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SS2 Matthew 8 v18-34

“When Jesus Confronts the World …….. people are Challenged”
A few weeks ago, while I was doing some reading in preparation for this sermon, my daughter, Megan, came up to me and asked what I was reading. I explained that I was going to be preaching on the subject of ‘When Jesus confronts the world people are challenged’, but that I was struggling to pull the sermon together. To which she promptly replied ‘I know how they are challenged’. So I said, ‘great, how is that?’, and she said, ‘They are challenged about who he is, and what they are going to do about it, how they are going to respond’. Well I think that was a pretty good answer. Who do we think he is and what is our response going to be?
In our gospel reading from Mathew today we start with someone who at first glance appears to respond very well to Jesus. He is described as a scribe or a teacher of the Law, which in the culture of that time would have meant that he was highly thought of man. He would have been very learned, particularly in the Mosaic laws and sacred writings. Scribes would examine the more difficult and subtle questions of the Law and often added to that Law decisions of various kinds thought to elucidate its meaning and scope. They were enrolled in the Sanhedrin and worked alongside the priests and elders. 
So this is a man of some standing and influence, but he comes up to Jesus and first of all addresses Him as ‘Teacher’. This is quite a major thing for a man in his position. He is used to people coming to him to be taught, but he recognizes the authority of Jesus and approaches Him respectfully and addresses Him as teacher. He then says ‘I will follow You wherever You go’. Now Jesus has just given orders to depart and head over to the other side of the lake, so when this man comes and says ‘I will follow You, wherever You go’, he is saying ‘I’m ready now’. There are no ifs or buts. He is respectful, he is ready, he is resolute ……. and he is right. 
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Isn’t that what we should be doing? 
No ifs of buts, we will follow. But Jesus sees something else in this man, and he responds to this man with the statement, ‘Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head’. 
This man has experience of what it is to be a respected Teacher. He has seen Jesus and seen the authority of his teaching and the healings he has performed, he may well recognise Him as the promised Messiah. But he has an expectation of what following the anticipated Messiah would be like. He had an expectation of what it would be like to be part of His entourage. He probably expects it to be quite glamorous, for some of the kudos of Jesus to fall onto Him, that is what he is used to as a respected teacher. But Jesus is challenging him to recognise that this is wrong. 
This isn’t about glamour, or status, or worldly recognition. Foxes have holes and birds have nests because this world is their home and their resting place, but it is not the Son of Man’s home or resting place. This man had the wrong expectation of what it means to follow Jesus and what it would it will be like to follow Jesus and what the cost is of following Jesus, and Jesus challenges those expectations.
A second man then comes to Jesus and says, ‘Lord, first let me go and bury my father’. Again, at first this seems quite reasonable. It is unlikely that the father in question was actually dead. He may well have been in quite good health. But what this man is saying; first let prioritize my family responsibilities. Jewish culture at the time placed great emphasis on a person’s responsibilities to honour their parents, to care for them and provide for them in their old age. This man is saying ‘Let me fulfil that responsibility first’, then, when I no longer have that responsibility I will be free to follow Jesus. And again this could seem like a reasonable thing to expect to do. 
But Jesus responds with the statement ‘let the dead bury their own dead’, which can be taken to mean let the spiritually dead bury the physically dead. 
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He is basically saying, do not allow other responsibilities or distractions prevent you from following me. The challenge Jesus is giving here is that following Him should be your highest priority.
Both of these examples we have looked at here were preached on earlier this year by Stephan and Martin when looking at ‘Impulsive Followers’ and ‘Reluctant Followers’. Both the sermons are on the website if you would like to remind yourself of these issues.

At first glance it can appear that Jesus is trying to discourage these potential disciples. Both of them have a clearly stated desire to follow Jesus. Our human temptation would be to grab them and say ‘Great, they want to follow, that is wonderful.’ But Jesus doesn’t do that. Because Jesus is not after ‘bums on seats’, He is after quality not quantity. 
He does not say to either of these men that they cannot follow him, he wants everyone to follow Him, but he wants us to come to Him with our eyes wide open, knowing exactly what it means to follow Him, not with worldly expectations of what following Jesus will give us, but with our eyes wide open to the truth of what following Jesus actually means. And He wants following Him to be our number one priority.
Jesus’ response to each of these men is quite different. Because each of them is coming to him with a different ‘wrong perspective’ that Jesus challenges. And if we allow Him to and are open to Him, He will come and meet us and challenge us exactly where we need to be challenged. Because the gospel is big enough to meet each of us where we need to be met. 
He challenges each of us in our own culture and our own setting and own circumstance and our own misconceptions. 
The scribe, because of his standing in society, had an expectation of following Jesus that Jesus needed to challenge. 
The disciple, because of his jewish culture and upbringing had an expectation about the acceptable ways to prioritize his life that Jesus needed to challenge. 
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The rich man who came to Him wanting to know what he needed to do to inherit eternal life, Jesus challenged him to sell everything he owned and give it to the poor, because that is where that man needed to be met and needed to be challenged. 
When the disciples were arguing about which of them would be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven, Jesus challenged them to come to Him as children. 
And each of us must allow Jesus to meet us and challenge us exactly where we need to be challenged. But how often do we come to Him with our own expectations of what is right and what he expects from us, and then try and make the scripture fit around it?
I was attending a training workshop recently, where the leader of the workshop challenged us with that question: How often do we allow scripture to define what we think? How often do we change our minds about something because of what we have read in scripture? Or do we more often make up our minds first and then try to find a way of making the scripture agree with us? A few days after having the conversation I mentioned earlier with Megan, the subject came up again about how we needed to respond and how we needed to live our lives in response to Jesus and we asked her what we needed to do. To which her response was ‘oh, there are lots of things we need to do’. At which point we decided to try and get clever and say ‘what about keeping your room tidy. Do you think Jesus wants you to keep your room tidy?’ at which point I came up with a wonderful scriptural argument. That when Jesus fed the five thousand, he then sent the disciples around to pick up the leftovers and they filled twelve baskets. So obviously Jesus wants us to be tidy! To which Megan responded, ‘ah, but when he went into the temple he turned over all the tables of the money changers and he made a huge mess!’ It is a trivial example, I know, but how often do we do just that. We decide first what we think and then fit scripture to it, rather than letting scripture define our thinking. 
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The challenge is do we let Jesus meet us where we need to be met and challenge us where we need to be challenged? Because that will be a different place for each and every one of us. Do we approach Jesus through our study of scripture and through prayer and allow Him to define for us who He is and allow Him to challenge us where we need to be challenged?
Because, who is He? The passage that follows in this gospel account is one that really declares for us again exactly who he is. At this point Jesus and his disciples have got on a boat to cross over to the other side of the lake. But as they get going a storm starts up. This is not uncommon on the Sea of Galilee. It is situated in a basin surrounded by mountains, so cool air from the Mediterranean is drawn down through the mountain passes and clashes with the hot humid air lying over the lake, so it is particularly susceptible to these sudden violent storms. People who have visited the area talk of the lake being as smooth as glass one minute and then suddenly these storms appear out of nowhere. But the disciples would have been used to this. Many of them were experienced fisherman, so the fact that they reacted so badly implies that this really was a ferocious storm. Jesus meanwhile is asleep. He has had a long hard day, he has been surrounded by crowds, teaching and healing, and he is frankly shattered, so he is having a good kip. This is one of those passages that emphasises for us the humanity of Jesus, He was shattered. But the disciples wake him up, and he rebukes them. Now this is not Jesus waking up in a grump. We are not to imply from this that Jesus was not a morning person and wakes up in a bad mood. No, Jesus does not tell them off for waking Him up, what Jesus rebukes them for is their fear and their lack of faith. In Mark’s version of this event he states that Jesus says, ‘Let’s go over to the other side’, He has stated what is happening. These disciples have been with Jesus for some time. They have heard his teaching, seen the healings He has performed, they have witnessed His authority in action. So if He says ‘We are going over to the other side’ shouldn’t they have total confidence that they are going over to the other side of the lake. But when the storms starts, the disciples think that they are not going to get to the other side, but that they are all going to drown, and because Jesus is sleeping in the back of the boat they think that He is not in control. But Jesus says, why are you afraid, I said we were going over to the other side of the lake, so that is what is going to happen. 
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Sometimes in our own lives we can feel that Jesus is asleep in the back of the boat, and because we are not specifically aware of his hand on us at that moment, we can be fooled into thinking that He is not in control, but this passage reminds us that He always is. He then goes ahead and demonstrates again for them how in control he is by rebuking the winds and waves so that they calm down. This passage clearly demonstrates both the divinity and humanity of Jesus.  This is God made man. 
James Montgomery Boice puts it like this.
What could be more human than our Lord’s total exhaustion in the boat? What could be more divine than his stilling of the winds and waves?
Nothing could be more human than Jesus’ death by crucifixion. Nothing could be more divine than the darkening of the sky, the tearing of the veil of the temple, the opening of the graves of the saints near Jerusalem, and the triumphant rending of the tomb on that first Easter morning.

This is God, made man for us. 
And if we really believe that, then shouldn’t we give Him our total trust and faith? Shouldn’t our number one priority be to put our lives into his hands, to allow Him to form us into the people He wants us to be, to challenge us in the ways he chooses to challenge us?
We do not know how the scribe and the disciple mentioned earlier responded to the challenge Jesus put before them. 
We are not told that. 
The question is ‘What about you?’ 
‘Who do you think He is, and how are you going to respond?’ 
Amen.
