimes makes sense to us.  Why the oil spill?  Why the earthquake?  Why the hurricane?  Why the death?  Why the struggle?  What is God doing?  


In John the Baptist, however, we see a proper way of approaching God.  God wasn’t doing what John expected but John’s first response was to doubt his own understanding rather than to become angry at God.  John had questions and so he sent messengers to Jesus to ask.  He did not assume that he knew it all and that God was failing to keep up his end, rather, he seems to have assumed that he misunderstood what God had promised.  In a like manner God invites us to take all of our anxieties to him in prayer and to receive peace from him.  God invites us to ask for wisdom when we lack it and promises to provide it. 

So often people become angry when God confuses them.  They exclaim, “God was supposed to…”  and they are angry that he didn’t.  Rather than allowing this to happen we should follow John’s example of going to the Lord and asking.


Secondly, notice John’s message to Jesus.  He simply asked, “Are you the one or do we look for another?”  As I read the question I am struck by the fact that there is no accusation or apparent anger.  John could have easily said, “The scriptures say that you are to do such and such a thing.  Why aren’t you doing it?  Are you the one or not.”  John was not accusing Jesus or angry with God, he simply wanted to understand what was going on.  This is a very humble approach.  

So often we approach God in an accusing manner with our first words being, “How could you let this happen!?”  When we don’t understand God we sometimes act as if he is in the wrong.  We need to learn from John to approach God in humility.  We need to learn to accept that God knows what he is doing and simply seek a greater understanding.
This brings us to Jesus’ response.  Jesus pointed to his actions with loose quotes of passages from Isaiah describing the works of the Messiah and the signs of the time of God’s favor.  He pointed John back to the scriptures as a way to understand what was going on.  John had grasped half of the Messiah’s job but had missed the segments about the suffering servant.  Jesus simply reminded him of the fuller picture of scripture.  Jesus then added the gentle challenge, “Blessed is the man who does not fall away on account of me.”  This seems to be a challenge to accept correction.  It was a challenge to accept what God was doing in light of scripture rather than demanding that God follow John’s understanding.  

When you seek to understand what the Lord is doing, where do you go for answers?  People say, “I prayed but I haven’t heard any answer from God.”  I wonder, have you opened the Bible?  Someone says, “I just don’t understand why God blesses this person who hates him and I have to suffer.  Why won’t he tell me?”  Have you read Psalm 73 where this very question is addressed?  It is a very sad thing that Christians don’t know their Bible’s well.  When God doesn’t make sense too many Christians lack a knowledge of the scriptures.  For too many Christians Jesus couldn’t just quote a scripture and point to his works because they would never have heard of the scripture.  You must read God’s word.  
As you look at our world; as you look at your life and God doesn’t make sense, follow the example of John.  Go and humbly ask the Lord what is going on.  Assume that it is your understanding that is off rather than that God has failed.  In asking, read the Bible and allow him to correct your understanding from the scriptures.  Finally, take the correction.  Be willing to be wrong and accept the truth.  Humbly allow God to lead while you follow.  

Unfortunately, few people, including Christians, follow the example of John when God doesn’t make sense.  Rather, we all tend to be much more like the crowds who flocked to Jesus.  They shared the same expectations as John concerning the Messiah being a powerful warrior king.  They expected God to destroy the Romans.  They came to see Jesus, but he didn’t make sense to them.  Consider how Jesus spoke to the crowds.


Matthew 11:7-15 – As John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus began to speak to the crowd about John: What did you go out into the desert to see?  A reed swayed by the wind?  If not, what did you go out to see?  A man dressed in fine clothes?  No, those who wear fine clothes are in kings’ palaces.  Then what did you go out to see?  A prophet?  Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.  This is the one about whom it is written: “I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.”  I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist; yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.  From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.  For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John.  And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come.  He who has ears, let him hear.  


Jesus challenged the crowd.  He questioned them to force them to acknowledge what they believe John to be.  Huge crowds went out into the wilderness to see John.  Jesus asks them why they went out to the wilderness.  Was it to look at nature?  Was it to see a rich man?  Was it to see a prophet?  Jesus wants them to consider that John truly was a prophet and more.  By saying that John was more than a prophet Jesus was pointing out that John was also the fulfillment of prophecy. 


Malachi 3:1 – “See, I will send my messenger who will prepare the way before me.  Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire will come,” says the Lord Almighty.


Malachi 4:5 – See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.



Jesus is saying that John is the fulfillment of this prophecy as well as being a prophet.  What is more, John is the Elijah who was promised.  Now, John denied being Elijah so what is going on?  Simply put, John was not, personally, Elijah himself.  He was not Elijah in a new body.  Rather, he fulfilled the role of Elijah being a prophet of righteousness and the forerunner of the Lord.  He was not Elijah himself, but looking deeper, he was serving the role of Elijah.  


Why does Jesus explain all of this to the crowds?  I believe the crowds had the same questions as John.  They were wondering, “Is this guy it or are we waiting for another.  He sure doesn’t act like the messiah we were waiting for.”  They were not in prison and so they could see the miracles and hear the message.  Jesus explains who John is in order to show them even more evidence that he is the messiah.  Not only is he doing the works of the messiah as put forth in Isaiah, but the messenger who was to prepare the way has already come as well.  The evidence is all there if the people will accept it.  The main difference between John and the crowds is that the crowds won’t accept correction.  They will not let God work as he wants to work.  Listen to Jesus’ judgment on the people.


Matthew 11:16-24 – To what can I compare this generation?  They are like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling out to others: ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’  For John came neither eating nor drinking and they say, “He has a demon.”  The Son of Man came eating and drinking and they say, “Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.”  But wisdom is proven right by her actions.  Then Jesus began to denounce the cities in which most of his miracles had been performed because they did not repent.  “Woe to you, Korazin!  Woe to you Bethsaida!  If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.  But I tell you, it will be more bearable for Tyre and Sidon on the day of judgment than for you.  And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted up to the skies?  No, you will go down to the depths.  If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to this day.  But I tell you that it will be more bearable for Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.”  

Jesus is not kind to the crowds.  He accuses them of being like children who expect the adults in the marketplace to obey their desires.  The children play flutes and are angry that the adults won’t dance.  They sing a dirge though no one has died and are upset that the adults won’t mourn.  They are spoiled children who think the adults ought to obey them rather than the other way around.  They are spoiled children who think that God ought to conform to their desires rather than the other way around.  When they saw Jesus, he didn’t make sense to them.  He wasn’t what they expected from the Messiah.  He wasn’t what they wanted God to be doing.  Rather than seeking understanding, however, they rejected God’s work.  Rather than asking what the Lord was doing, they missed the Messiah because they demanded that God do it their way.  
John wasn’t what they wanted because he told them they were sinful and needed to change.  Jesus wasn’t what they wanted because he told them that forgiveness was available and that their relationship with God mattered more than their subjection to Rome.  God wasn’t dancing to their tune and so they rejected Jesus.  As a result, Jesus condemned them for stubbornly refusing to accept the plain evidence of his works and scriptures.  He rejected them for refusing correction.  He rejected them for not responding to God.  He rejected them for not responding to him appropriately as the Lord.  The scriptures and the works proved that Jesus was the Lord but the people would not respond appropriately.  

Look again at John and the crowds.  Both were confronted with Jesus.  Jesus was not what any of them had expected.  He was not acting as the warrior messiah they had wanted.  Jesus was not making sense to John or the crowds.  John sent messengers to Jesus to ask what God was doing so that he could respond appropriately.  Should he continue to proclaim that Jesus was the one or had he misunderstood?  John knew he was the dancer and just needed to know what tune was being played so he could dance.  The people were not asking what God’s tune was, they were demanding that he dance to theirs.  

How do you approach God?  Do you demand he dance to your tune or are you seeking his tune so you can dance for him?  There will always be times when God doesn’t seem to make sense.  There will always be times when what he asks seems very difficult.  The key is to go to him with those questions and to accept his work rather than demand that he dance to our tune.  

What might this look like today?  At the simplest level it is the difference between reading the Bible on a regular basis and not reading it.  God has spoken to us in the form of a written book.  We can dance to his tune by reading it and finding our answers from him or we can demand that he dance to our tune by speaking to us in some more convenient way because we just don’t enjoy reading.  

Last week we spoke about the fear of the Lord.  We can dance to his tune by treating him with great reverence because he is the Almighty who made us.  We can show him incredible respect by obeying his commands, by worshiping him sincerely, and by being respectful in church.  On the other hand, we can demand he dance to our tune by expecting him to just understand and accept that we can’t overcome sin, that worship is boring to us, and that being respectful just isn’t me.  We can dance to his tune by acknowledging sin and repenting, or we can demand that he dance to ours by calling it a weakness and expecting him to understand.  

We can dance to God’s tune by living as he asks in this world.  We read in the Bible what he asks of us and accept it.  On the other hand, we can demand that God dance to our tune by claiming that he just wants to be happy.  It is amazing when unmarried people wonder how God could have allowed them to become pregnant.  It is amazing how someone steals and then is mad at God that he is in prison.  It is demanding God to dance to our tune to expect him to allow us to sin while shielding us from the consequences.  

Finally, how we respond to adversity when God just doesn’t make sense shows our approach to God.  When tragedy comes do you go to God trusting that he is good?  Do you ask him what he is doing and seek what he desires of you through that time?  Do you continue to serve him when things don’t seem to go right?  On the other hand, do you get angry when God allows adversity in your life?  Do you doubt his goodness and reject his work because it includes tragedy?  Do you demand that God dance to the tune of giving you an easy life or do you simply ask what tune he is playing so that you may dance to it through the adversity?

As you go today consider how you approach God.  I am not talking about what you consciously believe but about how you actually interact with God.  Do you come to him as if you were the flute player to who’s tune he must dance or do you come as the dancer asking what tune he will play and what dance he desires?  As you go this week take care that you allow the Lord to be your Lord in all things.  Go to him with your questions and then follow his lead.  
