
Do you find Jesus at times offensive?                                                                                    

(Sermon for Advent 3 – Sunday 15th December 2019 - Matthew 11:2-11) 

As most of you are aware, I have been ordained as a priest now just over 40 years, which is 

seven years longer than the whole earthly life of Jesus. That is a sobering thought isn’t it? I 

don’t know how many sermons I must have preached over that time, not only on Sundays, 

but on all sorts of other occasions as well. The number must run into the thousands. If I, at 

a conservative guess, have preached 40 different sermons per year of a Sunday and 40 

different sermons of a Wednesday (and in some Parishes I had two or three extra weekday 

services), and if I preached 20 other sermons at special other occasions during the year, 

then this would add up to 100 sermons per year times 40 years which totals at least 4000 

sermons over my lifetime!!  

That is staggering to me and yet, due to the eternal living power of the Word of God in the 

Holy Spirit speaking through Scripture, I am generally able to find something hopefully 

worthwhile and relevant to say each time.                                        

Often, as I read a passage, something different or some particular verse stands out for me 

that I may not have really noticed before. In today’s Gospel, for instance, there is to me that 

rather odd verse that I have never really paid much attention to before.                                     

This verse is the statement by Jesus: “Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”              

Here is the background to this statement. When the prophet, John the Baptist, is arrested 

and put into prison by King Herod, John is able to send some of his disciples to ask Jesus 

about Jesus’ true identity and purpose. Is Jesus the Messiah, the One anointed by God, that 

they have been waiting for? Jesus answers them by listing all the good deeds and teaching 

and miraculous healings he has been doing.                                                                                                

Then after this he says: “Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”  

We may possibly think why would anyone take offense at his good teachings and loving 

deeds and wonderful healings? But sadly, the Gospels do tell us that many, particularly 

those in positions of religious and political power and authority, do take offense. Jesus was 

not the usual sort of Jewish religious teacher or rabbi.  

Jesus was often questioning some of the traditional required rituals and legalistic rules that 

hampered or even denied giving God’s open love and care to others. Jesus did openly 

welcome, and he even sought out, the unacceptable and oppressed in traditional Jewish 

society. He welcomed many who were seen as unclean or as sinners or outsiders by the 

religious aristocracy of Israel. He welcomed any who were seeking for God, and many of 

these seemed to have been non-Jews, like Samaritans or Roman soldiers or people from 

other nations surrounding Israel. He welcomed prostitutes and lepers and the despised tax 

collectors who were employed by the hated Romans. He welcomed those who for whatever 

reason were marginalized by the community at large.  



In addition, Jesus was rather relentless in his criticism and verbal attacks upon the religious 

and institutional authorities of his day. It appears quite clear that many more people were 

in fact turned away from his demanding teachings on love and justice than who remained 

with him and became his devoted followers. Some of those who turned away were 

offended or angry at what he said and taught. Others were too busy or apathetic or self-

satisfied to change their lifestyles and get involved in the revolution of faith that Jesus 

challenged them to.                                                                                                                                               

We are here today, most of us anyway, because we are attracted to the teachings and the 

inclusive love of God that Jesus offers, or because we are still searching and seeking and 

hoping to find in Jesus the eternal promise and hope and anchor point for our lives. We 

hopefully find in this community at St Mary’s an attractive and welcoming face of 

Christianity and one that is supportive and empowering for us.                                                                       

We may in fact be some of the very ones that Jesus refers to in this verse:                   

“Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me”                                                                                                                                                                  

All of the four Gospels begin the adult life of Jesus with the public ministry of the popular 

prophet John who was called the Baptist. John was actually a second cousin of Jesus, as 

Jesus’ mother Mary and John’s mother Elizabeth were cousins. John dedicated his life to 

being a nomadic prophetic desert dweller. He was an outspoken prophet of God’s purpose 

and of God’s loving desire for his people Israel. John proclaims to a growing crowd of 

listeners that God is about to break into this world with a new world order or paradigm.  

John was just a chosen prophetic voice sent by God to prepare 

the way for the promised Messiah, the long-awaited anointed 

one of God, who was coming very soon to usher in this new 

world order. This will be a new age of God’s restorative and 

new creative purpose. John proclaimed to one and all: “Get 

ready! Be prepared! Come and be baptized in the River Jordan 

as an active symbol of your desire to be part of this new world 

order.”  

Jesus comes to the river Jordan while John is preaching and 

asks to be baptized by him. John then declares that Jesus is the One that they have all been 

waiting for. So, John baptizes Jesus and a voice from heaven declares “This is my beloved 

Son in whom I am well pleased. Listen to him!”                                                                                                           

Unfortunately, John the Baptist was becoming far too popular for the authorities to ignore 

him.  Large crowds were thronging down to Jericho to listen to him and John was also 

denouncing the corruption found in places of authority. He strongly castigated King Herod 

himself as being sinful and adulterous for seducing and then marrying Herodias, his own 

brother Philip’s wife. As a result, Herod was forced by his very angry wife Herodias to have 

John arrested and imprisoned. 



 At this stage, perhaps John was a little disappointed that Jesus did not seem to be the all-

conquering Messiah that most had expected the Messiah to be. So, John sent some of his 

disciples to ask Jesus if he was the Messiah or should they look for someone else? Jesus 

responds by drawing their attention to all the great signs and wonders he has performed. 

These were all the signs and wonders that the Old Testament prophets, particularly Isaiah, 

proclaimed that the Messiah would do. The deaf hear, the lame walk, the dumb speak, the 

dead are raised and the prisoners are released from their places of bondage. Then Jesus 

finishes with the words: “Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me” or literally in the 

original Greek “is not scandalized by me.”  

As Jesus sought to begin to usher in God’s loving purpose and new order for the world, so 

Jesus challenged all the social injustices and the oppression of the poor and powerless and 

marginalized of Israel. In doing so, Jesus strongly berated the total lack of compassion and 

the selfishness and greed of the wealthy and powerful and the religiously ultra-orthodox.  

So, Jesus did clearly scandalize and offend most of those who were rich, and those in 

positions of power and authority. As Jesus healed and performed great miracles, especially 

for the unclean and outcasts and poor of society, so he upset those who wanted to 

maintain strict caste rules and absolute control of those who were allowed to be “in” and 

those who were deemed to be outside acceptable standards of community and religious 

practice. Time and again, when Jesus performed some wonderful and miraculous work, the 

predominate response was not grateful praise and thanks but rather the hostile response: 

“By what authority do you do these things?”                                                                                                                 

And of course, we still live in a similar world where there is much suffering and violence and 

distress and oppression. Our world is still strongly under the yoke of the powerful and 

greedy and the unjust, who make so many people’s lives a misery, and who make and enact 

laws that preserve and grow the wealth and positions of the powerful at the expense of the 

well-being of society in general and of the poorest in particular.  

Wonderful instances of deep compassion and of bringing justice and new life to the 

oppressed do occur, but far less often than most of us would like. As a result, there is 

ongoing offense at God.                                                                                                                                    

“Why did God do this to me or to my loved one?”                                                                     

“Why does God allow the evil and the violent to continue doing their terrible deeds?”     

“Why does God allow despotic leaders to gain control and destroy the well-being of 

millions?”                                                                                                                                           

“Why does God never seem to be there when we most want God to do the things we want?”                                                                                                                                                                 

The heartache and pain of the suffering, the bereaved, the violated, the refugee and of 

abused innocents seem to cry out in scandal and offence against a God, and against a 

Messiah, who promises love and peace and hope but who often just does not seem to care 

or be there.                                                                       



But Jesus was not that sort of Messiah. Jesus effectively said to John the Baptist’s disciples: 

“Go tell John that I am the Messiah you have longed and waited for, but I am not the 

Messiah you expect me to be. Don’t take offense at me when I don’t fulfil or do or say what 

you might want me to. I am here to seek justice, to seek inclusion of the outcast, to seek 

compassion for all, forgiveness for all and ultimate life for all. All this will come at great cost 

to me and to the world. I myself will be abused and violated and rejected and will die in 

great suffering as a condemned criminal of a system that has always betrayed the 

compassionate and those seeking justice and the equality of life for all. I will suffer and be 

abused like many of you are abused and suffer. I will rise again and I will be with you 

forever. God is with you always.”  

This world is not perfect. This world is constrained by all of our human imperfections and 

selfish greed. This world is broken and fragile and full of unexpected sufferings. However, if 

we have eyes to see and wills to love and care, then this world is also full of beauty and joy 

and compassion too. We all have to face the offense and scandal that life can deal out to 

us, but if we journey through in the power and love and hope of Christ then we will be 

people of a growing new creation that is being transfigured out of death into a glorious new 

resurrection life. 

 

 


