
Willful Belief, May 12, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Acts 9:36-43; Ps 23; Rev 7:9-17; John 10:22-30 

“I have told you, and you do not believe.” 

Prayer 

We all believe exactly what we want to believe. No more, and no less. 

It seems strange to hear like that—most of us think that we are objective to the world we encounter. 

Sure, we filter what we see and experience through our own lens—but our goal is to arrive at an 

unbiased perspective of the Truth. Right? 

I don’t think that’s really the case—we don’t want objective truth. None of us. And yes, I realize my own 

biased perspective on this. 

I was at a clergy conference this past week. I attended some very interesting seminars on the apostle 

Paul. Paul’s was the earliest writing of the Christian Church. It is hard to overstate his importance in the 

creation and spread of Christianity. Really, the only person who had a larger influence on Christianity 

was Jesus himself—and he never wrote anything. At least not that we know of. 

But what we find in our Bibles today is a collection of writings from various people—writings that have 

been put together while others have been excluded. We have a nicely bound book which doesn’t 

suggest any of the challenges that went into creating it as it is today. No notion of the books that were 

left out (which usually seems to be the really lurid stories)—but even less notion of the climate in which 

the books that were included were composed. The politics that surrounded their creation—the battles 

these books were fighting.  

Paul, such a major figure in the early days of the church, caused quite a stir. We have some of the 

accounts of his missionary journeys recorded in the book of the Acts of the Apostles—but even that 

book of his journeys was written many years after the events happened and within the political climate 

that Paul had been a part of creating. His letters were widely circulated and his style and much of his 

content was mimicked in other letters—some of which we have included in our canon. Some letters that 

appear to have been written by Paul might actually have been written by people opposed to some of 

what Paul’s influence was doing to the world. Someone may have been writing as Paul to tone down 

some of the radical ideas that Paul had been spreading.  

(Just so you know, yes, this is the kind of thing that we nerdy clergy like to talk about when we get 

together).  

“I have told you, and you do not believe.”  

Today we have access to more information that ever before. We can marvel at the wonder that was the 

ancient library of Alexandria—but the simple reality is that I have access to many times all the 

information that was stored in that ancient library on a tiny device that I carry in my pocket. I could 

spend my entire life reading and never read the same thing twice. There is no shortage of information—

but we might argue that there is a shortage of truth.  

Or perhaps it’s not quite as simple as that. 



As the old X-Files TV show used to say, “the truth is out there.” The truth really is out there—but the 

bigger question is not “do we know how to find it,” but “do we want to”? 

When Jesus confronts the members of the ruling party who ask him to tell them whether or not he is the 

messiah, he says “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name 

testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. My sheep hear my voice. 

I know them, and they follow me.”  

Jesus is trying to get them to see—the answers are all there. They always have been. It’s about listening 

for Jesus’ voice. 

And that’s not as simple as it sounds. 

We do have our scriptures. And we do have our criticisms of scripture as well. There are biblical scholars 

and skeptics who have completely changed the way that academia considers the scripture. I would love 

to believe that there is some conspiracy to hide the truth from the regular people—that the wool has 

been pulled over all of our eyes by some powerful secret society who are out to control the behaviour of 

the masses (for their own profit, of course).  

…but I think that’s really just a convenient excuse. Another reason not to believe the truth. 

And our Church has been quite content to remain in the midst convenient excuses for a long time. 

The reality is that most of us prefer to filter our reality in ways that is most appealing to us. Some of us 

are completely aware that we are doing this, most of us are not—at least not entirely. 

As our world is changing around us, the way we get our information is changing. Social media is 

continuing to have a larger and larger influence on our lives. Facebook is facing criticism for altering the 

“news feeds” that people see. Facebook is showing its users customized propaganda. And people are 

eating it up. It is feeding right into the pre-existing biases that people already have. 

“I have told you, and you do not believe.” 

Not everyone is especially savvy at filtering the information we receive digitally on a daily basis. Some of 

us keep ourselves away from all of this digital information for just that reason. And although this sounds 

like a new problem, it is not a new problem at all. 

We believe what we want to believe. We always have. The “Truth” barely fits into it at all. 

Sure, we now have television channels that are geared toward our specific interest group and ads that 

are customized to our particular internet browsing patterns. There are now so many choices that we can 

choose which newspapers to read or radio stations to listen to which will support our perspectives. We 

can even choose which friends to listen to based on what they are most likely to say. But at the end of 

the day, given the mix of what we see and hear everyday, we all must choose what we believe. 

Because there are options. It may sound absurd, but there are options about what is true. 

What is different about today is that we now have access to so much information that we can find much 

more supporting information for whatever it is that we want to believe. It is much easier to locate 

corroborating witnesses than ever before. 



That doesn’t mean that we are in a new age of honesty and integrity. It doesn’t mean that suddenly “the 

Truth” is accessible and embraced by everyone. Not at all. We’re still no further ahead than when Jesus 

had to confront these individuals in Solomon’s portico. “Don’t keep us in suspense! We want to hear it 

from you! Are you the messiah?” 

They were not in suspense. And Jesus wasn’t withholding himself from them. The truth was right there 

in front of their eyes: in what Jesus said. In what Jesus did. In what others said about their experiences 

of Jesus.  

They did not believe because they did not want to believe. Maybe they were hesitant about what 

believing Jesus was the messiah would do to their lives. Maybe they knew just how much everything 

would be turned upside down if it really was true. Perhaps they resisted the evidence in front of them 

because they didn’t want to deal with change. With altering their perspective. Admitting they were 

wrong. It could be that they didn’t want to ask themselves the hard questions.  

And before you think that perhaps I’m being too harsh on them, we ought to all consider ourselves. 

What do we believe—and what do we choose not to believe? Because we all (and yes, I include myself 

in this “all”) choose what we want to believe. So of it we believe. Some of it we don’t. Some we try to 

justify. Some we don’t. Some parts of it we try to convince others of and some parts we try to convince 

ourselves of—because we really want it to be true. 

But make no mistake about it; we decide what it is that we want to believe. And then we act, based on 

those decisions. Or we don’t act. (And sometimes we choose not to believe because we don’t want to 

act.) 

But whatever we do, there are consequences. Other people are affected. The way we respond has a 

ripple effect on those around us.  

“you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 

“My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me.” 

If we really want to know the Truth, we will have to practice listening to Jesus. Getting to know his voice. 

Spending enough time with Jesus that we become and remain one of Jesus’ sheep.  

And if we do that, then we will be able to follow where his voice leads us—to follow him. 

“I have told you, and you do not believe.” 

We all choose what to believe.  

We also choose whose voice to listen to—and who to follow. 

May God give us the wisdom and the humility to follow the Good Shepherd. To know his voice. And to 

receive the eternal life that is promised. 

 

 


