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Intro: 
There was a little old lady who would come out every morning on the steps of her front porch, raise her arms to the sky and shout, "Praise the Lord!"
Well, one day an atheist moved into the house next door. Over time, he became irritated at the little old lady. So every morning he would step out onto his front porch and yell after her, "There is no Lord!"
Time passes with the two of them carrying on this way every day. Then one morning in the middle of winter, the little old lady stepped onto her front porch and shouted, "Praise the Lord! Lord, I have no food and I am starving. Please provide for me, oh Lord!"
The next morning, she stepped onto her porch and there were two huge bags of groceries sitting there. "Praise the Lord!" she cried out. "He has provided groceries for me!"
The atheist jumped out of the hedges and shouted, "There is no Lord. I bought those groceries!"
The little old lady threw her arms into the air and shouted, "Praise the Lord! He has provided me with groceries and He made the devil pay for them!"

Unbelief Can Be Maddening
Those of us who are believers—when we encounter the raw unfiltered edge of unbelief—it can be frustrating. Today in our society, while we’re seeing in increase in spiritual interest, there is also rising a new generation of virulent unbelief, an angry tone against the Christian faith. 

Men like Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins. If you don’t know who these men are, you should, because they are some of the leading atheists in our society and their ideas are making inroads on college campuses and in the public square. 

Or perhaps you don’t know of these men, but you face the tyranny of unbelief in your own world. Perhaps there is a family member who violently rejects the claims of Christ and even thinks they are dangerous. 

Maybe you have a work environment where people routinely mock Jesus Christ. Or you have a neighbor or friend who refuses to accept the claims of Christ. 

Well today I want to give your heart some hope about the unbelief of others. Today we read a passage so remarkable and so unbelievable, you almost wouldn’t think it could be written. 

But it’s a passage that gives us great insight into two seemingly competing ideas. The total sovereignty of God and the free will of man. Theologians have conflicted about this for centuries and the debate still rages, with whole denominations and church movements lined up on each side. 

The central question we ask is this: If God is in complete control, how can man have a free will? And if man has a free will, how can God have complete control? 
The Aftermath of a Miracle

I urge you to turn in your Bible’s to John 11. We’ll begin with verse 45. If you were here last week, you know what is happening in this chapter. Or if you are familiar with the gospel of John you know what is happening. But let’s review anyways. 

One of Jesus’ closest friends, Lazarus, had unexpectedly died. The two sisters, Mary and Martha, friends and devoted followers of Christ, had summoned Jesus from 2 days journey away. But Jesus waited until Lazarus was completely dead—four days into the funeral when there was no doubt about the decomposition of the body, when opening the tomb would mean the body would have the awful stench of death. 

And Jesus waited until everyone had gathered, until multitudes of Jewish people were present—and then he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from death to life. 

It was Jesus’ most powerful miracle. He had told Martha, “I am the Ressurrection and the Life” and here he proved it, by raising a man from the dead. This wasn’t a healing. This wasn’t a stunt that somebody could later say was made-up. Because a huge crowd of witnesses was there. The guys who lifted the stone, and the people who tore off the grave clothes could legitimately testify to this miracle. 
And the text says, “Many believed on Jesus that day.” Many believed. Well, that’s obvious. Who wouldn’t believe on Jesus as Messiah now? 

If John’s account in chapter eleven ended here, wow, what a great story with a happy ending. But it doesn’t. 

The Sovereignty of God

The rest of John’s account tells of the reaction of those who refused to believe, including the feckless religious and political leaders, who didn’t just “not believe” Jesus, but whose hearts were crusted over with pride and unbelief. 

Now before we get into this, let’s remember that John is writing this many years after this happened. And you can tell John is doing this, because overlaying this entire episode is the absolutely sovereignty of God, even in the sordid affairs of men. 

When John was in the moment, I guarantee you He didn’t see that. But as John looks back with divine inspiration from the Holy Spirit, the message to us believers, here today, in the 21st century is that God is absolutely in charge and in control of the world and even the worst acts of men are within the jurisdiction of His control. And yet, men are accountable for their choices. 

The writer of Proverbs wisely states “Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the Lord that will stand. Proverbs 19:21 (ESV)

So when we read this, we must read it as John wrote it, with the veritical perspective of an all-sovereign God, whose purposes are sure, from old to everlasting. 
1) The Sovereignty of God in Unbelief 

Then many of the Jews which came to Mary, and had seen the things which Jesus did, believed on him. 
But some of them went their ways to the Pharisees, and told them what things Jesus had done. 
Then gathered the chief priests and the Pharisees a council, and said, What do we? for this man doeth many miracles. 
If we let him thus alone, all men will believe on him: and the Romans shall come and take away both our place and nation. 
John 11:45-48 (KJV) 
Jesus—a miracle never before done, a miracle no one but God Himself could pull off. And yet they still refused to believe on Jesus the Messiah. 
Now notice this. They didn’t refute the miracle itself. The text says they told the authorities “what things Jesus had done.” 

This tells us several things about the human heart. First, these people chose to disbelieve of their own volition. Its not unlike a church service or meeting where the Gospel is preached. Many believe and others disbelieve. But here there was no coercion, there was no singing 100 verses of “Just AS I Am.” 

You didn’t really need that, what with a man rising from the dead. You see, even though God is completely sovereign, God also gives man a free will. God never, ever forces a man to believe in him. Now the Godhead employes all the tools of Heaven and eternity to persuade a man to believe. The Holy Spirit draws, God brings people and circumstances into our lives. But God doesn’t force us to believe. 

This is what separates us from the animals. The animals, they have no choice, no free will. This should answer the problem of evil in the world. Why does God allow evil to happen? Because he has given mankind a free will. Now, God overrules that which interferes with his overall purposes and as we’ll see in the next point, God is sovereign even among the wrong choices. 

But when man accepts or rejects Christ, he is doing so out of his own free will. 

Secondly, unbelief doesn’t arise because of the lack of sufficient evidence, but because of a choice. 
I recently read about a journalist who spent two years “undercover” at Liberty University, to write a behind the scenes book about evangelical Christians. She came with some hard biases, but she said continually she had to keep herself from believing and understanding Jesus Christ. The preaching, the lives of the students—it was tugging at her heart. But in the end, she remained an atheist. 

I came away from that thinking this. She didn’t refuse Christ because of a lack of evidence, but because she deliberately chose. These people had seen the risen Lazarus. And yet they still rejected. 

I’m reminded of the story of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16. Here we’re given a glimpse of the horrors of hell. As the rich man is suffering, he begs Abraham to send Lazarus to his five brothers so they would believe. Abraham responds by saying, 

Abraham saith unto him, They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them. And he said, Nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them from the dead, they will repent. And he said unto him, If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead. Luke 16:29-31 (KJV) 
You see, miracles can only go so far. There has to be a point where a person opens up their mind and heart to accept Christ. Now, the Holy Spirit is constantly wooing and drawing hearts, but many, many resist that. They shut the door of their hearts. 
I also think this. I believe everyone has an opportunity to come to faith until they are dead, but there is also a hardening that occurs. God hardened Pharoaoh’s heart, not because God’s will was for Pharaoh to disbelieve, but because Pharaoh was choosing the path of hardening and disbelief. There is a time in a person’s life when the miracles stop. When all that is left is faith. And sadly, there will be many who despite the evidence, despite the facts, will reject Jesus. 

Ray Stedman said this. “Man is free to choose, but he is not free to choose his consequences.” That is so true. 

Thirdly, disbelief produces a hardening that leads to hatred of Christ. These people didn’t just walk away from this miracle in a sort of ho-hum apathetic way. They went to the authorities and “turned in” Jesus if you will. Their apathy grew to hatred. 

Jesus himself did say that he didn’t come to bring peace, but a sword. Jesus is polarizing, not because that his His desire, but because the truth makes people uncomfortable, it provokes. 

For the people at the miracle who rejected him—Jesus pointed out their sins and need for a Savior. Their religiosity, which convinced them they were good, was a fraud and it didn’t get them any closer to Heaven. 

It’s interesting the cast of characters here. First, you have the common Jews at the scene, who got “brownie points” by reporting on Jesus. Imagine the absurdity of getting “in trouble” for performing a miracle. But isn’t that our culture today where right is wrong and wrong is right. A kid gets kicked out of high-school for bringing his Bible, but kids are handed condoms and nobody blinks. A political candidate is disqualified for believing in Creation, but accepting gay marriage is considered the “right thing to do.” 

Don’t be surprised to know that your Christian faith gets you in trouble. We’re heading toward that day in America. And our brothers and sisters around the globe are already facing that. 

Then you have the Pharisees. Now these are the religious right of their day. The conservatives. They fought to keep culture spiritual and the laws kept. They were the fundamentalists, the Bible people. We tend to see them today as hypocrites, which they were, but let’s remember, they were cultural conservatives. We’d probably vote for them to be in office. They weren’t political leaders, but religious leaders. However, they had tremendous political influence. 

Then you have the Saducess. These were the politicians. They were practical, they denied the beliefs of the Old Testament. They were not religious. They valued their power and they sided with Rome in order to preserve order in Israel. 

Interestingly, the Pharisees and the Saducees were bitter enemies. They were like the Democrats versus the Republicans. The Liberals versus the conservatives. And yet here they united in opposition to Christ. Later Herod and Pilate, bitter enemies, would work together to kill Jesus. 
I find today that to be much the same. Nothing unites opposing parties faster than the truth. I don’t think one political party is completely right. I think Jesus makes both uncomfortable. And I think when the church is taken from this world at the Rapture and the Holy Spirit’s convicting presence is gone, then you will see the parties and countries unite like never before. But that’s another message for another time!

The Pharisees hated Jesus because he exposed their hypocrisy and their sin. They were more interested in the outside than the inside and they thought their goodness would get them to Heaven. Its amazing how some of Christianity’s fiercest critics today are like the Pharisees. They hated Jesus because he exposes their hypocrisy. 

The Saducees were against Christ for political reasons. He was stirring up the people. If a poll were taken now, Jesus would win. And if Jesus won, the Romans could easily come in and crush the revolution and the Saducees would lose their position. Their opposition was purely selfish. 

And so it is that many, many reject Jesus because he makes them uncomfortable. If they follow Him, they’re lives might change, they might not be the same. I’ve had people tell me, Dan, I don’t want to be a Christian, because I might change and I don’t want that. 
So they convened the Council, the San Hedrin. This was the ruling elders in Israel, a council of 70. It was in this council that they decided to one thing. They would kill Jesus. 

What’s interesting is their statement, “What will we do with Jesus?” He had just raised a man from the dead and yet instead of accepting him, instead of falling down in worship, they determine to do away with him. Looking back, its foolish, as if you can kill the Son of God and that does away with Him. But unbelief and pride clouds the mind to reality. 

Today the question remains, “What will you do with Jesus?” You can try to do away with him by avoiding Him altogether. You can even seek to “kill Jesus” in your heart. But the question comes back. Every soul must reckon with Jesus. 

But before we end this section, I will remind you that all of these machinations, this most illegal of actions and trials, that probably worried and frustrated Jesus’ followers at the time, didn’t not surprise Heaven. They did not thwart God’s plan. 

When men reject God and turn against Him, it doesn’t surprise Heaven. In fact, God used the evil of these men to bring about his plan of redemption, conceived before the world began and promised to Adam and Even in the garden. 
Peter later says in Acts that while these men plotted, it was God who ordained: 
this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. 
Acts 2:23 (ESV) 
2) The Sovereignty of God in Evil 

Let’s continue to read John’s account: 

And one of them, named Caiaphas, being the high priest that same year, said unto them, Ye know nothing at all, 
Nor consider that it is expedient for us, that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation perish not. 
And this spake he not of himself: but being high priest that year, he prophesied that Jesus should die for that nation; 
And not for that nation only, but that also he should gather together in one the children of God that were scattered abroad. 
Then from that day forth they took counsel together for to put him to death. 
John 11:49-53 (KJV) 
Who is this Caiaphas? He is the son of Annas. Now the Old Testament law stated that once a high-priest was chosen from the family of Aaron, he was a priest for life. But the priesthood was so corrupt by this time that the Romans, in order to maintain order, would sell the job of high-priest to the highest bidder. We know that Caiaphas was high-priest for 18 years, so he must have had considerable money. 

He was a man of no integrity. He was an oily politician, a ruthless political animal, who bought and sold his character for power and position. And so his statement here is one of pure self-interest. Jesus was stirring up quite a movement. And he was dividing the country. This threatened his power base. And if it got out of hand, the Romans could sweep in and take over everything. 

So Caiaphas made the politically astute statement that Jesus must be sacrificed for the good of the country. For unity. It was a terrible statement to make. He knew Jesus was innocent, just as Pilate knew, but he was willing to barter a man’s innocence in order to preserve the status quo. 

Does this sound familiar? How often do we read of such bargains? People trading their integrity for position. There are few people willing to stand up for justice and integrity anymore. Now, this was for-ordained by God, but heaven help you if you’re one who betrays your Lord for power and position. 

What’s interesting is that for all of Caiaphas careful machinations, in 70 AD, Titus, the Roman governor, came in and sacked Jerusalem anyways. Unrest continued after Jesus’ death and the Romans violently crushed it. They destroyed the temple, they murdered the political leadership. 

Ray Stedman says this: 

What they did not know, or what they forgot, was that Israel was not being preserved by their clever political manipulations. This nation had been preserved all through its history because of the sovereign hand of God's protection upon it. They were a people whom God had said he would guard if they would walk in any degree before him. What was keeping this nation a nation, and keeping the temple central in their faith, was the hand of God. When they put the Messiah to death God removed his protection, and the nations, which had been hovering like birds of prey waiting to pounce upon them, came in and fulfilled the predictions of Jesus himself that the city would be destroyed. Now we can see that these religious zealots, these fundamentalists in their view of Scripture, were wrong. They thought they were right, they did what they felt was only necessary to do to preserve themselves, but they were terribly, horribly wrong.
Everything they protected was destroyed. Reminds me of Jesus’ statement in Matthew 6. We so often try to build our carefully protected kingdom’s down there on the earth, where moth and rust corrupt, where thieves break through and steal. How much better to live for Heaven, where our treasure is eternal and everlasting. 

There is nothing wrong with wealth on earth, but if you’re building up your kingdom at the expense of Christ, you’ll suffer the same fate as Caiaphas and one day that kingdom will be destroyed. 

But if you look beneath Caiphas words, he makes a powerful statement about Jesus. John captures this. Let me read again what he said: 
And one of them, named Caiaphas, being the high priest that same year, said unto them, Ye know nothing at all, 
Nor consider that it is expedient for us, that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation perish not. 
And this spake he not of himself: but being high priest that year, he prophesied that Jesus should die for that nation; 
And not for that nation only, but that also he should gather together in one the children of God that were scattered abroad. 
Then from that day forth they took counsel together for to put him to death. 
John 11:49-53 (KJV) 
Little did Caiphas know, that in his evil and selfish intent, he was playing into the very hands of God. Can God use evil men for his purpose? If God can speak through a donkey, God can speak through evil men. Later, those evil men nailed a mocking sign on the cross which said, “King of the Jews.” But that sign had more accurate theology than the puffy words of the Pharisees, because Jesus was the King of the Jews. 
I’m reminded of Joseph’s words to his brothers. Where he said, “What you meant for evil, God meant for good.” And so it is, dear friends, that even when evil takes hold of every institution, when corruption surrounds us, when people betray and smear and attack us, that you can be sure God is in charge, that God is using their very words and actions to bring about his will. 

In this moment, Satan is raising his hands in triumph. He has God dead to right. His plan of world domination is taking shape. He has Judas in his back pocket. He has united opposing factions. Jesus is going to be put to death. 

But what Satan didn’t realize was that at Satan’s highest point of triumph was also Heaven’s highest point of triumph. That when men had spilled out all of its anger at God that God was ordaining the most powerful story in all of history. That God was using the evil of Satan, to bring about the death of the Messiah as the sacrificial Lamb whose death would pay for the sins of the world. 

That’s why we can be content as believers and know that God is completely and totally sovereign. I want to tell you this, dear folks, when Satan is fully engaged, God is also fully engaged. And so no evil befalls that God doesn’t ordain for His purpose. 
But I want to take apart Caiphas words. You see, Jesus did die for the people and not for that nation only but for the sins of the entire world. That entire nation doesn’t perish. Here is the High Priest, who is supposed to preside over the sacrifice of a lamb, which points to the coming Lamb. And he is the very one who commissions that Lamb’s death. 
Alexander McClaren said this: “And were not the lips of this unworthy, selfish, unspiritual, unscrupulous cruel priest so used as that, all unconsciously, his words lent themselves to the proclamation of the glorious central truth of Christianity, that Christ died for the nation that slew him, rejected him, nor for them alone, but for all the world?” 

You see, it is true that Jesus had to die for the sins of the world. Here we see God’s justice and God’s holiness on full display. God’s justice demanded a response to sin. A holy God, a God who is the source of holiness and light and truth, cannot sweep sin under the rug. A just judge demands sins response. 

Some say that it is unfair that a God would require the sacrifice of one man to pay for the sins of the world. How could one death do that? And yet we underestimate who Jesus was. He was a man, but no mere man. He was God in the flesh, God’s son. And only the holy, righteous, Son of God, could assume the sins of the world. 
While God’s justice demanded the highest cost for sin, God’s love compelled Him to provide a way to pay that price. 
James Montgomery Boice, in his excellent commentary on John, says this: 

If sin could be forgiven at all, it must be on some basis which would vindicate the holy law of God, which is not a code, but the moral order of the whole creation. But each vindication must be supremely costly. Costly to whom? Not the forgiven sinner, for their could be no price asked from Him for his forgiveness; both because the cost is far beyond his reach and because God loves to give and not sell. Therefore, God Himself undertook to pay a cost, to offer a sacrifice, so tremendous that the gravity of His condemnation of sin should be absolutely beyond question even as He forgave it, while at the same time, the love which impelled Him to pay the price would be the wonder of angels and would call forth the worshipping gratitude of the redeemed sinner.

You see, people all the time accuse us of believing in “cheap grace” but the truth is that there is nothing cheap about salvation. It was purchased at the highest possible price. While it is free for us who believe, it cost God everything. 
And so yes, Caiphas, you’re right, Jesus did die, not only for the entire nation of Israel, but for those scattered. And I’m glad John mentions that part of his statement, because those scattered means that the cross was not just for the Jewish people, but for the entire world. Jesus says in John 3:16, that God loved the entire world—every soul. 

Salvation is open to all, all who believe. 

3) God is Sovereign in Time 
Its kind of a footnote a the end of John’s chapter, but there is a lot of theology in this footnote. Let’s read the end of the chapter: 

Jesus therefore walked no more openly among the Jews; but went thence unto a country near to the wilderness, into a city called Ephraim, and there continued with his disciples. 
And the Jews' passover was nigh at hand: and many went out of the country up to Jerusalem before the passover, to purify themselves. 
Then sought they for Jesus, and spake among themselves, as they stood in the temple, What think ye, that he will not come to the feast? 
Now both the chief priests and the Pharisees had given a commandment, that, if any man knew where he were, he should shew it, that they might take him. 
John 11:54-57 (KJV) 
Now we really don’t know where Ephraim is, but we know its about 15 miles to the north. It was a quiet village where Jesus and the disciples could relax and escape to the wilderness if needed. 

Now this was Passover time—when all of Israel went up to Jerusalem. And the talk of the town was Jesus. Everywhere, as they were standing in line at the temple or in their homes, people were whispering and wondering. What do you think about Jesus? Will he come to the Feast? 

And apparently there was an all-points bulletin out about Jesus. If anyone knew anything about him, they were to turn him in. 

I think this is loaded with irony. First, Jesus is such a threat, but they can’t catch him. Jesus said earlier that nobody took his life, he laid it down. How true that is. It would be one week before Jesus would be hanging on a cross. They’d have him, but man would not kill Jesus until Jesus was ready. Jesus was God and all the events and their timing were in His hands. He controlled them. 

At the same time, the entire country was coming to Jerusalem for Passover. You can’t help the irony here. What does the Passover celebrate? Israel’s freedom from Egypt, where they put the blood of a perfect lamb on the doorposts. And the death angel would pass-over the doorposts with blood. 

That was a picture of a future Lamb, whose blood would cover the door of the hearts of those who believe so that death—eternal separation from God—would pass over them. And that very Lamb was there and in one week his blood would be shed for them. 

But here they stood and partook of this ceremony. Probably for most it was routine. It was religious. Even the scheming leaders partook of it. 

And yet they had no idea they what they were doing. So it is today. Today across the world, many people are going to church. They partake of ceremonies. They do the rituals. But in their hearts they are either oblivious to the object of those sacraments or else they are actually enemies of the Lord. 

They partake of communion. They get baptized. They pray. They sing. And yet they are so far from Jesus. Their rituals are empty. Their religion is dead. 

Here God is among them. Jesus Christ is in their midst. And they miss him completely. 

And yet, God is in the timing of this. Nothing surprises the Godhead. Everything was clicking according the pre-ordained plan of God. Jesus didn’t submit himself to death until it was the Father’s will. And He knew they couldn’t touch Him until He allowed. 

Closing Lessons

There are several powerful lessons in this text for us today. 

1) The question is this. What will you do with Jesus? Will you be one of those who harden your heart to Him in unbelief? Maybe you’re sitting there seething in anger because you hate Jesus Christ. But I want to say to you, Jesus knows you too and Jesus loves you too and Jesus cares for you too and wants you to believe. Or will you fall down in worship at Jesus. Will you see the proof of Jesus as the Christ and humble your heart in acceptance and worship? 

2) Does Jesus make you uncomfortable? Does he unsettle you? He should. Does he threaten your little man-made kingdom? You see, faith in Christ is never safe. Its always the risky option. Christian, who knows the Lord, are you willing to be risky for him?
3) Dear Sinner, do you see what God has done for you? Do you see that He provided a sacrifice for your sin, in His son Jesus Christ? God is holy and just, but God is also loving. His love compelled Him to send Jesus, who is God, and hang on the cross. Jesus loves you. He loves you and wants you to be His child. Believe on him today. Trust Him as your Savior and you’ll have eternal life. Salvation is free for you, but it cost Jesus His life. 
4) Believer, do you see this world through the prism of your circumstances, or do you see the hand of God? Oh that we could get a vertical view of God. To see the machinations and anger and sin and know that God even uses evil for His and our good. Trust God. 

