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Text 
When Jesus saw the crowd around him, he gave orders to cross to the other side of the lake. 19 Then a 

teacher of the law came to him and said, "Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go." 20 Jesus replied, 

"Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head." 21 

Another disciple said to him, "Lord, first let me go and bury my father." 22 But Jesus told him, "Follow me, 

and let the dead bury their own dead." 

 

Introduction 
 C.S. Lewis once said, “Christianity is a statement which, if false, is of no 

importance, and, if true, of infinite importance.  The one thing it cannot be is moderately 

important.”
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  If there’s this religion called Christianity that has been around as long as it 

has and has spread to as many places and grown as big and been embraced by such a 

wide array of rich and poor, common and influential, simple and educated as Christianity 

has, then it seems prudent that you at least give it a hearing. 

 The Gospel of Matthew is a good place to start to get acquainted with the central 

figure of Christianity, the man called the Christ, Jesus of Nazareth.  And as you do you 

will find that some rather massive claims are being made here.  The story of Jesus is 

situated in a larger story that goes back to the early stages of recorded history and is in 

striking continuity with the reported activity of an alleged creator God.  The consistency 

and intricacies of this story spanning millennia and culminating in the person of Christ 

has to make you pause and ponder – “Could there be something to this?” 

 Matthew clearly presents Jesus as not just another figure in a loosely connected 

chain of events.  Rather he is the fulfillment of a cohesive story.  Even more, he is 

presented in Matthew as God in the flesh, born of a Virgin, on a mission to save his 

people from their sins.  It’s a cosmic story that purports to be the explaining narrative of 

our universe.  As you read more about Jesus you see that he confronts evil head on.  He 

announces with boldness a new kingdom, a new world order that has come on the scene 

with him that will involve the solution to all the world’s problems.  And he, by grace and 

not by force, captures hopeless and helpless men and women and catches them up into 

this glorious kingdom. 

 Jesus, you will see, teaches with an unparalleled authority.  We saw that when we 

looked at his Sermon on the Mount.  His insights and expectations are arresting.  Now 

we’re in a section where we are being shown how his authority extends over such things 

as sickness and disease; even death.  Next week we’ll see how his power extends even 
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over the forces of nature (“even the wind and waves obey him,” v. 27) as well as the 

demonic realm – evil spirits, the powers of darkness.  Jesus is not presented as a 

dismissible figure who left us some good ideas that we can incorporate into our diverse 

portfolio of spirituality.  And this is just looking at the beginning of the Gospel of 

Matthew.  We haven’t even gotten to the main substance and significance of Jesus – the 

cross and resurrection and the consequent reality that he is alive and reigning as we 

speak, awaiting the day he will come again to judge all the living and the dead. 

 So it appears to be a question of monumental importance, colossal, eternal – 

Where are you in relation to Jesus?  Do you buy it or not?  Who is he to you?  I urge you 

to take that seriously if you never have before.  And I want you to know that there are 

only two options, only two ways to be related to Jesus.  Either you’re in or you’re out.  

There’s no in between.  There’s no partially in. 

There was a popular song on the radio about a decade ago called “Mambo No. 5” 

by Lou Bega.  It had that annoying chorus: 

 

A little bit of Monica in my life  

A little bit of Erica by my side  

A little bit of Rita is all I need  

A little bit of Tina is what I see  

A little bit of Sandra in the sun  

A little bit of Mary all night long  

A little bit of Jessica here I am  

A little bit of you makes me your man 

 

Well, there are a lot of people that take this approach to Jesus – “A little bit of Jesus in 

my life.”  The problem is it can’t work that way.  Jesus doesn’t allow for that.  You can’t 

get a little bit of Jesus.  He can’t be broken up into pieces.  He can’t be received in 

percentages.  You either get the whole package or nothing.  If you have him, you have all 

of him; you must have him as Lord and Savior; Prophet, Priest, and King; justification 

and sanctification; as everything to and for you or as nothing.  And so the question Jesus 

is asking us today is, “Are you in?  Are you with me, or not?” 

 The section of Matthew we’re in now has three groupings of three miracles, but 

they are punctuated by short snippets that deal with the topic of discipleship.  Matthew 

wants us to reflect: where are you in relation to this man who has such authority?  An 

observer or a committed disciple?  So last time we looked at the first group of three 

healings – a leper, a centurion’s servant, and Peter’s mother-in-law.  Next week we’ll 

look at the stilling of the storm, the Gadarene demoniacs, and the healing of a paralytic.  

Now there’s a brief segment inserted here that deals with discipleship.  In short, what 

we’re going to see today from vv. 18-22 is just this: you can’t dabble with Christianity; 

dive in or get out! 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Is Jesus Harsh? 

 Jesus says some hard things, doesn’t he?  Have you ever noticed that?  Today’s 

text is one of those where Jesus can come across as potentially harsh.  What are some 
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others?  “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and 

follow me” (16:24).  “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his 

wife and children, his brothers and sisters – yes, even his own life – he cannot be my 

disciple” (Lk. 14:26).  We can’t ignore or explain those things away. 

 But we also can’t let them scare us away from Jesus or put distance between Jesus 

and us in our minds, making him to be someone we don’t really want to be around, like a 

boss, with a temper; working for his company may get you great benefits, but you’re 

probably not going to want to hang out on the weekends.  Is that how we are to view 

Jesus? 

I’ve been thinking about this and wrestling through this – how to preach texts like 

today’s.  It’s easy to preach them with a chip on my shoulder, with a bit of frustration in 

my tone and scolding in my voice.  And some people will respond to that.  Oddly many 

people like to get chewed out, like a good locker room pep talk that ends with a smack on 

the helmet and punch in the shoulder pads.  But what does that really do?  It works 

people up to go out on the field and perform.  It stirs people up to go give it 110%.  But is 

that what a sermon is?  I know I’ve done that before (and some people have loved it – 

“Great sermon on Sunday!  You really gave it to us.”), but in most cases I don’t think 

that’s what the sermon is supposed to be. 

 Now this doesn’t mean that I should dress the wounds of people lightly saying, 

“Peace, peace,” when there is no peace (cf. Jer. 6:14, 8:11).  I’m not advocating 

inspirational, smiley, positive, feel-good sermons that handle you like a delicate flower 

and coddle you and stroke your self-esteem.  [Picture Joel Osteen]  I don’t want to 

cheapen God’s love.  I heard once of a cartoon with Jesus being crucified in between two 

people and the caption above his thorn-torn head speaking to the guy on his left and the 

guy on his right said, “If you’re okay and you’re okay, then what in the world am I doing 

here?!”  God’s love is fully unveiled at the cross which deals with the grave reality of our 

sin and God’s wrath.  So no mamby-pamby, lovey-dovey sermons either. 

There’s got to be a third way – neither harsh and caustic nor soft and limp; not 

whipping people up to try harder and not telling them everything’s okay, God is love.  

Something closer to what’s sometimes called tough love; costly grace.  Real preaching, I 

believe, is delivering the real Christ to people, not guilt-trips or platitudes.  And the real 

Christ is something akin to a strong and sturdy oak tree, not a prickly thorn bush or a 

pussy-willow, but big and imposing and grand and awesome, immovable and unwavering 

and yet beautiful and inviting drawing people into its shelter and shade.  Something like 

that, although it’s dangerous comparing a person to a plant. 

 And so coming to these hard sayings of Jesus…  How do I not misrepresent 

Christ and make him seem harsh and yet also not sugar coat what he’s saying?  A phrase 

from another one of Jesus’ encounters with a person where he said a hard thing came to 

my attention when I was studying this and it was very helpful and I want to share it with 

you.  It’s in the Gospel of Mark where Jesus is engaging with a rich young man.  I won’t 

unpack that whole encounter, but Jesus tells the man, “Go, sell everything you have and 

give to the poor… then come, follow me,” (which is kind of a hard saying).  But do you 

know what the text says right before those words?  It says, “Jesus looked at him and 

loved him… [and] said, ‘Go, sell everything you have…” (Mk. 10:21).  Jesus didn’t look 

at him with annoyance or an air of superiority.  He’s not blowing him off.  He’s not 

grinding his face in the dirt. 
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 His stringent demands, his hard words that can seem harsh, are really filled with 

love and motivated by love.  How can that be?  And here’s where all that stuff I said 

earlier about Jesus’ identity comes in.  If he really is the eternal and self-existent Son of 

God, by whom “all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by 

him and for him.  He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:16-

17)… if he really is that lofty of a figure come to earth, come to take up our flesh and our 

lot, living with no place to lay his head…  If he really is the real deal, the bringer of the 

kingdom, the healer, the forgiver, the source and goal of all pleasure, the sole possessor 

of life come to give that to us… if he is then his demand to have all of you, his exclusive 

and uncompromising claim on your heart, his unwillingness to share your allegiance with 

other things is not excessive or insensitive or over the top of off-putting, but simply the 

expression of love.  Do you see?  Anything less would be apathy or disdain.  Jesus looked 

at him and loved him.  I think we can read that description into today’s text too. 

 And looking throughout the Gospels at those who are considered legitimate 

disciples we don’t see that they are an elite group.  Are you crazy?  They’re failures and 

doubters too.  They have their lapses and inconsistencies.  But when others are trying to 

ride the fence and falling off and Jesus pointedly asks them, “Do you want to leave too?” 

Peter the spokesman puts it this way, “Lord, to whom shall we go?” (Jn. 6:67-68). 

I also love the phrase found in Mark 9:24 where someone responds to Jesus 

honestly – “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”  And Jesus doesn’t shun that 

man.  Jesus is patient with people’s struggles.  To be his disciple you don’t have to come 

to a place where there’s no internal struggles, no wrestling through how to deal with 

competing allegiances and the like.  You just have to struggle within the controlling 

belief that Jesus is Lord.  He has no patience with people who are content to 

compartmentalize their lives and keep Jesus in a safe box on the side.  When you take 

him out of the box, things can get messy.  That’s okay, as long as you are consciously 

working to cede your heart over to Jesus, knowing that what he is and has for you is 

infinitely better, even if your eyes can’t always see that immediately. 

 

Jesus and Status 

 So with that all in mind, let’s get into the hard sayings we hear from Jesus today.  

Matthew weaves this provocative section on discipleship into the flow of the story 

masterfully.  As we’re having a scene change between two powerful acts displaying 

Christ’s authority he causes us to think about whether or not we are going to really be 

Jesus’ disciple or just stay in the crowd and watch on with amazement.  The details set up 

the calming of the storm which we’ll look at next week.  “When Jesus saw the crowd 

around him, he gave orders to cross to the other side of the lake” (v. 18).  So that moves 

us from Capernaum to eventually the region of the Gadarenes with an eventful boat ride 

in the middle.  Perfect. 

 But as Jesus and his entourage of disciples are getting ready to leave two people 

from the interested crowd catch up with him and essentially ask to go with.  They want to 

get in, to be part of Jesus’ community, to follow him.  Or so they thought.  Jesus isn’t 

flattered.  He’s not looking for numbers.  He doesn’t need the affirmation.  He wants to 

be up front about what being with him would entail. 
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 The first inquirer is a teacher of the law, a scribe.  He’s impressed with Jesus’ 

teaching and now the miracles!  No other rabbi was quite like this.  He’s ready to attach 

himself to Jesus so he says, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.”  A few things: 

first, in Matthew we never see elsewhere someone with true faith address Jesus as 

‘Teacher’.  That’s different in the other Gospels, but it’s interesting to note in Matthew.  I 

think Matthew’s using that to show us that Jesus has got to be more than a teacher, he’s 

got to be a savior.  So Jesus may be detecting in this scribe a bit of what I called a couple 

weeks ago a ‘teaching junkie’; not need, but merely a fascination with the power.  

Secondly, he treats Jesus like other rabbis who took applications, but Jesus instead went 

out and sought his disciples.  Thirdly, the phrase ‘wherever you go’ more likely means 

‘wherever you may be going to’, perhaps indicating “that his interest is only in the 

proposed journey across the lake… rather than in a long-term commitment.”
2
  It seems he 

doesn’t really know what he’s asking. 

 So Jesus explains to him, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but 

the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (v. 20).  We’ll talk about what ‘Son of Man’ 

means some other time.  But what is Jesus, sternly yet lovingly, challenging in this would 

be follower?  He’s kind of saying that this is an unpaid internship, right?  If you want to 

follow me you need to realize that I don’t have a nice home.  It’s an itinerant lifestyle.  

We don’t always know where we’ll be staying.  It’s not glamorous.  To be with me you 

give up the expectation of a nice home with 8 hours of sleep every night. 

 So the first thing I see here is an exploration of status.  Was this scribe really 

living for a certain status and he thought maybe somehow Jesus could aid him in that 

pursuit.  Or was Jesus his pursuit; was the only status he really cared about the status of 

being with Jesus?  And this is a big one for us today.  All of you who are here today need 

to be asked whether you’re here because Jesus is your everything or whether you’re here 

because you want Jesus to be one of your things, maybe even help you with your real 

thing.  You’re a church going person, but what’s really the operative identity in your life 

is your career.  What really gets you jazzed is not Jesus but moving ahead in your job.  

It’s what has consumed you.  How can you tell when that’s the case?  If there’s ever a 

clash or some way that following Jesus gets in the way of that status, Jesus gets short-

changed, put on the back burner. 

 I just had my 10 year college reunion.  I went to a Christian college.  It’s 

interesting to see where people are 10 years out.  Many are walking faithfully with Jesus 

and it’s encouraging.  Some have gone off the deep end and done some pretty rebellious 

things.  They probably won’t be featured in the alumni magazine.  But then there are 

others who have been successful and make a lot of money that could be seen as doing 

great, but the drive to make partner in the law firm and bill enough hours to pay for the 

BMW has crowded out a passionate pursuit of Christ and 10 years later they still haven’t 

found a church to be a part of consistently.  They wouldn’t say they had denied the faith, 

but they’re not really following Jesus. 

 What are some other potential ways status can become and obstacle to following 

Jesus?  For some people what’s really king in their lives is the pursuit of cool.  Yeah, 

they’ll associate with Jesus in as much as it doesn’t dampen their coolness, and throw 

him under the bus whenever it cramps their cool.  If their church is low on the cool 

quotient they dump it for another.  For some it may be intellectual stimulation.  Being 

smart is really what matters to them.  As long as the preacher can be provocative, make 
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them think, say things in a sophisticated way that they’ve never heard before they’re 

engaged, but they’re really ashamed of the simple gospel, what Paul calls ‘foolishness’ 

(Col. 1:21). 

 So it’s status, but along with that it’s also comfort that Jesus is challenging here 

with this scribe.  What’s really most important to you?  Being with Jesus or having a 

place to lay your head?  You can’t say you’re all in, living for Jesus, he’s your everything 

but then really be living for a house in the suburbs or upscale condo downtown with a 

parking space and a retirement of ease on the golf course or traveling.  If when decisions 

and priorities inherent with putting Jesus first impinge on your lifestyle and your lifestyle 

wins without a second thought, you don’t really know Jesus.  You don’t have him.  The 

status of being in him has to supersede all other statuses. 

 

Jesus and Relationships 
 Then there’s the second guy who had been watching Jesus for awhile, hearing him 

teach, seeing him heal.  He was definitely intrigued.  He really wants to go with Jesus in 

the boat on their adventure, but he said, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father” (v. 

21).  I don’t know about you, but the picture I had always had of this was a guy whose 

dad just died that morning, he runs out to catch Jesus and ask for them to wait a half-hour 

to go dig a grave and then he’ll come. 

 And Jesus says no, tough luck – “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own 

dead” (v. 22).  It seems extremely radical, perhaps a bit cruel.  Let the dead bury their 

own dead?  What does that mean?  Well, it turns out most commentators believe, based 

upon an understanding of cultural practices of that time and common ways of talking, 

that if this man’s father had passed away that morning he would not be out among the 

crowds around Jesus.  His place would have been at home preparing the funeral and the 

burial would have had to have happened very quickly, usually the same day (cf. Acts 5:6, 

10).  “Rather, to ‘bury one’s father’ [was] standard idiom for fulfilling one’s filial 

responsibilities for the remainder of the father’s lifetime.”
3
  So essentially he’s saying, 

“Hey Jesus, I’d really love to be with you, but my dad – he’s getting old and I need to 

stay with him and take care of him.  I’ll catch up with you in a few years when that’s all 

settled.”  It makes a little more sense, doesn’t it? 

 But even if this is the background, Jesus words are still shocking.  Honoring your 

parents, family duties, that was big stuff in that culture, even in God’s law.  But Jesus 

says (I think) to let the spiritually dead to bury their own physically dead.  If you’re really 

alive, awake to all that is offered in me then don’t let anything delay or put off or get in 

the way of your devotion to me, even something as sacred as family obligations.  You 

can’t say, “Yeah I really like you Jesus, but I got something else going over here that’s 

really important right now.  Can you wait?”  This huge, what Jesus is asking. 

Anybody here have aging parents?  How are you going to deal with that?  I think 

of Peter and Lydia, members of our church, who God called to go overseas to Thailand 

and work to get the gospel to the poor and unreached in that part of the world.  His family 

didn’t want him to go.  In fact, his dad is dying right now of cancer, but Peter decided 

that answering God’s call was more important.  They went back overseas even though 

they knew it could mean not being there for his dad’s death.  The most loving thing he 

can ultimately do for his dad is to love Jesus more than his dad in front of his dad.  I think 

they’ve done that well.  By God’s grace his dad’s death has been delayed and it looks like 
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they will be able to see him again soon as they come back to have their baby.  But 

whatever happens it won’t stop them from going back. 

 Here I think we have an exploration of relationships.  Will certain bonds, 

relational bonds, even strong ones like parent-child, sibling, spouse…, come before your 

relationship with Christ?  Have you ever experienced a tension between your family and 

Jesus?  How do you handle that?  Strike a compromise?  Jesus is saying he has to 

unequivocally be first so that you would be willing to lose all of that if only you might 

gain Christ.  That doesn’t mean we always have to have no ties to our families.  Not at 

all.  We saw in just the very last section that Peter still had contact with his mother-in-law 

and presumably his wife.  James and John, who jumped out of the boat and left their dad 

behind in ch. 4 will still be found with their mom a little later in ch. 20.  But there can’t 

be accepted divided loyalties.  The love for family must come underneath and be 

subsumed under love for God if you really understand what it means to have God as 

Father through Jesus Christ and Jesus as your Husband and Elder Brother. 

 If you would be a follower of Jesus your greatest goal in life cannot be to get 

married or have a happy marriage, but rather to be at the wedding feast of the Lamb in 

eternity.  If marriage can somehow, through pleasant ways or painful ways, prepare you 

for that then that is what you want.  But you don’t have to be married to get there.  

Marriage, though for life, is ultimately temporary (see Lk. 20:34-36); it ends at death.  

What does that mean?  It means its ultimate purpose is to portray something of Jesus. 

 If you would be a follower of Jesus your greatest goal in life cannot be to have 

kids that look like you, and make you proud, and bring you grandkids so that your hearth 

is continually filled with mirth, and take care of you when you’re old and dying.  Your 

greatest goal is to see God’s glory in Christ perceived and spread throughout this world 

and if raising and releasing kids can play some part in that great endeavor, that’s what 

you want. 

What are some other manifestations of this?  You may say you’re a Christian, but 

really what is most defining for you is your culture and you take Christianity in as much 

as you can bend it and make it fit into your culture.  If you let your friendships with non-

believers or even self-professed believers take precedence over following Jesus and 

somehow take you away from following Jesus, it shows that you don’t really get Jesus.  

Your relationship with him has to supersede all other relationships. 

 

Conclusion 
 Now it’s telling, I think, that the outcome is not told to us of these two encounters 

is not told to us.  It’s left open.  We don’t know what the scribe and the man with an 

aging father do.  How do they respond?  We’re not told, because the point is to cause us 

to reflect and to measure our own response to Jesus. 

 If you’re here today as part of the inquisitive crowd, that’s exciting, that could be 

a step in the right direction, but don’t think you can stay in this place indefinitely.  You 

need to make a decision.  How will you be related to Jesus?  Because it’s all or nothing.  I 

hope you will throw all you eggs in this basket and dive in with us.  But you need to 

know what you’re getting into.  It can’t just be a side gig.  Jesus in Luke 14 encourages 

people to count the cost.  Coming him involves losing your life to find it.  So you need to 

know what you’re signing up for.  If you just kind of want a little bit of Jesus on the side, 
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it would be better to just drop it all together and go suck as much pleasure out of this life 

as you can while you still have time. 

 Same thing if you’ve been here a long time and have been trying to claim to be a 

disciple of Jesus but really your highest loyalties lie elsewhere – status, comfort, 

relationships…  You can’t dabble with Christianity; dive in or get out!  And if you 

want to leave, by all means, leave.  Nobody’s forcing you to stay here.  Be honest with 

yourself.  Stop calling yourself a Christian because of your parents or to try to cover your 

bases or keep up a certain façade or get some certain benefit. 

But if you want to stay, if you say, “Where else would I go, Jesus has the words 

of eternal life,” all we ask is that you struggle with us in submission to Jesus.  Jesus is not 

asking you not to feel the allure of other things, but to fight it… in faith, remembering 

over and over again what is real, what is lasting, what is eternal, coming to him saying, 

“Oh Lord, I believe, help my unbelief.  I really have nowhere else to turn.  Forgive me.  

Keep me.”  He’s not expecting that it will be easy or that you will be perfect.  He’s 

simply saying you can’t be content to live for something other than Jesus and think you 

still have Jesus too.  What this means is that when encroaching rivals to Jesus in your life 

are pointed out to you, you recognize them, if not immediately then quickly, and you 

repent and move forward struggling to surrender them.  You don’t try to hold onto them 

and Jesus at the same time, insisting it’s possible.  It’s not. 

And here’s the promise, verified by countless saints down throughout the ages – 

it’s worth it!  Peter one time 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” (Mk. 10:28-30). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Come to Jesus now, finding your all in him and surrendering all to him, knowing 

that he has surrendered all for you in giving his body and blood to pay for your sins and 

purchase your soul for God forever… 

 

Benediction 
To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious 

presence without fault and with great joy – to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, 

power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and 

forevermore!  Amen.  (Jude 24-25) 
 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 16, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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