
“Understanding Unbelief”                                                          March 29, 2015 
John 7:1-13 !
INTRO:  The story is told of a man who thought he was dead. 
His family and friends were concerned about his delusion, 
   so they placed him under the care of a psychiatrist for treatment. 
The doctor decided that he would cure the man by selecting one fact, 
   one undeniable, scientific fact,  
   that would prove to this man that he could not be dead. 
He chose the fact that dead men do not bleed. !
For a week he lectured his patient on the physiology of the circulatory system,  
   and how the pumping of the blood and its coursing through the veins and arteries 
   is a function of the living alone and never the dead. 
And then they spent a second week in the anatomy lab, dissecting cadavers, 
   looking at first hand evidence that death ends all circulation.. !
After their weeks together, the patient said:  
   Doc, I get it.  I believe you.  Dead men don’t bleed. 
And as soon as he said it, the doctor, with a triumphant look on his face,  
   grabbed the man’s arm and stuck a needle in it.   
The man looked at his arm, turned white as a sheet, and said, 
   “Good Lord, dead men bleed after all!” !
One of the big questions that John addresses in his Gospel is this: 
   If the evidence for Jesus Christ is so good, why don’t more people believe in him? 
That question comes into particular focus when you remember that John’s  
   purpose for writing this Gospel was to stimulate faith in Christ. 
Near the end of the book, John 20:31, he gives us his purpose statement:   
   These are written that you may believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
   and that by believing you may have life in his name. !
John wrote his account of Jesus’ life and ministry. 
   So that people would believe he is the Christ, the long-promised Messiah. 
   And so that people would believe he is the Son of God, divine, from heaven. 
   And that by believing in him, people would have eternal life. 
John sets about to prove it.  He makes his case.   
   He uses witnesses and testimonies and evidences and signs. 



   He tells all sorts of things Jesus said and did. 
But in the very act of telling Jesus’ story, he reports many people did not believe. 
And these were people who where actually there and who heard Jesus speak with  
   own ears, who saw him perform miracles with own eyes.   
They didn’t have to read about Jesus in a book, like we do, 
   separated by 2,000 years from these events. !
Do you see the problem?  John himself says that  
   the very reason he wrote his Gospel was to lead people to belief. 
But as the story unfolds, with every passing chapter, 
   Jesus is met with more unbelief and more skepticism.   
So if the evidence for Jesus is so good, why don’t more people believe in him? 
   Why didn’t more people believe in him then? 
   Why don’t more people believe in him now? !
Well, John doesn’t shy away from this problem.  He doesn’t try to cover it up. 
   He records and describes the full range of unbelief Jesus encountered. 
And in doing that he gives us an explanation for unbelief. 
   He helps us understand it.   !
It’s a complicated subject.  And this isn’t the only place John addresses it. 
In chapter six, when Jesus says to the unbelieving Jewish religious leaders: 
   “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.” 
Unbelief is so strong that it is impervious to evidence.  
   It takes a supernatural, sovereign work of God in a person’s heart to enable belief. !
But in chapter 7 John describes unbelief in greater depth. 
   This chapter is a sort of anatomy of unbelief that will take time to work through. 
John analyzes unbelief in the human heart 
   and he lets us in on the three big reasons why more people don’t believe in Christ. !
As Christians, we all need a hearty theology of unbelief.   
   It will help us understand the world we live in. 
It will understand and sympathize with unbelievers  
   and make us more sensitive witnesses for Christ.   !
So that will be the outline of this sermon—three big reasons for unbelief. 
   I’ll give them to you as we go. 



!!
MP#1  Hatred 
The first reason more people do not believe in Jesus in spite of the evidence 
   is probably the most controversial reason—hatred.  They hate Jesus. 
John tells us early and often that the Jews wanted to kill Jesus. !
Now the question that has been asked over and over is why? 
   Why did they hate Jesus so much that they wanted to kill him? 
Why would you hate a man who turned water into wine? 
   It seems like everybody would have wanted him around. !
Bill O’Reilly just published a book called Killing Jesus. 
   I haven’t read it, I’ve just read reviews.  
O’Reilly says the reason Jesus was hated was political.   
   In an interview he said Jesus turning over the moneychangers’ tables in the  
   Temple was a blow to the political class that was overtaxing the people. 
Jesus was threatening their scheme of taxation and their money flow, 
   so they had to get rid of him. 
  
That’s a typical interpretation of Jesus for our time—a political interpretation. 
   It’s the only grid that much of the intelligentsia of our day understands. 
   For them, everything explained by politics, taxes, class warfare, power struggles. 
O’Reilly gives it a rightwing slant and claims Jesus as an anti-tax, small gov guy. 
   But there have been just as many leftwing political interpretations of Christ that  
   paint him as a revolutionary who supported the dictatorship of proletariat.   !
What’s interesting about all these modern political explanations of Jesus 
   is that they imply Jesus would have been on their particular side. 
He would have advocated their political vision.  They would not have hated him. 
   Their political enemies would have hated him.   
   Democrats would hate Jesus if he were alive today.  No, Republicans would.   
  
Now, we would certainly agree that politics were part of the picture. 
   After feeding the 5,000, the crowd wanted to make Jesus king. 
   The disciples themselves thought the Christ would sit on David’s throne  
   in Jerusalem, and that would require throwing off Roman rule. 
The religious and political leaders of the Jews envied Christ’s influence and  



   popularity with the people.  Pilate himself picked up on that. 
And there have certainly been men hated and killed for political reasons. 
   But what did Jesus himself say was the underlying source of this hatred? 
It’s in verse 7.  Jesus was talking to his brothers. 
   The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify that what it does is evil. 
   The world hates him because he judges people.  He calls them evildoers. 
We’ve already seen one example back in chapter 5, after healing paralyzed man. 
   He did it on the Sabbath and the Jews attacked him for that. 
So Jesus levels a devastating indictment.   
   He says:  You know what your problem is?  You don’t have love of God in hearts. 
   You don’t love God.  You love the praise of men.  He’s calling them bad people. !
The reason many people don’t believe in Jesus in spite of the evidence is that they  
   hate him for exposing their sin and making them feel bad about themselves.   
That’s human nature.  We want to have our cake and eat it too. 
   Want to do whatever we want to do.  And we want to be affirmed as good people. 
   Willing to say:  I might have done some bad things, but deep down, I’m good.   
But when someone has the audacity to say that what we are doing is evil because 
   our hearts are evil—that makes us mad enough to kill him.   
That’s the effect Jesus has on many people.  
   Now, Jesus is no longer here physically.  He is in heaven. 
   But he is represented here on earth through his people. 
So times one can see hostility to Christianity because it bears witness to Christ,  
   and people sense his goodness and judgment of their evil and hate him for it.   !
The most vivid recent example is in the realm of sexual ethics. 
For 2,000 years the church has taken its definition of marriage from Jesus. 
   In Matthew 19 he goes back to creation and describes marriage as the permanent 
   union between a man and a woman.  It’s the basis of the teaching of the church. 
Now, society and government have sought to redefine marriage. 
   And it is interesting to note the outrage expressed when a church or Christian 
   institution simply re-affirms historical teaching, which is the teaching of Jesus. !
The world never considers the claims of Jesus.  The world never considers the 
   evidence that he is the Son of God, and that he is therefore the only one qualified  
   to speak authoritatively on this matter. 
Instead they shout:  How dare you judge us.  You have to change your mind.   
   In doing that, they miss grace.  Because Jesus judges and exposes sin not to be  



   nasty, but in compassion, so that sinners will repent and come to him.   
That brings us to the second reason more people do not believe in Jesus  
   in spite of the good evidence . . . !
This second reason is not given a name, but it’s epitomized by Jesus’ brothers. 
I don’t know exactly what to call it.   
   One preacher called it misunderstanding.  That seems too weak.   
   Another called it secularism, focusing only on the here and now.  That’s good. 
But for our outline, I’ll just call it . . . !
MP#2  Blindness !
Look again at the context.  Jesus was in Galilee, in the north, where he grew up. 
The Feast of Tabernacles was approaching. 
   This was the most popular of the three annual feasts, drew biggest crowds. 
   It was the equivalent of our Thanksgiving holiday. 
It celebrated historically God bringing the Israelites through the wilderness 
   and providing them manna until their first harvest in the Promised Land. 
   So it was a harvest festival with lots of happiness and feasting. 
Jerusalem was packed with pilgrims during Tabernacles.   !
Verse 3. 
   Jesus’ brothers said to him, “You ought to leave here and go to Judea, so that your disciples  
   may see the miracles you do.  No one who wants to become a public figure acts in secret.   
   Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world.”   
Do you understand what they were saying to him? 
   They were saying:  Listen, big brother, if you want to become a person of  
   influence, you have to get in the game.  You’ve got lots of potential. 
But you have to get out of the sticks, you have to get out of Galilee. 
   You have to go to Judea and Jerusalem where things are happening. 
   That’s where you are going to make a name for yourself. 
Get out of Cullman, go to New York City—that’s the idea. !
But look at John’s next comment. 
   For even his own brothers did not believe in him. 
It sounds like they believed.  They wanted him to make it and be influential. 
   They wanted him to grow in popularity and increase his followers. 
   But it wasn’t really belief.  They were unbelievers.  



And that’s because they were blind to the spiritual realities of who Jesus 
   was and what he came to do.   
They were only able to look at him from a limited, secular perspective. 
   They didn’t have any bigger framework of understanding. 
Jesus replied by saying that for them any time was right,  
   but that his time had not yet come—the time of his death, substitutionary death. 
That’s why I’ve come.  Not to be popular, but to die for the world’s salvation. 
But it went right over their heads. 
   They had no idea what he was talking about. 
Here’s the point:  Many people don’t believe in Jesus in spite of the evidence 
   because they suffer from a profound spiritual blindness.   
They don’t even have categories in their minds to grasp why Jesus came.  . !
There is a man who attended our church off and on a few years ago. 
   He and I talked a several times and I tried to figure out where he was spiritually.  
What was curious was that he talked about God and prayer and God answering  
   prayers, but there was something fundamental that was missing.   
He filtered everything through this grid of self-actualization. 
   He talked about achieving his personal potential, gaining a healthy self-image, 
   and how God was helping him meet his goals, becoming a positive person.  
And he told me how much he liked my sermons.  How good they made him feel. 
   And I thought to myself:  Crap!  Is that what he’s hearing from me?! !
But when I tried to steer the conversation to the cross, the resurrection, 
   repentance, faith, sin, salvation, regeneration—he would listen politely and nod— 
   and then go right back to his positive self-image stuff.  
   He wasn’t turned off by what I said, he thought talking the same language. 
I think there are lots of people like that— 
   for whom Jesus and Christianity is some other thing than what it really is.   
   They are blind and deaf to the real Jesus, even as they talk about his name. 
Any form of cultural Christianity produces this.  Danger of living in Bible Belt.  
   A form of belief that filters out the real claims of Jesus.   !
On a tangent, this is what the word-faith, health and wealth movement 
   has done to thousands of people in America and around the world. 
It is a preaching that has blinded them to the real Jesus by filtering Jesus through 
   a grid of material prosperity.  God wants you to be rich. 
How does Joel Osteen put it? 



   Your best life now.  Imagine the life you want.   
   Claim it in faith and God will give it to you.  That’s what Jesus is about.  
People who believe that are just like Jesus’ brothers. 
   They wanted him to make a splash.  They didn’t get it that he came to die for sins. 
   They acknowledged him, but they didn’t believe in him.   
So that’s another facet of unbelief—not hatred but blindness to spiritual things. 
   And that brings us to the third reason . . . !
MP#3  Fear 
Jesus went to the Feast of Tabernacles.  Not as his brothers wanted him to go. 
   Not with fanfare and a big splash.  He went privately and quietly. 
   You have to remember this was in the days before photography and media. 
The only people who knew Jesus by sight were those who had actually met him. 
   So it would have been possible for him to slip into Jerusalem unnoticed. !
And John tells us that people were talking about him. 
   There was widespread whispering.  And opinion was divided. 
Some said he was a deceiver and not to be trusted. 
   Others said:  No, he is a good man.  But everyone was whispering.  Why? 
   Vs. 13:  No one would say anything public about him for fear of the Jews. 
That is the third reason many people don’t believe in Jesus 
   in spite of the good evidence that he is the Christ and the Son of God. 
   Because they are afraid of other people.  !
This is the case in Muslim families and Muslim countries. 
   It is illegal for Muslims to convert to Christianity. 
   The price a person often pays is terrible—sometimes death. 
I looked online at several Christian sites that minister to former Muslims who 
   have come to faith in Jesus and they were filled with story after story of  
   people being rejected by their parents, losing their spouses, their children, their  
   jobs and homes, death threats, physical violence. !
There is a student at Covenant College right now,  
   a classmate of several of our own church kids who are up there. 
Her family immigrated here from Pakistan and settled in Ohio 
   She was a teenager and she started an internet conversation with a pastor 
   who led her to Christ.  Her parents became so enraged that she feared for her life. 
So she fled from her home and went to the home of this pastor in Florida. 



   It caused a big legal battle.  Her family argued she was a minor so must return. 
What she was sure her parents would do is ship her back to Pakistan to relatives 
   and marry her against her will to a Muslim man.   
   Fortunately, the courts decided in her favor, she stayed with the Christian family. 
Eliza has a class with her and says she is more in love with Jesus  
   than any Christian she has ever known. 
Praise God she overcame her fear—but many don’t. 
   Why are Christians tiny minorities in some countries— 
   because of the fear of even considering the claims of Christ. 
And there are certain academic fields and jobs where a declaration of faith in Jesus 
   could be a terrible blow to a person’s career.   
It might keep you from getting tenure or a promotion— 
   and it would certainly bring mockery and disdain from your colleagues. 
Imagine what a scientist in a secular university might face, 
   or even an English professor for that matter. 
Or what about a person in the entertainment industry of Hollywood or New York? 
   Faith in Christ would be a frightening prospect. 
   We have no idea, living as we do in this Gospel-friendly place.   !
Many of you know LT, and his friendship with the late Christopher Hitchens.   
Once Larry drove Hitchens from DC to Bham for debate because Hitchens  
   did not want to fly.  On the trip, Larry made them read the Gospel of John aloud  
   and talk about it. 
He said that at times Hitchens was moved—but then he would harden himself. !
Larry told him that the thing that would send him to hell was his pride. 
   He loved his reputation as the brilliant atheist and opponent of Christianity. 
   He loved the adoration of his fans. 
And he would never let the claims of Jesus penetrate for fear 
   of what he would lose if he converted, for fear of mockery of former fans. !
I’m not telling you anything you don’t know. 
But I’m giving these examples to show that we shouldn’t treat this fear lightly 
   or think of it as a poor excuse. 
There are times and places where believing in Christ and even talking 
   about him seriously comes at enormous cost.   
And for a great many people, fear is reason enough to not even  
   consider the evidence that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.   



!
So let’s review:  If the evidence for Jesus is so good, why don’t more believe? 
   Hatred—because Jesus Christ exposes our evil. 
   Blindness to who Jesus really is and why he came. 
   And fear of the response of other people. 
A powerful, unholy trinity that keeps many people from eternal life. !
What are we to do with this knowledge?  Why does the Bible tell us this? 
   Why did John the Apostle think this was so important to include? !
I think it’s so we will see what a great and amazing and miraculous thing faith is. 
   For the Holy Spirit to break through our hatred and blindness and fear— 
   for God the Father to draw us to his Son, and make him lovely in our eyes. 
That makes us fall on our knees in wonder and gratitude. 
   We should not believe, none of us.  But we do.   
   Our native unbelief has been overcome by his grace. !
And then, I think the response to all this is that we share our faith. 
   We tell people about Jesus and invite them to trust him like we do. 
And in doing that we know that we will face this unholy trinity  
   of hatred, blindness, and fear—just like Jesus did way back then. 
But we also know that God is greater, 
   and that as he drew us, he will draw others, and overcome their unbelief— 
   so we can trust him and tell others about our Savior. 


