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9:57 And it came to pass, that, as they went in the way, a certain man said unto him, Lord, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest.


9:58 And Jesus said unto him, Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.


After staying the night at a Samaritan village Jesus and His disciples move on.  We are not told exactly where they are when the man in verse 57 approaches Jesus—if they are still in Samaria or if they have crossed over into Judea—but for the purposes and the lessons of verses 57 through 62 it does not matter.  He approaches Jesus and volunteers to follow Him wherever He goes.  It would be reasonable to suppose that the man had been tagging along at a distance without having made an all-out commitment, listening to Jesus' teach and watching the things that He did.  Finally the man is convinced that He wants to follow Jesus all the way and he tells Jesus that

No Place to Call Home in This World


Jesus replies by warning the man that he may do that, but if he does he needs to understand that, like his Lord and Master, he will have no place in this world that he can really call home.  This is one of those teachings of Jesus that has philosophical tones.  It takes us beyond the strictly literal, or perhaps we would better say the ordinary natural meaning of His words, and projects something more profound.  It has been common to understand and teach this passage in the strictest literal sense:


Jesus had no house to go to at night and he had no bed to sleep in.


But in taking that approach to these verses we miss the real lesson.  Beyond that, those who have read these verses in that way are confused.  "Wasn't Jesus raised in a home in Nazareth?  Didn't He have a home of his own in Capernaum that was His headquarters, whether He owned it or hired it?  Is it really accurate to say that in His lifetime and specifically His earthly ministry that he had no house to enter into and no bed to lay down on?"


If that were what Jesus was saying it would indeed be a contradiction but of course it is not.  It is another case where the letter of truth contradicts the spirit of it and leads us astray.  Jesus is telling this man that if he becomes a follower with the kind of dedication and all-out commitment that the man is proposing, he will be cutting himself off from the brotherhood, camaraderie, and fellowship of this world; and he will become a pilgrim and a stranger in this earth who has no place here anymore.  This really has nothing to do with whether the man will have enough money to go out and rent a house as Jesus had just done for the night in the village in Capernaum.  It is much more profound, much more meaningful, and much more challenging than that.  It means very simply that in choosing to understand and follow the King in His Kingdom one forsakes this world as to his philosophy, values, and sense of achievement.  Not only that, but he is also establishing a testimony and making a comment to men about this world that is offensive to the worldling and results in his ostracization.  He no longer belongs.

The Way of the Cross


It is indeed unfortunate that, in the shallowness of biblical teaching in recent centuries, the meaning of this message has been either lost or ignored.  In the greatest of the Old Testament analogies of entering into the sanctified life the children of Israel were instructed to get in line and move up to the Jordan.  When they went across at Gilgal the Jordan was at flood stage.  Furthermore the place where God instructed the children  to cross was that the Pride of the Jordan.  The main part of the Jordan River is one of the fastest falling rivers in the world.  In a relatively short distance it goes from the Sea of Galilee to far below sea level where it empties into the Dead Sea.  Nominally in the middle, near Gilgal where the children of Israel crossed, there is an area where the Jordan flattens out and snakes around.  It is called the Pride of the Jordan because it is very large and very wide.  The Hebrew word pride comes from the same word family from which we get a lions pride or proud flesh.  What that title tells us is that the Jordan is very wide and swollen at that point.  At flood stage the water backs up in the pride and the children crossed a great distance of deep and turbulent water.  God instructed Joshua to tell the children that the waters would not be rolled back until the priests put their feet in the Jordan.  As soon as they stepped in the waters would stop.  That could become a long and involved lesson in itself but we will not go into all of that just now.  We are looking for just one thing here.  If God had let those people down they would have been dead.  Crossing through the Jordan out of the wilderness and into the good land of milk and honey is a testimony of sanctification and focuses on the very issue about which Jesus is speaking to this man.  Following Christ is an all-out commitment.  One cuts himself off from the old world, holds nothing back, and makes for yonder shore with the full realization that if God lets us down we are sunk and that we are burning or bridges.  There is no going back.  That old world is dead to us when we make that honest commitment.


While that is the mentality that must be possessed by anyone who truly sets out to follow Christ, is possible to turn around and go back to the old life (in the sanctification sense only) and, sadly, many have done it.  But we must realize that Jesus was talking to an Israelite under the law where salvation was obtained by the works of the law.  We are told plainly in the book of Romans, chapter 3, that no one did obtain eternal life by the works of the law because no one could.  But had they been able to do it, they would have had to maintain that position by never looking back and never going back.  We have taken up the subject many times in this series of how these teachings must be baptized into the New Testament and applied to sanctification and Christian living in the kingdom of God in order to be useful to the church.  There is no more Old Covenant and no more requirement of trying got earn salvation by the deeds of the Law.   All of that is gone now, having been eternally taken away by the Cross and by Grace.  We have also spent a great deal of time describing the difference between the three aspects of the Great Salvation: Justification, Sanctification, and Glorification.  We will not go into all of that again just now either; but one thing must be made clear.  You cannot follow Christ halfheartedly.  Following Christ is an all-or-nothing proposition.  The Christian life can be analogized by a swimmer in a fast-moving stream going against the current.  It takes all of his efforts to move forward and if he ever stops going forward he began to be carried backwards very rapidly.  The obtaining of the inheritance of the saints in light, the securing of our crowns, and the anticipation of having confidence in joy in the day when our works are tried before God all depend on leaving the old world behind, acknowledging (as those people in the 11th chapter of Hebrews) that we are pilgrims and strangers in this earth and we have no home here.  Following Christ means leaving the comfort and acceptance of the great religious city, going to Christ who was slain outside the gates, and owning our citizenship in heaven.  If you do not understand that, and if you are not willing to do that, you cannot follow Christ wherever He goes.  That is what Jesus is telling this man.

Everything is Changing with Jesus and His Disciples


You might wonder why this teaching has been inserted in the Scriptures at this point.  The answer is that everything is changing in the life and ministry of Jesus; but it is also changing in the lives of His disciples.  Prior to His departure for Jerusalem and Judea, Jesus has been trying to get this point across to them.  "If you do not take up your cross every day and deny yourself you cannot be my disciples," he told them.  "The servant is not greater than his Lord; if they hate me they will hate you," and many other such teachings.  The disciples who follow Him to Jerusalem and to his rendezvous with destiny, whether it be the 12 or this newfound follower who wishes to join up, will experience a dramatic change in their lives.  They will no longer be able to wander in semi-leisure around the shores of Galilee, lay around the house in Capernaum, and take their time tromping along the dusty trails.  Things are going to intensify, hostility is going to multiply, the danger is going to be on every hand, and they are not going to understand the dramatic changes in lifestyle both of themselves and of their Leader.  In the events of the next six months the greatest, most consequential, most dramatic, and the most fateful conflicts and crises in the history of God and man are going to be joined.  It is no mere turned phrase but a profound truth that eternity hangs in the balance.  It is no place for sissies, no place for self seekers, no place for halfhearted, who can no place for the faint of heart.  Only those who have considered the cost and understand what is going on belong in this company.  It may be recognized that the disciples, at this point in their lives, cannot fully understand what is going on, but they can hear the words of Jesus, they can know that danger and death lies ahead, and they can come to grips with the fact that an all-out commitment, leaving the old world and the old life behind, has to be made and made honestly.  My dear Christian brothers and sisters that, and nothing less than that, is the lesson for you and me.  Times have changed, the dispensation has changed, and we live in a different era with a different understanding of the Scriptures and a different power in our lives.  But in the age-long plan of redemption from the Garden of Eden, nothing has changed in terms of objective.  It is still about Christ the Savior, the Cross and the Resurrection, the need of men in this world to hear the Gospel, the desperate struggle between good and evil, and the need for all-out commitment to those who would be kings and priests reigning with Christ in His Kingdom.  The Cross is indeed the central focus of history.  One is not justified if he has not come to the Cross and given up on the old world with the intention of dying with Christ, having Christ's sacrifice take away his sins, and being born into the new creation of the Second Adam.  And one has not begun the journey of sanctification unless he is come to the Cross to die to the old ways, to wash his life clean through obedience to the Word of God of which the water of the baptismal stream are only a type, and to live the new and the resurrected life in the New Creation on the eternity side of the Cross.  St. John put it in words that all can understand when he said, in the second chapter of his first letter, that we are not to love the world or anything that is in it.  Everything that is in this world, comprehended as the lusts of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of his life, are not of God but they are the old world.  The old world is going to pass away with all of its lusts and only those who leave it behind and do the will of God are going to save their lives for eternity.


The Scriptures continue on with the events that compound this message.  In verse 59:


9:59 And he said unto another, Follow me. But he said, Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my father.


9:60 Jesus said unto him, Let the dead bury their dead: but go thou and preach the kingdom of God.


Here we have a man who thought he understood the urgency of the mission that Christ was embarked upon and the importance of following in His company.  He thought he understood, but he did not.  The fallacy of his understanding and conviction is manifested in what he said.  

Jesus, I understand the importance of following you and I'm going to do it but I have other responsibilities that take priority and that must be gotten out of the way first.  My father is old and about to die.  He has been so good to me and his family and you cannot believe how much I love him.  It was God who is said to honor your father and your mother.  I cannot leave home until my father dies, which will not be long now, and then you will see me coming along to follow you.

I am sure that this man thought what he had just said was entirely reasonable and that Jesus would commend him for his attitude and agree that is what he should do.  Furthermore, I suspect that most Christian people find the values that this man was expressing to be honorable and have had problems understanding why Jesus said what He did.  With God's help, I have taken in hand to write commentary on many of the things that Jesus said, why He said them, and what He meant by them; that I have never tried to get inside of Jesus' head and I am going to now.  But it is not necessary to do that in order to understand what Jesus is saying here and why.  First, let us read again the actual words that Jesus replied:


 Jesus said unto him, Let the dead bury their dead: but go thou and preach the kingdom of God.


For those who have been following this series closely, this reply should not be surprising or hard to comprehend.  Simply put, Jesus told this man that there are plenty of people at home who are not doing anything for God to speak of anyway and do not plan on doing so.   They can take care of his aged father.  To use Jesus metaphor they are dead anyway spiritually so let them take care of those who are dying.  There are few people who understand the absolute urgency of the Kingdom of God and the mission of the Church.  They have been just sort of drifting along, feeling sort of an uneasy quietness that grace covers it all, and are too busy and too committed to the things of this world to make an all-out commitment of their lives to Christ.  Such people cannot follow Christ because they do not really understand who He is and what is going on.  Christ and His followers and His kingdom are involved in the greatest and most important struggle in the history of existence.  For every individual who has ever lived the consequences of eternity depend on how it turns out.  There is absolutely nothing in this world that challenges the importance of, much less takes precedence over, following Jesus Christ.  Perhaps you cannot capture that sentimentally but that is not necessary.  Jesus Christ the God-Man who loved the world enough to come down here and die for it, has told us that we should not let sentiment rule our lives.  This man's father was either dead or more likely about to die and if the man stayed home with him it would not change that.  If his father was a man of faith he would understand why the man left home to follow Jesus and if he was not it would never matter again forever anyway.  The urgent thing, the needed thing, the only truly important thing in life, is to put Christ ahead of father and mother and wife and sons and daughters, and all that we possess—positively everything there is—and come and follow him.  If we have problems with that we might as well forget following Him because He simply cannot and will not have halfhearted stragglers weighing Him down.


Another man, who was listening to this conversation apparently, thought that he had gotten the point.  He had to leave his family behind in order to follow Jesus.  And so he said to Jesus, "If you guys would just hold up here for a little bit while I run home and say goodbye to my people, I will be right back."  Surely Jesus would not have any problem with that; but He did


9:61 And another also said, Lord, I will follow thee; but let me first go bid them farewell, which are at home at my house.


9:62 And Jesus said unto him, No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.


When a farmer leaves the house, harnesses the horse, hooks up the plow, and goes down to the field he needs to forget everything else and plow that field, which is what he went down there to do in the first place.  If he does not do that, if he leaves the horse and the plow standing in the field while he remembers something he needed to have done first, he will never get field plowed.  The day will pass and evening will come on with the horse and plow still standing in the field, while the man has been up at the barn fiddling around with things that he thinks he has to get done first before he can get his mind on plowing.


Jesus uses this metaphor to explain to this man why he is not a fit servant for the Kingdom of God.  And he uses this metaphor to explain why you may not be a qualified servant and follower.  You may be a person who responds to the message, whose heart is tender, who has thought a lot about where you could serve in the Kingdom of God, and are truly convinced that you are going to make that decision soon and get out there in the harvest field with Him.  But here is the question of importance: why are you not down there now?  Is it not because there are other things you feel that you have to get out of the way first?  Oh sure, they are just little things and then will not take long.  But the fact is that those little things have been keeping you from following Christ for a long time now.  You have this idea that you are just about to get with the program can do it.  But Jesus response is, "No, you're not!"  You are not about to do anything for the Lord because you will always have something you must get out of the way first.  And then, you are not going to come and follow Jesus because Jesus does not want you as a follower.  You are not fit for service in His kingdom, Jesus said.  Your attitude that there is something—anything, no matter how small and insignificant in a little time it will take—that needs to be done first is offensive to Him and disqualifying to you.


When I was a boy in church we had a Sunday evening boys club.  Our teacher was one of the finest Christian gentlemen that I have ever known in my life.  His name was James Cover and he has long since gone home to be with the Lord.  He once said one of rare things that you hear in your lifetime and that sticks with you.  He said, "When you know that the Lord wants you did do something, do it do it right then.  Do not stop to get something else done first and do not stop to question whether that's really what you should be doing.  If you do, you'll never get it done."  How true, how true!  Everything I have ever done for the Lord has been done that way.  I just left whatever I was doing and went and did it.  And if I did not do it right then, I never got it done.  Neither will you.  And what is even more important Christ, as with these two men, will not wait around for you.  He knows that if He does it will always be that way with you; and so He gets somebody else to do your job and He goes on his way.  Do not make any mistake about it, my Christian brothers and sisters, that is what Jesus is telling us here and that is how it works.  If you do not know that now, you will know it in the Day of Judgment when it is too late to do anything about it.  It will then be painfully evident to you that you whiled away your inheritance and lost your life just waiting to get a few things out of the way first.

