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John 10:22-30 
22At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was 
winter, 23and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So 
the Jews gathered around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in 
suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” 25Jesus answered, “I have 
told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name 
testify to me; 26but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 
27My sheep hear my voice, I know them, and they follow me. 28I gave them 
eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my 
hand. 29What my father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can 
snatch it out of the Father’s hand. 30The Father and I are one.” 
 
 It’s a late December day in Jerusalem. Jesus is walking in the portico of 

Solomon, an old and revered part of the Temple, and as usual, he’s drawing a 

crowd. This time, the people gathered around him have come to celebrate the 

Feast of the Dedication, better known to us as Hanukkah, a festival honoring 

the rededication of the Temple after it was defiled by the Syrian Greeks in 

164 BCE.   

 The people have come with a question. Maybe they’ve heard one of 

Jesus’ parables, or maybe they’ve seen a miracle or two. Or maybe they just 

want to trap him into saying something they will find fault with. Whatever 

the motive, the question is one that is simple, yet quite a zinger; “How long 

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

 On the one hand, it feels odd that the lectionary text would have us 

asking this question for clarity so soon after Easter. We just celebrated the 

most clear, most plainly obvious proof of Jesus being the Messiah. So, how, 

just four short weeks later, are we still “in suspense” after the resurrection?   

 On the other hand, the question and its timing in our lectionary, feel 

spot on. It tells us the truth about how faith works, if we’re honest enough to 



 

admit it. Most of the time, faith isn’t an easy, simple path from confusion to 

clarity, from doubt to trust. It’s an ongoing, perpetual process. A path we 

trace over and over from knowing to unknowing, from unbelief to belief.  

From “Christ is Risen” to “If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” This is real 

life. This is what humans do. So, if you find yourself asking Jesus to “speak 

plainly” into the circumstances of your life on this fourth Sunday of Easter, 

then you’re not alone. If you find yourself impatient for Jesus to rise again, 

one more time, into the realities of your life day in and day out, then welcome 

to the way of authentic faith. This is how it works.   

 I don’t know about you, but for me, the question Jesus confronts in the 

temple hits a bit of a nerve these days in a world where the news is filled 

with pain and violence and death and where our church denomination is in 

the news far more often and in far less flattering ways than we’d like. It 

seems quite easy to want to pray the way the opposition approaches Jesus. If 

you are…; if you are good; if you are powerful; if you are loving; if you are the 

Messiah, then stop talking in riddles. Stop hiding when we long to see you. 

Show up, speak plainly, and act decisively. Give us answers! Take this world 

filled with chaos and the grayness of uncertainty and turn it black and white, 

once and for all! 

 How does Jesus respond? Well, not plainly. “I have told you, and you do 

not believe.” And then, even worse, “You do not believe, because you do not 

belong to my sheep.” Ouch. It seems harsh. It’s so harsh that it might be easy 

to assume it doesn’t apply to us. After all, many of us have grown up in the 

church. Many have been members of this church, or another church, for 

decades. We listen to the Bible; some of us even read it on our own. We say 

our prayers. We know the hymns … at least the good ones. Surely we both 

believe and belong.   



 

 Except when we don’t; the problem with Jesus’ indictment in this text is 

that it does apply to us … and probably not all that infrequently. Because as 

humans, we want answers; we want certainty; we want to know where we’re 

headed. And when we insist that Jesus speak plainly, what we’re really 

saying is “I don’t trust that you are already speaking to me” or at the very 

least, “I don’t trust my capacity to hear your voice. You’re supposed to be my 

Good Shepherd. I’m supposed to know your voice, but often, I don’t.”   

 At first glance, Jesus’ reply might appear to suggest that belonging to 

him depends on believing in him. But, in fact, what he says is exactly the 

opposite. Instead he is saying, “You struggle to believe because you don’t 

agree to belong.” In other words, belief doesn’t come first. It can’t come first.  

Belonging does.   

 And that, my friends, is Good News. According to this text, whatever 

belief we come to in our lives will not come from the ups and downs of the 

world around us. It will not come from a creed, or a doctrine, or a 

denominational vote, or even a cleverly worded sermon … as much as I might 

want to think it will. Instead, it will come from our daily, our hourly business 

of belonging to Jesus’ flock, of walking in the footsteps of the Shepherd, living 

in the company of fellow sheep, listening in real time for the voice of the one 

whose classroom is rocky hills, hidden pastures, and deeply shadowed 

valleys.   

 I wonder if Jesus resisted the crowd’s question that day because it was 

so completely inadequate. What good would it have done if he had stood up in 

the Temple and yelled, “Yes, I am the Christ!” I doubt that anything would 

have changed. Perhaps he would have been arrested that day instead of 

shortly after.   

 I believe that by refusing the “speak plainly,” Jesus was honoring 

human life for the incredibly complicated and messy reality that it is. Living 



 

as we do on this side of the Resurrection, we know that even the greatest 

miracle in human history wasn’t enough to stop Jesus’ followers from asking 

challenging questions. We know that even the first to see the empty tomb 

struggled to believe. We are a wondering species, a wandering species, a 

species prone to stumbling around … like sheep.   

 I’m fairly sure that Jesus’ answer that day wasn’t what the people in 

the Temple wanted to hear. They wanted to be able to believe from the 

outside. They wanted a version of the truth that wouldn’t require them to 

step into the messy, smelly sheep pen where they would have to wander 

around with other sheep. They wanted certainty without risk; truth without 

trust; a Messiah who would provide for them without provoking them. But 

that kind of “plain speaking” isn’t an option, Jesus says. You only get that 

kind of understanding within and among the fold.   

 Sheep know their shepherd because they belong to him. They walk, 

graze, feed and sleep in his shadow, beneath his rod and staff, within earshot 

of their voice. There is no belonging from the outside, my friends. Belong to 

one another, Jesus says. Agree to belong to me. Belief will follow. May it be 

so, amen.   


