What This Generation Needs

Luke 11:29-54

Key Verse: 11:29
“As the crowds increased, Jesus said, "This is a wicked generation. It asks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah.”

Want to know the nutrition value of the food you’re eating?  There’s an app for that.  Want to know where you parked your car?  There’s an app for that.  Want to know the scores for the latest Bears game?  There’s an app for that too.  There are thousands of apps for all kinds of wants.  That’s the tag line for the iPhone’s App Store.  But is there an app for what we really need?  It’s nice to know where you parked your car, but what are the things we really need?  How do we find out what we need?

Society, media, and corporations would love to have people think that they need many things.  Your life will never be the same if you get this one thing.  When you have it, all your pains will go away and your life will have meaning.  Television, movies and music tell us that we need the latest fashions, the latest gadgets and pimped out cars.  Then you need a good job that pays lots of money to support those things.  Plus you have to eat the best of foods and find the finest forms of entertainment.  You need to have fun and lots of it.  But it is not enough to do all this alone.  You yearn for something more.  You need to find someone to share just a little of life with, be it a spouse or a boyfriend or girlfriend.

So, what all comes from it?  Fashions fade, gadgets break, and cars wear out.  You are working yourself to death at a job that you don’t like.  Those fancy foods don’t fill you up and entertainment doesn’t satisfy any more.  Then, you realize that your great companion is driving you up the wall and you divorce due to irreconcilable differences.  Your life becomes lost and all that you thought you needed becomes meaningless.  There was this one guy, he had everything: tons of money, he was one of the most powerful men in the world; he had the best foods, and more women than we could imagine.  This was a guy who was living a dream, but this is what he had to say about it, “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure.  My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor.  Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.” (Eccl 2:10, 11) This guy had it all, but it didn’t satisfy him; it wasn’t what he needed.

Then there are people out there who say that we need to be a good person and look good before others.  These people come up with a list of things we should do and should not do.  They say, “Don’t be proud, don’t be loud, don’t be angry, don’t be lazy, don’t let anyone know that you are weak, and don’t pick your nose.  You should be nice, you should be kind, you should work hard, you should look strong, you should pray three times a day, and you should read your Bible everyday.”  The things on lists like this are not necessarily bad.  Reading the Bible and praying is something we should do, but often these lists sound like behavior modification.  They take care of the outside, while not doing anything to the inside.

When I was younger, I was the good, little boy who didn’t get angry and was nice to everyone.  I was told I should be that way.  And you know what, I became like a volcano that would erupt in emotional outbursts because of all the resentment and anger that was bottled up.  I would scream in my head, “Why can’t I be angry?”  I felt so guilty of my anger and that made me even angrier.  Trying to modify my outward actions only created the opposite effect inside.  By being told not to be proud, I was proud that I was trying not to be proud.  That, my friends, is hypocrisy, and hypocrisy is just what Jesus saw in the Pharisees’ and experts in the law’s hearts.

The Pharisees were a Jewish religious group that was concerned with keeping the Jewish traditions.  They thought you were righteous if you held to the traditions.  And the experts in the law were obsessed with people keeping the law of God.  But in both cases, they were hypocrites.  The experts in the law forced people to follow those laws, while they themselves were unable to hold to every rule and regulation.  The Pharisees looked really good on the outside, but inside, they sinned with the worst of them.  Jesus called the Pharisees out on this while eating at one Pharisee’s house, “Now then, you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside you are full of greed and wickedness.” (39) Then Jesus called them unmarked graves.  On the surface, they were green and beautiful, but underneath, they were like a dead and rotting corpse (44).  They were hypocrites.  The experts in the law didn’t fare any better. “And you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load people down with burdens they can hardly carry, and you yourselves will not lift one finger to help them.” (46) The experts in the law told people when they were wrong in not keeping the law.  They condemned the people, but did nothing to help them to be able to become righteous.  They weren’t doing what was needed.

A lot of people see Christians in the same light as these hypocrites.  And really, who can blame them?  We’re making the same mistakes as the Pharisees and experts in the law.  I don’t know how many times I’ve heard that Christians are placing burdens on people or that we are arguing over some strange tradition.  We think so highly about whose church is better.  We make people think that they need to dress a certain way or speak with certain words in order to be a mature Christian.  When they don’t fill our ideal of a Christian we look down on them, at least in our hearts.  And in the end, we are just hypocrites and we make people feel bad because they don’t meet our expectations.  The rules and regulations and guidelines that we make up or have in our heads are not what are needed.

Then there are those who think they need something from God in order to believe him and serve him; the if-I-only’s: “If I only had (blank), I could serve God better.”  “If I only had a new car, a job that’s closer to home, a Bible house, a new computer, if I could sing better or draw better or even speak better, then I would be really effective for God.”  Are you sure?  Right now, it is tough for many people.  It is difficult to do many things and many times we are just at a loss for what to do in respect to God.  We wonder what God wants to do with us and we cry out, “Lord, show me what to do!  What do I need to do to serve you better?”  Again, some of these thoughts sound pretty noble, but there is a problem with it.  Those thoughts are very self-centered, for one thing, and do you realize that you are questioning God’s power, purpose and love?  If you say that you need something that God has not given you, you say that his perfect plan is not perfect and that he needs to listen to you because the all of creation revolves around you and that is a very wicked thing to say.  You don’t trust God and you demand that he correct the wrongs in your life.  These questions and demands only reveal your unbelief and are just plain wicked.

It is also a lot like the people in Jesus’ time.  They kept demanding signs from Jesus.  They did not accept what was already shown them, it didn’t match what they wanted to see and hear, and they kept wanting more.  Jesus called the people who asked for yet another sign, “a wicked generation.” (29) Jesus counters the thought that we need more from God with, “No one lights a lamp and puts it in a place where it will be hidden, or under a bowl.  Instead he puts it on its stand, so that those who come in may see the light.” (33) Jesus starts talking about lamps.  “No one lights a lamp and puts it in a place where it will be hidden, or under a bowl.  Instead he puts it on its stand, so that those who come in may see the light.” (33) Jesus didn’t come down from heaven as God in flesh to hide the fact that he is God.  He did countless things to prove that he is the promised Chosen One, the Messiah.  His miracles, his teachings, and his authority with the word of God could only come from God.  The people didn’t need any more proof than what was given.  His disciples saw that Jesus is the Christ, some of them almost immediately.  Clearly, Jesus gave proof, since the uneducated hicks were able to see Jesus for who he is.  Peter did say that Jesus was the Christ of God. (9:20)

So, if we do not need all these things the world says we need and we don’t need a list of morals and we don’t need more from God, then what do we need?  What does this generation, and all generations, need?  Jesus tells the crowd that was asking for signs, “This is a wicked generation.  It asks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah.” (29) Then, what we need is the sign of Jonah?  What’s that?  Here’s a little background.  Jonah was a man who lived about 800 years before Jesus.  God called him to tell the people of a particularly evil city to repent.  Jonah didn’t want to do it and ran away, far away, from this city.  He was on a ship sailing west when a storm came and nearly destroyed the ship.  Jonah knew that God wanted to remind him that he couldn’t run away and in order to save the ship, he asked to be thrown overboard.  Jonah was sinking in the water when a great fish came up and swallowed him and Jonah spent three days in the belly of the fish until it spit him up on the land.  

If that didn’t make things as clear as mud, then another gospel helps throw a little light on what this sign of Jonah means.  “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” (Mt 12:40) Do you have it yet?  The sign of Jonah is Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection.  Jesus was dead for three days just as Jonah was in the fish for three days.  It sounds a little odd, but this is what we really need.  We don’t need other signs; we need to see what Jesus has done for us.  Jesus hanging on the cross, dying for us and rising again is the light that he is shining. “No one lights a lamp and puts it in a place where it will be hidden, or under a bowl.  Instead he puts it on its stand, so that those who come in may see the light.” (33) Jesus didn’t die for our sins by simply going into a dark alley and dying.  He died as a public spectacle, so that all could see.  

We only need to recognize what we see.  “Your eye is the lamp of your body. When your eyes are good, your whole body also is full of light. But when they are bad, your body also is full of darkness.” (34) Instead of needing more light, we need good eyes to see what Jesus has already done for us.  A blind man doesn’t need light bulbs.  If he turns on the light, he still can’t see.  So if we keep asking to see something more to help us believe or to serve, it won’t even matter because we haven’t seen what he showed us in the first place.  There is a story of a man living in a house and it begins to really storm.  One of his neighbors came and warned him of the coming flood, but the man said that he would depend on God.  Soon, the flood came and the water came up to the porch of the house, and a boat came by to evacuate him, but he refused saying that he would pray and trust in God.  The water kept rising, so that the man had to go to his roof.  Then a helicopter came to rescue him, but he refused saying that he believed that God would save him.  In the end, the man drowned and when he faced God he asked, “Heavenly Father, I had faith in you, I prayed to you to save me, but you did nothing.  Why?”  God gave him a puzzled look and replied, “I sent you a warning, a boat, and a helicopter, why didn’t you see my sign?”  We’re very much like this, but if the blind regains his sight, then he would be able to see with the light that is already shining.  We have to see what God has already done.  Because, what God has already done is what we need.

 What this means is that you have to start by looking at Jesus on the cross.  Know that you are a sinner and that you will never be able to come to God no matter what you do.  All of our righteous acts are nothing but filthy rags to God. (Isa 64:6) When you look at the cross, you have to see that you are terrible and the punishment that was for you was upon him.  Everything that you have done is worth the nails, the pain and the humiliation that Jesus bore.  But also remember that despite those very sins that put Jesus on the cross, Jesus still died to bring you back to God.  As it says, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Ro 5:8) God did not wait for us to become good people before he saved us.  He saved us first.  Praise God for that, otherwise we would never be saved.

After looking at the cross, knowing our sins and knowing the grace of God, we should respond by being thankful for what God has done.  When we are not thankful, our hearts go dark and lead us away from God.  But when we are thankful, we want to find ways to please God and the things we do become acts of trying to please God.  “This service that you perform is not only supplying the needs of God's people but is also overflowing in many expressions of thanks to God.” (2 Co 9:12) In the end, our main desire should be to find out what pleases the Lord. (Eph 5:10) Think of it like this, when children are thankful to their parents, they make silly little things in school and at home and give them to their parents.  These little art projects are not priceless masterpieces, but the parents treasure them because of the child’s sincere heart in wanting to please his parents.  It’s the thought that counts.  In much the same way, God elevates our little art projects to the level of masterpieces because he loves our sincere heart for him.  It is God’s love, not our actions that should be the centerpiece.

When we remember this, we read the Bible not because we think we should, but we study the Bible to want to know more about God so that we can learn about what pleases him.  The same thing goes for prayer.  We don’t pray because we think we should or to give our requests, but to initiate a real communication and give thanks to God and tell him where we are struggling in how to please him.  To be clear, we don’t need to do more, except remember Jesus.  We should work hard and pray and read the Bible, but they are secondary when compared to Jesus has already done.

Take this example, I’ve been out of work for six months now, and it has been rough on me.  I’ve been pretty moody and mean and tired and frustrated.  I’ve wondered which way I am supposed to go.  Should I change fields or move somewhere else or keep on chugging?  Is this a call to be more active in ministry or to be less?  Which way is God leading me and my family?  Am I looking for a job hard enough or am I being too lazy?  They are real questions, genuine concerns, but they miss a vital point: I’m not the subject.  I put too much effort on what I need to do and not enough effort in just coming to Christ.  My lack of a job is not due to me not looking hard enough.  I only have to find the one job the Lord has planned for me.  God will make sure that I find that job if I am seeking him.  I should work harder in weeding out the other jobs, but my first need is to meditate on Jesus.  When that focus is on Jesus, he showed me what he has been showing me all along, but I started questioning it.  Jesus showed me that he has been giving me little snippets of jobs to keep me interested in my field in Chicago.  They haven’t amounted to anything, but they keep me here because this is where God has called me to serve.  I know God has something out there, and I’ll keep looking to Jesus.

When we scurry around like rats searching for what we need, we dishonor God by not trusting in his love and become wicked.  He has already shown us what we need, the sign of Jonah, Jesus’ death and resurrection.  That is all that we really need to focus on: Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.  When we look at Jesus on the cross and are so thankful for what he has done for us, God gives us the secondary things: the talent, the ideas, the things, and the heart to be able to serve him effectively.  It starts with God and the cross.  If you are unable to remember the cross, to see it for what it is, then ask God to help you to open your eyes to see what God has done.
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