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Fit For Service in the Kingdom of God

Luke 9:57-62

Key Verse: 62

“Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”

What do you think of when you hear words like devoted, committed, or dedicated? One engineer who helped me when I was first starting out use to say, “Anyone can start a project but only a few can complete them,” and “Unless there is a name attached to the project it will never get done.” Meaning unless someone is made responsible no one will take responsibility. Completing a project at work requires commitment. A diet requires commitment. Finishing school requires commitment. Today’s passage takes a look at what is required of those who claim to be Jesus’ disciple. 

First Jesus challenges the comfortable disciple (9:57-58)

A lot of things were happening in the life and ministry of Jesus. Everything seemed to be coming together and the disciples were right in the middle of it. Jesus had poured out his power upon the twelve and sent them to drive out demons, cure diseases, and preach about the kingdom of God. And if that wasn’t awesome enough Jesus feds a crowd of about 15K with five loaves and two fish. After that Peter confessed Jesus as the Christ and the top 3 disciples got a chance to catch a glimpse of Jesus in His original glory at His transfiguration. And most recently Jesus healed a little boy who was demon possessed. People could hardly believe what was going on and the crowds following Jesus kept getting bigger and bigger. 

And so we begin our passage today where the crowd is walking along with Jesus as He begins His ministry around Judea. But He has set His eyes on Jerusalem where He will eventually face His death on the cross. Yet no one really understands what Jesus is going to go through. All of them are caught up in the moment, full of joy and excitement. Take a look at verses 57 & 58. As they were walking along, suddenly a man blurts out, “I will follow you wherever you go.” It seems as if this man is reveling in his experience with Jesus and he just can’t help himself. 

This man’s statement was what every leader of a voluntary ministry wants to hear. The student org fair took place last Wednesday and when someone put their name on the list, everyone was encouraged. It’s a sign that they want to join us, or at least we hope that they will join with us. Usually when someone wants to join your cause, you want to highlight all the good stuff and minimize the negative. Maybe Jesus could have taken a page from the Army’s current recruiting strategy and said something like: Pushing the Limits: As a disciple, you’ll become stronger than you ever imagined. Or maybe Infinite Possibilities: With the skills and training you gain as a disciple, there’s no limit to how far you can go. You will be an army of one.

So how does Jesus respond? “Great! You are exactly the kind of guy I’m looking for.” Nope, far from it. Instead Jesus replied, "Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head." (v58) Jesus doesn’t leave this man in his state of euphoria very long. Instead Jesus rips away the romantic idea of what he thought it meant to follow Jesus. And then He reveals the radical concept of commitment and the extreme cost a disciple must be willing to pay to follow Christ. Jesus was trying to help him understand that although it was nice to be together, to share God’s love, and to see God’s power, however there will be rough parts in carrying out God’s will. 

An example of one of those rough parts is that Jesus didn’t even have a place to lay His head to sleep for the night. Humanly speaking, Jesus had nothing to offer him, not even a place to lay his head. Remember when we went on the camping trip and what it was like sleeping on the ground? Camping is not easy, but we still had more that Jesus did. At least we had tents, sleeping bags, and pillows. Most nights when I go to bed I’m so exhausted that I’m almost asleep before my head hits the soft fluffy pillow. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for Jesus. We are creatures of comfort. We enjoy all the small things in life, like hot clean showers and flushing toilets, coffee, and clothes washers. Now I’m not saying that God wants us to become penniless beggars and give up hot showers, toilets and coffee. Some of the wealthiest men in the world of their time followed God. He is talking about our attitude and expectations. Jesus wanted to be extremely clear that by following Him they wouldn’t receive any material blessings. So if their reason for following Him was to gain something in the world they would be greatly disappointed. 

To go even farther than that, Jesus has no place in this world. His kingdom was not of the earth but of heaven. (Jn 18:36) We can learn something from Abraham who, like Jesus, put his hope not in this world but in heaven and, “By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.” (Heb 11:9-10) When Abraham put his hope in heaven, in God’s kingdom, he didn’t try to establish his own personal kingdom on earth. So he decided to live in tents instead of building a house so that he would be able to follow God’s call when it came. He could pack up a tent and leave at any moment, but with a house it’s not so easy. Can you answer the Lord’s call if He wanted you to go anywhere anytime? Or do you allow the thought of establishing a good career, staying healthy, being comfortable, or taking it easy keep you from making a real commitment to Jesus? Men are famous for not committing. The comfortable disciple only follows Jesus when it suits them. And when it requires them to go beyond their level of commitment they leave. The bottom line is they don’t want to sacrifice. Are you a comfortable disciple of Jesus?

Second, Jesus challenges the convenient disciple (9:59-60)

Since the first man brought up the topic of following Jesus, Jesus turns to a different guy and says, “Follow me." But the man replied, "Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”(v59) Respect for parents was of the utmost importance in Jewish society. To “honor your father and mother” was a top 10 commandment. Also according to the Talmud, equally important was providing a proper burial for a loved one, a responsibility that even took priority over the study of the Law. Because of this, the man’s answer sounds like a legitimate excuse. But from Jesus’ stiff response, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God,” (v60) we have to acknowledge that his answer didn’t please Jesus. Why? 

Actually Jesus’ answer seems a bit cold hearted and insensitive. But we see from the Talmud, if the man’s father had already died he would have been busy with the burial. So evidently this man wanted to wait for his father to die and then follow Jesus. Essentially what he was saying to Jesus was that he had something more important to do than to follow him. That’s why Jesus answered him the way He did. Someone who is willing to follow Jesus doesn’t make excuses before starting. If you are a follower, then you go where Jesus goes. 

This man was a convenient follower. Convenient followers are not really followers at all because they will only accompany Jesus when it is convenient for them. On the outside they may look good and have many good sounding excuses but when you get right down to it they have other priorities. Jesus challenged him to get his priorities straight. You might wonder how we can work this out practically. How could he do both? First comes our absolute commitment. If you choose to follow Jesus, then Jesus must come first. Jesus wanted his yes to be yes and then follow through with his decision. When we face issues in life, and they will come, as Christ’s disciples we should ask God what to do. In this case the man could have asked Jesus how he should care for his father. It’s not bad to want to take care of his father, in fact he should honor his father, but the problem was with his attitude. Instead of humbly following Jesus he wanted to play, “Let’s make a deal.” 

Being a convenient disciple, he followed when it was convenient for him. These kinds of disciples are not worth much because they’re not there when you need them. They tend to be selfish and only give the Lord the leftovers from their lives instead of giving their best to their master. They are the kind of person who says, “I will follow Jesus after I graduate,” or “I will serve God after (insert excuse here)” Are you a convenient disciple of Jesus?

Third, Jesus challenges the distracted disciple (9:61-62)

The final guy steps up to the plate and takes his swing. Let’s read verses 61 & 62. “Still another said, "I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family." Jesus replied, "No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” What’s happening here? It seems from Jesus’ response, that this disciple would allow little things to distract him. His problem was similar to that of the convenient disciple but he was worse because he was looking for an excuse not to follow. He had less of a commitment and wanted to keep his options open. Sure he liked Jesus, but he liked other things more. He is the distracted disciple who gets real excited and devoted for a while and then disappears. He hops from thing to thing depending on his interest. Notice how he said, “but first …” Jesus is the Creator and we are His creation. This guy wanted to make bargains with the Master. We are only to do what Jesus says and not try to tell Him what we want to do. Are you a distracted disciple of Jesus?

Jesus challenges the distracted disciple to stay focused and remain committed. To find out what is important and stick with it. The farmer who needs to plow the field must keep his eyes looking forward otherwise he can not plow in a straight line. A modern example of verse 62 may go something like, anyone who puts their hands on a steering wheel and looks back is not fit to drive. There is no way a person can drive if they are constantly looking back. In the end it would be better if they walk because they will do more harm than good and cause not only their death, but someone else’s as well. They are unfit to drive. Likewise a Christian who is always looking back and longing for their old way of life is unfit to serve God. They are like the Israelites who longed for their slave lives because they experienced a little suffering in the desert. (Ex 16:3) 

If we keep looking back we are unfit for service in the kingdom of God. Not everyone on earth is going to enter heaven, that’s why it is called the narrow way. Why is Jesus talking so strongly about this? Because He wants to chase away the uncommitted and drive away the false disciples. He didn't want them to be deceived and the church to be damaged by them. So He chased them away by the strength of the call to commitment. In college, do you remember those weed out classes? Those classes designed to remove those who are not fully committed to the program. They do that to save instructors the headache of dealing with uncommitted students and also to save students from wasting their time. 

Do you remember what happened to Lot’s wife when she looked back? She was turned into salt.  Lk 17:28-35 tells us, “It was the same in the days of Lot. People were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building. 29But the day Lot left Sodom, fire and sulfur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all. 30"It will be just like this on the day the Son of Man is revealed. 31On that day no one who is on the roof of his house, with his goods inside, should go down to get them. Likewise, no one in the field should go back for anything. 32Remember Lot's wife! 33Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it. 34I tell you, on that night two people will be in one bed; one will be taken and the other left. 35Two women will be grinding grain together; one will be taken and the other left.” In contrast to Lot’s wife, do you remember Levi’s response to Jesus’ call to follow him? Levi got up left everything and followed Jesus. (Lk 5:28)  And then there was Simon, Andrew, James and John who left their father and fishing business and everything else and followed Jesus. (Lk 5:11) This is the response that Jesus is looking for and is expecting.

Everything I said up to this point sounds tough. And why would anyone want to put themselves through it. Like the American Express motto says, “Membership has it’s privileges,” meaning following Jesus has the ultimate blessing. In Mark 10:28-30 “Peter said to Jesus, "We have left everything to follow you!" "I tell you the truth," Jesus replied, "no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields—and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life.” And do you remember Abraham? He left his country, his people, and his father’s house but in doing so he received God’s promise to bless him and make him a blessing. God would make his name great and he would become a great nation and eventually all people on earth were blessed through him. Following Jesus is a serious matter and we should not make this decision lightly. Jesus sacrificed His life for us to have the privilege to follow Him. And when we do follow Him, He leads us to eternal life. The going won’t always be easy but the reward will be worth it. As the hymn says, “It will be worth it all when we see Jesus.”

That being said, despite Jesus' call for us to be His disciples, He actually doesn’t really need us to do it. He can do it all without us, but He desires to work with us. So it’s a tremendous privilege for us to be included in God's plan. And so we ought to view discipleship as something to be thankful for. For God to consider us worthy of being included in His salvation plan is a great honor. When we realize that it’s a honor to follow Jesus, we can do it with all our heart, with joy and thanksgiving which is what Jesus wants. To be sure, being a true disciple of Jesus is not easy but when we see it as a honor and privilege, God gives us joy to carrying it out and we can do it with first priority. We must not let comforts, convenience or our choices distract us from our devotion to Jesus. 

Following Jesus is more than just a few specific activities but an entire way of life. As much as being a disciple means doing "ministry work" - evangelism, teaching the bible, serving others, etc. - but it also includes our attitude and heart in the way we live our lives. It’s how we react to the rude waiter at the restaurant, the guy that cuts us off, coworkers that irritate us, or neighbors/family/boss that give us a hard time. Following Jesus is how generous we can be toward others, serving others with no expectation of getting something in return and answering evil with good. The Kingdom of God is comprised of Jesus’ disciples. This is the group of people who stand ready to unquestionably live out God’s commands. The point is that He becomes our Master, and we will follow Him trusting that He has the best plan for our life and knows best how our lives can help others living around us. Being a disciple of Jesus is making a life long commitment to Him and sticking to it no matter how hard it may seem. Following Jesus is being fit for service in the Kingdom of God. Are you a real disciple of Jesus?

