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T H E
E A R B A R I A N

CALL

After  Jesus had f in ished inst ruct ing h is  twelve d isc iptes,
he went on from there to teach and preach in the towns
of  GaLi tee.  When John heard in  pr ison what  Chr is t  was
doing,  he sent  h is  d isc ip les to  ask h im,  "Are you the one
who was to come, or  should we expect  someone e lse?"
Jesus repl ied,  Go back and repor t  to  John what  you hear
and see:  The bt ind receive s ight ,  the lame watk,  those
who have [eprosy are cured,  the deaf  hear ,  the dead are
ra ised,  and the good news is  preached to the poor .
Blessed is  the man who does not  fa I  away on account  of
m e .  '  ( M a t t h e w  1 1 : 1 - 6 1

lf I'm right abour this whole barbarian rhing, dren che
t -
I women and men dosest ro God will mosr powerfirllv live
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out the raw and untamed spirit oirhe barbarian. \7e should

ask, for instance: When Jesus walked among us, who did

He choose to represent Himl Or maybe we should go back

are rhe way for the coming of His Son) His.-=-=--
'$?e 

know him better as John the Baptist.

ian. John was intro-

In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in rhe

Desen of Judea aird saylng, "Repent, for the king-

dom ofheaven is near." This is he who was spoken of

through *re prophet Isaiah:

"A voice of one ca.lling in rhe desert,
'Prepare r}re way for the Lord,

make sra.ight paths for him."'

John's clothes were made of camelt hair, and he had

a leglhsrbeJ.t around his waist. His Food was locusts

and wild h.'tey. Pgqplg-:ryesg- o"L&_ltiq ft"-

Jerusalem and allJudea ald the whole region ofthe
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Jordan. Confessing their sins, they were baprized by
him in rhe Jordan fuver.

But when he saw many of the Pharisetx and

Sadducees coming to where he was bapdzing, he

said to them: "You brood of"ipers! S?1to *arn"d yo.t

to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in

keeping wirh repentance. Arrd do not rhink you can

say to yourselves, 'Ve have Abraham as our father.' I

tell you thar out of rhese srones God can raise up

children for Abraham. The ax is already ar rhe roor

of the nees, and every ffee that does not prodr,rce

good fruit will be cut dowl and rhrown into the fire.

Several things about John staad out right away, He was an

unusual dresser with strange eating habirs. Just in case youte

I
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whose sandals I am nor fir ro carry. He will baplrzeyou

widr the Holy Spirit and with fire. His winnowing

fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor,

gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up d:re

chaffwith unquenchable fire." (Matthew 3:1-12)
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he ate locusts and wild honey. I suppose the wild honey was

to help get the locusts down.

He was clearly not a fan gf the estab]lqh:4 t.ligpf{93d-_

,-e5. His niclarrme for the Pharisees ald-Sajd-\rje.S!, who were

-,lg-PlgSedg "f 
rhe religious-elite 

.*g_$ood 
of 

"lPSrs:_
-rN9jg$alJ[€rforl1jerm 9t !nd5_arme1$ And I rhin-k ir\

rmportart to note that his fire-and-brirnstone rnessate was

entirely directed toward *re religious, not the irreligious. He

was a barbarian in the midst of civilization. And frankly the

Stfa{g4lggg4ghim sick.. He had no patience for domesti-
cated religionists who were drowning in their

j]gbJroueness.-

Oh, and by the way, he had no formal educarion, no
degrees. His occupation was propher, and his mailing address

was the wilderness. To say the very least, he was not the per-

son whom anyone was expecting ro prepare the way for rhe

Messiah. John was the voice that proclaimed rhe coming of

the Christ, and rhrough his encounters wirh Jesus, we can

rediscover the barbarial call.

uncertain, wearing clothes made of camelt hair was nor rhe

height of fashion, even during the time ofJesus. \fe are told

own self-

22



T H E  B A R B A R I A N  C A L L

BEYOND DOUBT

John sent his disciples to ask Jesus a question: "fue you the

one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?"
(Matthew I 1:3). It was a fair quesdon, wouldnt you thin-k? In

fuct, it's a question rhat all ofus should ask. IfJesus is not the

One, we should not follow Him. But if He is ttre One. we

should follow Him ar a.ll costs.

i myselfasked this queidon abour r'./enty years ago. I hope

that you have asked rhis question. I always feel hopefi-rl when

a person who has been indifferent begins to ask this question

about Jesus. Yet for John, tlis question seemed entireh out of

place. How could John be uncerrain whether Jesus was the

One? Remernber, Jesus and John were cousins. Mary and

Elizabeth were pregnant with tleir sorx at the very same time .

In an extraord.inary smry recorded by Luke, we are tol4

At that time Mary got ready and huried to a town

in the hill country of Judea, where she entered

Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth. When

Elinbeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in
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her womb, arrd Elizabeth was filled wi*r the Holy

Spirit. In a loud voice she exclaimed: "Blessed are

you among women, and blessed is the child you will

bear! But why am I so favored, *rat *re morher of

mv l,ord shouid come to me? As soon as the sound

Do you see it? \i(&en John was inside his mothert womb

and Jesus was inside His mother's womb, John leaped. He

recognized Jesus from the fetal position. I can only imagine

a little voice emanating from Elizabeths belly, asking, "Are

You the One, or should we look for another?" In the womb,

John knew, but then thirry years later he was uncertain?

And it seems rhat God was prepared to clarify in John's

adulthood what he knew before he was born. In the first chap-

ter of rhe gospel ofJohn, John the Baptist was in rhe middle

of a controversial conversadon with the religious leaders (wv.

l9-28). John was clear thar his one mision was to prepare the

way for rhe coming Messiah. l ysS9Ltg-I991lg95-19-*

l

of your g59gjggg39!g!_gy ears, the baby in my
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-/.: < ,)
Hiq. And rhat was exacdy what he did. lr was never his inren-

' ' - . - .
His ultimate desire for

any of his disciples was thar r-hey would become devored fol-

lowers of the Messiah to come.

On one occesion the aposde John rold us, "The next day

he saw

Jesus passing by, he said, Vhen the

two disciples heard him say

1:35-37).

(John

One of those rwo disciples was Andrew, who became one

of the Tivelve that we have come to know as the aposdes. He

was a.lso Simon Peter's brorher. Even so early in the process,

John was clear about who Jesus was. He was absolutely certain

about the idendty of Jesus-so much so that he led his disci-

ples co become Jesus' followers. Why at that poinr w3snt John

running up to Jesus and saying, 'fue You the One? All you

Nazarenes look the same."

B E Y O N D  Q U E S T I O N

In berween these-two encounters, we find whyJohn was so cer-

tain. The gospel tells us,
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The next day John saw Jesus coming towardhim and

said, "loo\ the Lamb of God, who takes away rhe

sin of the worldlThis is ttre one I meant when I said,

A mal who comes after me has surpassed me because

he was before me .' I minelf did not know him, bur

*re reason I came baprizing with water was d:ar he

might be rwealed ro Israel."

Then John gave this testimony: "I saw the Spirit

come down from heaven as a dove and remain on

him. I would not have krown him, except that the

one who sent me to baptize wid: water to-ld me, 'The

man on whom you see the Spirit corne down altd

remain is he who wiil baptize with the Holy Spirit.'

Matthew told us that in the moment John baptized Jesus,

the heavens were opened, and John saw the Spirit of God

descending on Jesus like a dove and lighting on Him. And

he also heard a voice from heaven declare, "This is mv Son,
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whom I love; with him i am well pleased" (Matthew

,16-17).

In other words, by that time John was absolutely clear
about one thing: Jesus wu the One. I guaranree you, no one
else whom John baptized had that kind of dtama surrounding
the event. A voice coming out of the heavens, and whar by

today's standards wouid be amazing special effects, would be

enough to convince even d-re most skeptical of us. John was

neither unclear nor uncenain, and in his barbaric rawness the

untamed prophet defied anyone who would deny the legiti-

mary ofJesus.

\fith that knowledge John declared his subservience to
the purpose and person ofJesus the Chrisr. ITithout shame or
ambiguity he would declare to rhose who questioned him, "I

baptize with water . . . but among you stands one you do not

know. He is the one who eomes a&er me, the thongs of whose

sandals I am not wonhy to untie" Qohn 1:2G27).

So what in the world was ]ohn thinking then? How could :

he send his disciples with a question like tlat? How could he

be gripped with so much doubt that he would risk spreading

it to his disciplesi All who were dose to him had heard him

declare the supremacy ofJesus. AJl of them had ro be affected

2?
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by the strength of his confidence in who Jesus was. \X4ry
would he ask Jesus, "Are you *re one who was ro come, o!
should we expect someone eise?" (Manhew I 1;3).

H  E A D  G A M  E S

'W'e 
dont have to go far to find the reason for John's confi.uion.

Just before Matthew recor&d John's question, he let us know

what prompted Johns crisis of fairh. John was in prison.

Herod arrested John ald put him in prison on account of
Herodias. Herodias was the wife of his brother Philip, and
Herod was having an affair wirJr her. In his expectedly bar-

baric way, John called it for what it was, refi:sing to placate

Herod or cower to Herodt power Herod wanted to kill John,
but he feared the reaction of the people. The people loved

John because rhey considered him a prophet from God.

Aayway, one day it was Herod's birthday, and *re daugh-

ter of Herodias danced for him. Herod was so pleased (l think

this alludes to the dark and evil kind of pleased) that he made

an oath to give her whatever she asked. In a plot between

Herodias and her daughter, they asked for John rhe Baptisrt

head on a planer. Though the king was distressed for polirical
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reasons, he granted what they asked (Manhew 14:1-12). Thar
was dre backdrop ofJohn's dilemrna.

John was living between prison and platter when he sent
the message to Jesus. Shouldnt he expect Jesus to drop every-

thing and come ro his aidi After all, he had always been there
for Jesus. 'fi4lere was He when John needed Him? rVas He
unaware that John needed help? Was He indifferent to John,s
dilemma? Or was He simply not the Messiah as John had
always believed?

'V?hen 
Jesus received the inquiry from Johns disciples, He

gave an impressive response: "Go back arld repon to John
what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk,

those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are

raised, ard the good news is preached ro *r€ poor. Blessed is
the man who does not filI away on account of md' (Madrew

1r:44).

At first glance you would think Jesus was trying to inspire

John. Something like, "Dont sweat it, John. I'm doing every-

thing d-rat you would expect of a Messiah." You have ro admit

it's a pretry impressive resumd-rhe blind seeing, the lame

walking, people wirh leprosy being cured, the deaf hearing,

even t}le dead being raised, and to top ir a1l ofi, the good news
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being preached to the poor How do you argue with thacl you

just expect John to be overwheimed with joy, come back ro his
senses, a-nd wonder how he could ever have questioned
whether Jesus was rhe One,

Except for one problem: John already knew dl ofthat. In
fact, Matthew told us thar was a part of *re problem: ,,V4een

John heard in prison what Christ was doing, he senr his dis-
ciples to ask him . . ." ( l l :2-3). Well, you know the question.
The amazing and inspiring work of Jesus didnt eliminate

John's doubts; it actually fueled them.

Talk about a dilemma. \Vhy would Jaus doing so much
good jeopardiz.e John's fairni How cou.ld the very rhings thar

Jesus was doing to help others cause John to lose heart? !?hen
we look ar Jesus' response ro John, we see one line that jusr

doesnt fit, After He reinforced all of rhe evidence that He was

the Messiah, rerelling His miraculous work among the people,

He c.losed with this seemingly disconnected thoughr "Blessed

is the man who does nor fall away on account of me."
'l?hy 

would Jesus add that? lfhy would He eyen con-

sider the thoughr that someone might fall away with so much

good happening? I c.an'r imagine anyone coming up ro me

and saying, "Too many blind people are regaining rheir sight.

30
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I'm having a crisis of faith." Or someone confrondng me

with, "If one more person who is parallzed rises and walls,

i'm out of here." Miracles are rarely followed by a flood of

recanting. Why would Jesus feel He needed to exhort John

that "after all this good has been confirmed to you, you will
be blessed ifyou do nor fall away on account of Me"?

What Jesus was saying ro John hx been far too barbaric

for us to keep in the mainsrream ofthe Christian fai*r. Jesus
was saying to him, "John, I'm not coming through for you.

I'm not getting you out of prison. I'm not sparing your life.

Yes, I have done all this and more for others, but the path I

choose for you is different from theirs. You'll be blessed,

John, if this does not cause you to fall away."

If that were not bad enough, we find the dissonance of

this reality accentuated in one verse. In his opening chapter,

Mark stated, "A,fter John was put in prison, Jesus went into

Galilee, proclaimine the sood news of God" ( I :14
.  * - '  - * Y -  -  Y * -  r

\X,4tat exacrly. one migl, +.-*-T-4g C"qd news fo:l9lnl

Iesus knew a1l along thar John had been imprisoned. He very

well knew the fate thar Tohn would face. Even then Tesus

understood His RY9X
ssy'ror
' (

esus, John was exacdy 
,Co'-n-;:,'-tl-> 
13 l
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A DANGEROUS INVITATION

So what is this good n€ws? The refined and civilized version

goes somerhing like chis: Jesus dG-d and rose from rire dead so

T H E  B A R B A R I A N  W A Y

where he needed to be, fulfilling God's purpose for his life.
'$Vhy 

would He save John from drat? In thar same passage

Jesus explarned, "The time has come . . . The kingdom ofGod
is near. Repent ard beliwe the good news!" (Mark i:15).

,4*e. 
But rcally dris is a bit too developed. Usually i* more

like this; if youlll simply confess that youie a sinner and
.+

believe in Jesus. you'll be saved from r-he rormenr of erernal

holds out lor life to begin in eternity,

The call ofJesus is far more barbaric than either of these.

It is a call to live in this wodd as citizens ofan enrirely differ-

ent kingdom. In its primitive srat€ the good news could never
be separated from the invitation of Jesus to "corne, follow

Me." He never lied abour rhe danser or cosr associated with

becoming His follower. He told them up ftont, "l am sending
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you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as

snakes and as innocent as doves' (Matthew 10:16).

One danger of civilized faith is *rat we become so domes-

ticated, we begin ro live as shrewd as the dove. We are blind

to the spirirual nature of life and the unseen reality in which

we reside. Another danger is that we become as innocent as

snakes. For far too long, sincere followers of Christ have had

ro live with the consequences of those who use religion to

manipulate orhers and camouflage hypocrisy. Jesus made cle:ar

to *rose who were choosing to be His disciples what kind of

leader He was and what kind of followers would be required.

V4ren Jesus asked Peter, "'Who do you say I am?" Peter

answered, "The Christ of God." Jesus went on to tell him,

"The Son of Man must suffer many tJrings and be

rejected by the elders, chiefpriests and teachers ofthe

law, and he must be killed and on the third day be

raised ro life.' Then he said ro rhem all: "lfanyone

would come after me, he must deny himself and take

up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants

ro save his life will lose it, but whower loses his life

for me will save it. \Vhat good is it for a man to gain
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rhe whole world, and yet lose or forfeir his very self?,,
(Luke 9:20-25)

THE ROAD LESS TRAVELED

There was no prisrine call to a proper religion. h was a bar_
baric call to a barbarian way Peter understood rhat and strug-
gled to .live up to it. Jesus' words about love ignited the primal
fires within Peterls faith. longing to follow Jesris even to His
death, he declared to Jesus, "Lord, why cant I follow you

now? I will lay down my life for you.,,

Jesus' simple response was, "Vill you reall. y lay down your
life for Me? I tell you the truth, before the rooster crows you
will disown Me three times." (See Matthew 26:31-35.)

Yes, Peter failed in his endeavor, but he undersrood what

Jesus was asking for Love and sacrifice were inseparable. The
barbarian way is not about violence fueled by vengea-nce and
hatred. The barbarian way is about love expressed through
sacrifi ce and serv-anthood.

A,fter Jesus' death and resurrection, Perer and Jesus had

another conye$arion abour love and sacrifice. Three dmes

Jesus asked Peter if h€ loved Him. Arrd each dme peter
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responded by adamandy declaring his love. In fact, the

Scriptures tell us that Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him

a third time, "Do you love Me?" Peter's response was, "lord,
You know all drings. You know thar I love You."

Ready to move d-re conversation to a deeper level, Perer

found himself being called to the barbarian way. Jesus said to

him, "'l tell you the uuth, when you were younger you dressed

yourself ard went where you wanted; but when you are old

you will streteh our your hands, and someone else will dres

you and lead you where you do not wanr to go.' Jesus said *ris

to indicate the kind of death by which Perer would glorify

God. Then he said to him, 'Follow me l"' [ohn 21:),7-19).

Jesus had only one invitation for Peter, only one course set

for him, only one path for him ro choose if he were to jour-

ney with Christ-and that was *re way of the barbarian. Jesus

never watered down the cost of following Him in hopes that

Peter would then choose ro follow. IfPeter chose the path with

Christ, it would mean for him drar one day he wouLd be taken

against his will and dragged off to be killed. Ifhe wanted ro

live a life of love and allegiance ro the Christ, it would cost

him his life. !7e, too, are ulled to a path fiiled with uncer-

taintF, mystery and dsk.
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So how did Peter respond? He turned and made John the
focus of the conversation: "Peter turned and saw that the dis-
ciple whom Jesus loved was following rhem. (This was rhe one
who had leaned back againsr Jesus at the supper arrd had said,
'lnrd, 

who is going to betray you?,) \)flhen perer saw him, he
asked, 'lnrd, 

what about him?", Qohn 2l:20-21).
I know exacdy what Peter was doing. He was rhinking, f

Im going n die, I want to mahe sure eaeryone else has to die, espe-
cially bim. Afet all, if the barbaian call is for all ofas, wouldn't
it come out the same for all ofas? lyoulln! all ofus haue to suf-

fer hardsbip and die a brual death?Burit just doesnt work that
way.

Jesus answered him, "If I want him to remain alive until I
return, what is that to you? You must follow me" (John 2 1 :22) .

This is dre sticlqy pan ofthe barbarian call. It's not fair or
equitab.le. When you hear the ca1l, when you follow rhe call,

you must recognizr rhar ir is a life-ard-dearh proposirion.
\X4ren you undersrand what Jesus means when He says rhat
you must follow Him, you finally realize thar this is nor a
catde call. He is not ca.lling you to *re same life *rat every-
one else will live. He's not even call.ing you ro ahe same parh
thar every follower of Christ will walk. Your life is unique
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