Bible readings

Good News Translation
Old Testament

1 Kings 19:19-21

19 Elijah left and found Elisha ploughing with a team of oxen; there were eleven
teams ahead of him, and he was ploughing with the last one. Elijah took off his cloak
and put it on Elisha. ?° Elisha then left his oxen, ran after Elijah, and said, “Let me
kiss my father and mother good-bye, and then | will go with you.”

Elijah answered, “All right, go back. I'm not stopping you!”

1 Then Elisha went to his team of oxen, killed them, and cooked the meat, using the
yoke as fuel for the fire. He gave the meat to the people, and they ate it. Then he
went and followed Elijah as his helper.

New Testament reading
Luke 9:51-62

>L As the time drew near when Jesus would be taken up to heaven, he made up his
mind and set out on his way to Jerusalem. °? He sent messengers ahead of him, who
went into a village in Samaria to get everything ready for him. > But the people there
would not receive him, because it was clear that he was on his way to Jerusalem.
>*When the disciples James and John saw this, they said, “Lord, do you want us to
call fire down from heaven to destroy them?”

>° Jesus turned and rebuked them. *® Then Jesus and his disciples went on to
another village.

>" As they went on their way, a man said to Jesus, “l will follow you wherever you

”

go.

%8 Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds have nests, but the Son of Man
has no place to lie down and rest.”

*9He said to another man, “Follow me.”
But that man said, “Sir, first let me go back and bury my father.”

% Jesus answered, “Let the dead bury their own dead. You go and proclaim the
Kingdom of God.”

%1 Someone else said, “I will follow you, sir; but first let me go and say good-bye to
my family.”



%2 Jesus said to him, “Anyone who starts to plough and then keeps looking back is of
no use for the Kingdom of God.”

Sermon

A matter between you and Him

The preparation of this sermon took me back to a moment on the evening of my
ordination, in Polmont Old. After the service, during the informal part of the evening,
a preaching gown was put on me, by a member of the congregation. Not this one, for
this one still had to be made. It was someone else’s, and far too big, but that is not
relevant. It was a symbolic act. It was a statement. As | was welcomed into my
congregation, by my congregation it was, to me, a saying goodbye; a letting go of my
old life and starting the new one. Not a new one, but the new one, the one God had
had in mind for me, long before | knew.

In our Old Testament passage, a cloak is put on Elisha, by the prophet Elijah, while
Elisha is ploughing. Ploughing is an activity that requires focus on what is before the
one who is ploughing. But when the cloak is given to Elisha, that what lies before
him, changes into something so much bigger. What lies before him is the new life
that God has for him, as a helper of Elijah. This awareness makes that he asks Elijah
for permission to say goodbye to his father and mother.

But the way in which Elijah answers him is so strange. What sounds through Elijah’s
answer is his distancing from Elisha. Elijah actually says: ‘Nothing to do with me. Do
what you feel you need to do, Elisha.” And so Elisha is left to make his own choice.

It is not Elijah who determines what Elisha should do.

It does not say that Elisha goes back to his mother and father. He goes to the oxen,
kills them, gives the meat to the people, they eat and then he goes the way that lies
ahead of him: as helper of Elijah.

This is how Elisha responds to the One who called Him: God Himself. For
responding to God is a matter in which no one is involved, other than God and the
one He calls. That response happens in complete freedom: free from anyone’s
influence. That is what we can learn from our Old Testament passage: Elisha, who is
being called by God, to follow Elijah, can only respond to that call with a ‘yes’, or ‘no’,
from within himself.

That there is room for a ‘no’, is shown in how Jesus responds to three persons, who
say that they want to follow Him.

First we see a ‘no’ to Jesus from the Samaritans, and so we are drawn into the
tensions between Samaritans and Jews. While the Jews worship God in Jerusalem,
the Samaritans worship on the holy mountain called Gerazim. Now, Jesus was
travelling throughout his ministry on earth, but at this point there is an emphasis on
Jesus going resolutely to Jerusalem. Not that Jesus had not been in Jerusalem
before. He was there as a twelve year old boy, when He went with his mother Mary
and Joseph for the Passover festival. As a practising Jew, Jesus would have gone to



Jerusalem every year for the Passover feast. But now He is going to Jerusalem to do
what He had to do in obedience to His Father: to suffer.

He did not have to go through Samaria. He could have taken a different route, but
He goes via Samaria, despite knowing that they were not going to be welcome. The
Samaritans refuse to receive Him, and His disciples, because, as it says in a
different bible version:

His face was set towards Jerusalem (Luke 9: 53 ESV)

James and John want to end the conflict in a way that does not tune in with Jesus’s
way; His Messianic way. James and John still think in terms of ‘who is the greatest’.
When, the disciples had that argument between them,

...Jesus, knowing the reasoning of their hearts, took a child and put him by his side
8 and said to them, “Whoever receives this child in my name receives me, and
whoever receives me receives him who sent me. For he who is least among you all
is the one who is great.” (Luke 9:47-48)

James and John clearly have forgotten about that, and are rebuked by Jesus, for
wanting to have the Samaritans consumed by fire from heaven.

Then they move on to another village.

Jesus speaks to three people who want to follow Him, three potential followers. You
would think that Jesus would be delighted and that He would encourage them. But
He responds in a way that is not encouraging. His answer is puzzling. Just as
Elijah’s answer to Elisha was puzzling. While it is told in the story that Elisha does
indeed follow Elijah, in this passage there is no such a conclusion. We are left only
with Jesus’s words to the three potential followers.

The option to say ‘no’, is present.
To the first person, Jesus says:

“Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere
to lay his head.” (Luke 9:58)

Jesus makes sure that this person knows what it means to follow Him. It means that,
spiritually, you will not be comfortable; you will not have one fixed place. Faith is not

static, it moves, gets challenged, has different seasons. This is clearly pointed out by
Jesus.

To the next one Jesus says: 'Follow me.” Then comes the, ‘yes, but'...
‘Lord, let me first go and bury my father.'(Luke 9:59 ESV)

This request is not an excuse. It is a request that is appropriate and justified from the
perspective of the Law of Moses, which requires the honouring of your father and
mother. Yet, Jesus gives this provocative, enigmatic answer:

Leave the dead to bury their own dead. But as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom
of God.”(Luke 9:60 ESV)



It is of course not to be taken literally. There is a distinction between those who are
physically dead and those who are spiritually dead. For those who are spiritually not
dead, the Kingdom of God has priority, even over such a high value.

In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus Himself says:

Who is my mother and who are my brothers?....Whoever does the will of my Father
in heaven is my brother and sister and mother. (Matthew 12: 48-50 ESV)

The third person, also has something he wishes to do, before following Jesus: saying
goodbye to loved ones at home, as Elisha wanted to do. To this request Jesus
responds in terms of ploughing, which was Elisha was doing, when he was given the
cloak, by Elijah.

“No one who puts his hand to the plough and looks back is fit for the kingdom of
God.” (Luke 9:62)

Following Jesus means moving forward, with Him, to where He goes.

Do these three men, after what Jesus said to them, follow Him or not? Or are they
put off by what Jesus says? We are not told what they decide. Why not? Well, often
in the bible, we learn that ‘less is more’. What we are given in the bible, the stories,
parables, often serve as mirrors, in which we are to recognize ourselves. Jesus’
words are food for thought, for us. We are given what we need to know with regard
to our responding to God. What we need to know is that it is a choice made by
ourself only, in freedom, with the free will we have been given. Anyone else’s opinion
or judgment is irrelevant.

Jesus is quite provocative. He speaks about ‘being fit’ for the kingdom of God. That
implies that there is such thing as, ‘not being fit’, for the kingdom of God. It also
implies that the option to say ‘no’, is present...until, He hopes, the time has come
that a wholehearted ‘yes’, comes from the heart. That is what God desires and
needs for the building of His Kingdom.

So, apart from the sense of ‘less is more’, here we have, ‘quality rather than
quantity.’

As we all, now still belonging to different churches, are affected by changes that lie
ahead of us, as we are emotionally affected, it is time to reflect. Reflect on why we
always came to church: whom it was about. Was and is it about the One we
worship... are we prepared to follow Him...?

That is a matter between you and Him.

Meanwhile, He is and remains the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last. He
was there at the beginning of your life, He will be there at the end of it. He is there
throughout your life, and after it.

Amen



