
   

 

   

 

DOCTOR DISAPPOINTED 
When God Fails to Meet Our Expectations 

The BlackList (Part 2) 
Text: Matthew 26:57-68 

 
I 

I invite you to imagine the following scenario, if you would.  Please don’t read any 
political partisanship or religious prophecy into what I'm about to say.  I certainly intend 
none.  But let’s just imagine that by the time the next Presidential election rolls around, 
our current president has decided not to seek office. In the sudden and surprising void 
his decision creates, Franklin Graham — the son of the famous evangelist — rises up on 
the political scene.  Pledging to return America to its moral roots and prepare us for the 
return of Jesus, Graham is elected to the Oval Office by a slim margin. Then, in April of 
the following year, the ultimate news story breaks simultaneously on all networks: 
Jesus Christ has come back.  He processes down a palm-strewn Pennsylvania Avenue.  
He teaches a huge crowd outside the Capitol Building.  At a private dinner three days 
before Easter, Christ announces the dawn of a whole new era in human history.  
 
Now, what would you expect President Graham’s reaction to be? Delight, right? But 
what if Graham, upon hearing of Jesus' arrival, instead sends the Secret Service to 
arrest him.  What if he then presides over a secret midnight meeting of the Supreme 
Court at which Jesus is tried and sentenced.  And suppose he then sends Christ to die 
by lethal injection the following day.  Would that scenario shock you?  Wouldn't you 
wonder why Graham -- of all people -- would do such a thing?  And, if that fictitious 
story might amaze you, then what of the real article?   
 
After all, if ever there was someone whom you would think should have recognized the 
living God when he walked up and shook his hand, it was Caiaphas – the leader of that 
elite class of temple priests known as the Sadducees.  The very term "Sadducee" tells 
you something about the man. The term derives from the name of the high priest of 
Israel during the time of Solomon and literally means "righteous man."  Unlike the 
pharisees, who prized rabbinical interpretations of the Scriptures as highly as the Bible 
itself, the Sadducees prided themselves as the righteous guardians of true Biblical 
conservatism.  I mean these people studied their scriptures daily.  They knew by heart 
all of the Bible's prophecies concerning a coming Messiah. And what was true of most 
of them, was doubly true of Caiaphas. 
 
You see, Caiaphas was no ordinary Sadducee.  He was the best and the brightest of 
them.  His doctorate in religious affairs earned him the office of high priest of the Great 
Temple at Jerusalem. His political finesse gave him a dual role as chair of the 
Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council.  Yet it is precisely because this man was so 
religiously committed and so intellectually perceptive, that his response to Jesus creates 
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such a puzzle.  How do we explain the fact that when the Messiah -- for whom 
Caiaphas, perhaps more than anyone else, longed and prepared -- finally walked 
through the door, rather than proclaiming him Lord of all, Caiaphas submitted him to a 
secret trial… declared him a blaspheming heretic… then had him spat upon, beaten, 
taunted, and killed?  And if Caiaphas -- of all people -- could not recognize the Savior of 
the world when he met him face to face, then how, my friends, will you and I?! 
 

II 
 
Perhaps part of the answer can be gained by hearing another unusual news story. An 
elder friend of mine tells me that the Pope recently made a secret visit to the City of 
Chicago and got into quite a mess.  Apparently, His Holiness convinced the limo driver 
assigned to him that because the folks at the Vatican never let him drive, the chauffeur 
should climb in the back and allow the Pontiff to take the wheel for a change.  As I 
understand it, everything went fine for the first few blocks, till the Pope's lead foot got 
the best of him and he was pulled over by one of Chicago's finest. 
 
One glance into the limousine told the police officer he had an embarrassing situation 
on his hands.  Radioing back to headquarters, the patrolman told the Captain he'd just 
pulled over a V.I.P. and wasn't sure what to do.  "Well, who is it?" the superior asked.  
"Someone really big, sir," said the cop.  "Is it the mayor?" asked the Captain.  "No, he's 
even bigger than that."  "Is it the Governor?" inquired the Captain incredulously.  "No 
sir, he's even more important than that."  “It’s the President?”  “Even higher,” said the 
cop.  "Well then, who in the world is it!" cried the Captain.   "Well, sir," the officer 
stammered,  "Let me put it this way: His chauffeur… is the Pope!" 
 
Many an error has been made because of a case of mistaken identity. I suppose it’s 
possible that even a deeply intelligent and religious individual might misidentify God 
himself, were the picture he had of him a bit too small. For Caiaphas, it seemed 
absolutely inconceivable that the long-awaited Messiah was standing before him that 
night. When news had first spread across Palestine that a strange new rabbi was 
speaking with an amazing authority and doing wonders in the name of God, I wouldn’t 
be surprised if the High Priest's heart had momentarily leapt with same question that 
came to the lips of John the Baptist's followers:  "Are you the One we've been 
waiting for?" (Matt 11:3)  And yet as time went on, familiarity with the actual Jesus 
only bred contempt in the heart of the Rev. Dr. Caiaphas; and, if there ever had been 
hope, it was soon replaced with bitter disappointment.   
 
You see, as I said before, the Sadducees were convinced that they knew what the 
Messiah would be like, and Jesus didn't even begin to fit the mold.  As the silent 
prisoner was dragged before the Sanhedrin, Caiaphas may have mused:  "Don't the 
Scriptures clearly say that God's Annointed One will be the successor to the majestic 
throne of David?  Yet who is this Jesus but a hick from the Nazareth boondocks?"  Do 
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you think it occurred to Caiaphas that, if God had once made a mere shepherd's boy 
King of Israel, he might just make a mere carpenter's son King of all kings? 
 
As Christ's eyes blazed strength in the face of the stacked jury, Caiaphas might have 
thought quite righteously to himself:  "Don't the Scriptures promise that the Messiah 
will establish the Law of God upon the earth?  Why this impudent wag doesn't even 
have the peasant piety to observe the Sabbath or reverence the ordained priests of 
Israel."  But do you suppose it ever crossed the high priest's mind that the Law might 
be bigger than he'd imagined -- that God's truth might not be so conveniently boxed 
and owned? 
 
And then as the trumped up witnesses quoted Christ's apocryphal words of a few days 
before, Caiaphas may have grumbled angrily:  "Don't the sacred Scriptures suggest that 
when the Messiah comes, his temple will be filled with the very glory of God?  Who 
does this penniless preacher think he is to claim that he will destroy and rebuild the 
Temple in three days time."  And yet, do you think it ever occurred to the learned 
Sadducee that the temple which God planned to raise and hallow was made of spirit 
and flesh, not mortar and stone? 
 
I doubt any of these thoughts crossed his sharp mind.  Which is probably why Caiaphas 
dared to ask the witness that night:  "I charge you under oath by the living God: 
Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God" (Matt 26:63).  My lawyer father 
taught me early in life that no good prosecutor ever asks a question to which he does 
not already know the answer.  This character couldn't possibly be the Christ.  He wasn't 
kingly like Caiaphas thought the ultimate King should be.  He wasn't pious like the God 
of "true" spirituality should be.  He wasn't in awe of the Temple like Dr. C. believed the 
Holy of Holies should be.   And when push came to shove, Jesus wasn't even violently 
defiant as the militant Messiah certainly would be.    
 
And so, at the very moment when the High Priest of Israel might have reversed the 
downward slide of his people; at the very hour when he might have embraced the most 
brilliant redefinition of majesty, piety, hope and power ever to shine before humanity; 
at the very instant when he might have joined his future and that of his people to the 
most thundering movement of grace and truth ever to pass across the face of this 
earth, Caiaphas turned his back on his savior -- because his image of God was just too 
small.  
 

III 
 
Is yours?  [Is your “God” too small?].  Is your conception of God large enough to 
recognize the God who is really there before you?   As J.B. Phillips once suggested,1 
many of us live our whole lives unwittingly relating to God in a box -- to a certain set of 
prescribed images about who God is and how he acts.  Without some kind of concrete 
focus outside of ourselves, spirituality becomes either the worship of what one 
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theologian calls "a vague oblong blur," or else it becomes the worship of ourselves.  
And yet the perpetual danger we run is the same that Caiaphas faced – that the 
conceptual framework we've chosen to get a handle on God will obscure our vision of 
the infinitely larger and more dynamic God who’s stretching out his hand to us. 
  
 That’s why, I think, God met us as a human being. He could have presented us with a 
static box -- a fixed institution, rituals, or set of laws as so many other religions do -- 
but instead God focused his character and will into a Body.  He gave us a concrete 
focus for our faith, but one we’d have trouble turning into a lifeless idol, because it 
moved around too much.  What Caiaphas couldn't understand was that in Jesus Christ 
he was meeting the God who wanted to blow out the sides of his small religious box 
and let the fresh light and air of his dynamic Presence in.  Do you understand that He 
still wants to do the same with you and me? 
 
Maybe you've reduced God to the box of your Conscience, thinking that if something 
feels right to you it must be O.K. with Him.  For a change, however, consider the 
possibility that Jesus says some of what you may be doing isn't right, no matter how it 
feels.  Or perhaps you've reduced God to the box of your Father-image, believing that if 
Dad rarely approved of you, then God must be awfully disappointed in you too.  Why 
not consider instead the kind of Father Jesus tells you about – the one who loves you 
profoundly, in spite of where you’ve failed. Maybe you've stuck God in the Temperance 
box, viewed him as some pale Spirit that calls you to be moderate in everything.  Go 
ahead and take another look today at the Lord who overturns the occasional table, 
changes water into wine, weeps over sick friends -- and then go out and live with a 
little more passion this coming week. 
 
Or perhaps you've shrunk God into the Sound-Doctrine box, thought of him as infinitely 
concerned over whether your theology’s liberal or conservative enough, and pushing 
you to worry about everyone else's.  For a change, take a look again at Jesus' way of 
living and loving, do likewise, and forget the labels.  Or just maybe you've reduced God 
to the Distant Director box; you know, the guy who got the enterprise of life going and 
is now busy elsewhere managing other operations.  Well, friend, consider instead the 
God Jesus tells you about -- the One who is actively working out his perfect purposes 
through your life right now. 
 
There are so many other boxes that limit our perception of God. We can view him as 
the God-of-My-Country, or the God-of-My-Party, or the God-of-My-Comfort, or 
something else. But in each case where he steps outside of that box and says or does 
something that frustrates the expectations we associate with that box, we will be 
inclined to not recognize him. Unless we have really searched the Scriptures and 
learned to know the stunning breadth of his values and behaviors, he might be at work 
all around us or right in front of us right now and we’ll say: Oh, that can’t be God.  
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What will it take to show the Caiaphas in us that our picture of God may be too small?  
Will God have to tear down the Temples we've built in order to raise up a living one?  
Will he have to come all the way out from eternity, go all the way down to death, rise 
all the way up to new life to show us how wide, and deep, and high is the true range of 
his love, his truth, his grace?  Will he need to meet us in the toil, triumph, and 
tribulation of this coming week before we'll begin seeing him everywhere, and know for 
sure he can't be boxed in?  He'd do that for you and me.  He did.  He has.  He will.  The 
question is: When He’s there before you, will you turn away?  Or will you have the 
humility to say: “My Savior and my Lord.” 
 
Please pray with us... 
 
Dear Lord, come by the wind of your Holy Spirit to blow open the artificial boxes which 
obscure our greater vision of you.  Then enter through those open doors to be our 
larger love, our larger life, our larger Lord. In the name of Christ our Savior we pray.  
Amen. 

1J.B. Phillips, Your God is Too Small.  New York: Macmillian, 1952. 

                                                 


