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WHY IS JESUS STILL ON THE SCREEN? 
What Do You Make of Jesus? (Part 3) 

Text: John 12:17-36 
 

On the Screen Then 
 
Jesus was on the big screen now.  What had begun so quietly on the back lots of 
Galilee, had now been released into popular culture.  Word of the Christ was spreading 
fast, causing clamor, gaining primetime focus from fans and critics alike.  An eyewitness 
reporter wrote this about the amazing response of the general public at that time.  I 
quote from one of John Apostle’s columns: “Now the crowd that was with [Jesus] 
when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to 
spread the word.  Many people, because they had heard that he had given this 
miraculous sign, went out to meet [Jesus].”   
 
Matthew Publican, another local commentator, tells us that mass turnouts like this had 
been happening all over the country.  I quote: “Large crowds from Galilee, the 
Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea and the region across the Jordan followed him.”1  
Later, Matthew says, “when [Jesus] came down from the mountainside, large 
crowds followed him” again.2  Then further along still we read: “Such large crowds 
gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it” – presumably so that his 
voice could carry better over water – “while all the people stood on the shore.”3 
 
Are you getting the picture?  John Apostle goes on to suggest that all this local interest 
set off the curiosity of an even wider circle of people – an international crowd.  I quote: 
“Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast. 
They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. ‘Sir,’ they 
said, ‘we would like to see Jesus.’"  In other words, we want to know if what we’ve 
been told is true.  We’ve heard the reviews.  We’d like to judge for ourselves.  We’ll 
stand in line if need be, but we want to see Jesus.  
 
Not everyone felt this way, of course.  Some people just got indignant or anxious.  
“What if all this interest in this alleged Christ comes back to hurt us… or undermines our 
authority in this culture… or shakes what we believe?”  And so, as John reports again, 
the power elite of that society -- “the Pharisees said to one another, ‘See, this is 
getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after [Jesus]!" 
 

On the Screen Now 
 
Nearly 20 centuries have come and gone since the events I’ve described.  As Time 
Magazine recorded as the year 2000 loomed, “the memory of any stretch of years 
eventually resolves to a list of names, and one of the useful ways of recalling the past 
two millenniums is by listing the people who acquired great power. Muhammad, 
Catherine the Great, Marx, Gandhi, Hitler, Roosevelt, Stalin and Mao come quickly to 
mind. There’s no question that each of those figures changed the lives of millions and 
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evoked responses from worship through hatred. It would require much exotic 
calculation, however; to deny that the single most powerful figure — not merely in these 
two millenniums but in all human history — has been Jesus of Nazareth… a serious 
argument can be made that no one else’s life has proved remotely as powerful and 
enduring as that of Jesus.”4 
 
The question I want to ask is: Why do you think this is?  Why has Jesus exerted the 
influence He has?  How is it that even on the worst Sunday at the churches in America, 
Jesus easily outdraws the weekly attendance at all the professional sporting events in 
this country combined?  Why are people still doing works of service in his name?  Why 
do people from the jail house to the White House gather in small groups to study his 
life?  Why are people still writing songs and making movies about him?  In a world 
where celebrity lasts 15 minute far more often than it lasts 15 years, how is it that after 
2000 years, Jesus of Nazareth is still on the screen?   
 
The long answer to that question we’re going to be exploring these next several weeks. 
It is because Jesus is the Son of God… He is the Truth we are all seeking… He is the 
one Savior of the world… and, finally, Jesus is still on the screen because He is alive 
and acting today.  Now, to be perfectly honest, some of us aren’t ready to buy any of 
that stuff yet, so let’s not try to go there right now.  What first puts Jesus on the personal 
screen for many of us is the realization that this man we meet in the pages of the Bible 
or the film portrayal is living life on a whole different level.  He is showing us a higher 
standard of living and character of another kind.  
 

Character of Another Kind 
 
For some of us, it is the humility of Jesus that is most incandescent.  The great 
physicist, Albert Einstein, once said:  “I am a Jew, but I am enthralled by the luminous 
figure of the Nazarene.”5  What impressed Einstein so much was how, in spite of Jesus’ 
towering intellect and potency, he graciously chose to move at the speed of ordinary 
people.  Jesus was so brilliant that he awed professors when he was only 12,6 yet time 
and again when he could so easily have used his intelligence to dismantle people, we 
see him using it to sow creative questions in their minds or weave a story that opened 
them up to the different way God sees life. 
 
In a world where public figures so often swagger in self-importance and promotion, 
seeking greater privilege and luxury for themselves, Jesus says “whoever would be 
the greatest among you must become the servant of all.”7  But He doesn’t just say 
those words as a campaign slogan; Jesus personally embraces lepers, befriends 
outcasts, welcomes street urchins into his arms, and kneels to wash stinking feet.  As 
Martin Luther King Jr. once observed: Ten thousand fools proclaim themselves into 
obscurity, while this one wise man forgets himself into immortality.”   
 
Alongside of the luminous humility of Jesus, I think it is also his willingness to suffer for 
the sake of love that lifts him into a place like no other.  I don’t think many of us who’ve 
seen Mel Gibson’s re-creation of the journey that Jesus traveled on Good Friday will 



Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook/03-14-04 3

ever again speak so blithely of “the cross we carry.”  We live in a culture where, if truth 
be told, many of us (though not all of us) bear crosses of jewelry size and no more.  
When those crosses do grow in size – when our marriages or friendships start to really 
hurt; when keeping our promise becomes really heavy; when controlling our impulses or 
reaching our goals or telling the truth becomes really tough – we often take that as a 
sign that we shouldn’t be walking this path any longer.  We fold under the pressure.  We 
get out when we can. 
 
Not so with Jesus.  As He faced the horrific prospect of going to his death on the Cross, 
even Jesus said: “Abba, take this chalice from me.”  He was no masochist.  But it is 
his final affirmation that sets him in a different class.  Jesus said: “Yet not what I will 
but what you will be done,”8 Father.  Whatever it takes to complete my mission, 
God… Whatever path is required to express the richness of your love, God… Whatever 
steps must be taken to obey your calling, Father.  And so, we watch Jesus like a 
marathon runner determined to reach the end of the course, literally crawling onto the 
cross… until out from his lips ring those words of victory: “It is finished.”9 
 
Why is Jesus still on the screen?  Because in a world of prideful grabbing he shows us 
that the greatest power and influence really belongs to those who humbly serve.  Amidst 
a culture inclined to quit commitments when the going gets really rough, Jesus shows 
us what a long obedience in the cause of love and in the face of suffering looks like.  
And, I might add, Jesus also displays for us what it means to live with a will to repay evil 
with good. 
 
There is a scene toward the end of Gibson’s movie that remains etched indelibly in the 
mind of many of us, simply because it presents so vividly this aspect of Christ’s 
character.  Jesus is hanging on the Cross now in an almost indescribable condition of 
agony.  Seizing the moment to inflict more on Jesus, Caiaphas, the Chief Priest, 
approaches the foot of the Cross, looks up and mocks Jesus bitterly, calling on him to 
come down from the cross and save himself if He is truly the Christ.  As Caiaphas walks 
away in disgust, Jesus rolls his head back in anguish.  By every human instinct, you 
expect this unjustly tortured man to utter a curse at his tormentor or a wail of self-pity.  
But Jesus groans out a prayer:  “Father, forgive him!”10 
 
On another hilltop at another time, Jesus had declared: “You have heard it said, bless 
those who bless you and curse those who curse you; but I say bless those who 
curse you and pray for those who persecute you.”11  To want and work for the best 
for people no matter what they want and work toward you – this is love of another kind.  
As human beings, we cannot always love this way, of course.  The Bible makes it clear 
that there are times when we must wield the sword of punishment toward the 
wrongdoer12 or, having done our best to do good but been repeatedly rejected, we must 
shake the dust from our feet and move on.13  Nevertheless, the message and model of 
Jesus remain an incandescent witness to the hope that the chain of evil – an eye for an 
eye – can be reversed.  “Do not be overcome by evil,” says the Lord, “but overcome 
evil with good.”14 
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The Cross of Christ 
 
Dwight L. Moody once said:  “Character is what you are in the dark.”  It is the true color 
you show when no one but you and God are looking.  It is what you display when the 
shadows are longest over your life.  One Friday, long ago, from noon until three, a 
particularly dark darkness fell over this earth.  But it was in the darkness He faced that 
the character of Jesus, the Light of the World, shone brightest.   
 
Jesus said, “When I am lifted up, I will draw all [people] to myself.”  And He was 
right.  Dallas Willard puts the truth this way: "Along with two thieves, [Jesus] was 
executed by the authorities about two thousand years ago. Yet today, from countless 
paintings, statues, and buildings, from literature and history, from personality and 
institution, from profanity, popular song, and entertainment media, from confession and 
controversy, from legend and ritual—Jesus stands quietly at the center of the 
contemporary world, as He himself predicted. [Even in his execution] He so graced the 
ugly instrument on which He died that the cross has become the most widely exhibited 
and recognized symbol on earth." 
 
Why is Jesus still on the screen – still the focus of so many people’s curiosity and hope 
– still drawing men and women to Him?  One reason surely is because even in his 
dying, Jesus shows us what we must learn if we are to be about the business of really 
living.  He shows us that humble servanthood is the path to the greatest influence.  
Where will you walk that path this week?  Jesus shows us that far from being a barrier 
to the fulfillment of God’s purposes, suffering in the cause of love or the pursuit of the 
right is often the bridge that leads to the completion of God’s good plans.  Where might 
be God calling you to persevere through the pain or pressure right now?  And Jesus 
shows us the magnitude of divine love that seeks to overcome evil with good.  Where is 
the darkness into which your mission is to reflect God’s marvelous Light? 
 
Draw us to yourself, O Christ.  Forgive us our sins. Fill us with your character.  Fulfill 
your purposes through us in this time, we pray.  Amen. 
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