Sunday, March 30, 2014 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Jesus, the lead defender of the Christian faith: 
Why doesn’t everybody believe in Jesus?

Using excuses to avoid reality!
Luke 14:15–35

Luke 14:18 (NIV84) 18 “But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said, ‘I have just bought a field, and I must go and see it. Please excuse me.’ ”
-----------

When I ask the question: Why doesn’t everybody believe in Jesus? what answers do you have? Surely you’ve observed that not everybody believes in or follows Jesus. And at some prior time, you may not have believed in Jesus. Right? Why not?
In my initial sermon on this topic, I asserted that some people simply don’t believe in Jesus because they don’t want to. Regardless the quantity or quality of the data, facts or information, those arguments simply don’t override the emotional realities of a person’s will.

In that sermon from Luke 8:4-15, the parable of the four soils, I stated that the first three soils are unfruitful because they wanted something other than what God wanted for them. It’s the same reason many don’t believe in Jesus today. They don’t want to. They don’t want to make any changes in their lives. They don’t want to make any effort to retain or hold on to the truth of God’s word. They make no effort to preserve what they know to be good. Instead, they invest themselves in things that unintentionally multiply their worries. Their actions unveil the reality that material wealth is more important to them than a right relationship with Almighty God. They are more concerned about their personal happiness than seeking to make God happy with them. This is why not everybody believes in Jesus.

The flip side of this resistant or rebellious will is the receptive will. People with a receptive will to the true God, who want to be good-soil-followers of Jesus, are likely to be committed to reading the Bible broadly, frequently and muchly – because they see its impact on softening the hardness of their hearts, how it floods the heart with springs of living water and chokes out the thorns and the weeds from the heart, causing them to grow deeply and upwardly and fruitfully. 

Though it saddens us when someone resists or rejects the Gospel when we share it, when we understand that they are doing so willfully, it can relieve us from being overbearing with these people. And, add to this our understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit in bringing conviction, we can focus on making the Gospel known and leave the results to God.
So, the first reason why some people don’t believe in or follow Jesus is simply they don’t want to. Then, in early January, primarily using 1 Peter 3:15-16 as our text, I posited that some don’t believe in Jesus because those assigned to share the Good News about Jesus to them have dropped the ball or haven’t themselves fully surrendered their own lives to Jesus Christ. In other words, some people today are not believing in Jesus because of faulty messengers. It could be due to hypocrisy in the messenger’s life or simply that the messenger isn’t even making an effort to communicate the story of Jesus to any unbelievers.
1 Peter 3:15-16 (NIV84) 15 But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.
Scott Oliphint said: “If we have not set Christ apart as Lord (1 Peter 3:15), then we cannot be adequately prepared to give an answer for the hope that is ours in Him to anyone who asks.” 
 In other words, the single most important factor needed for us to possibly have a positive impact on another person surrendering himself or herself to Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord is the degree to which we have surrendered our lives to Jesus as Lord.
We may not have stopped to consider just how basic this is to Christianity. Jesus proclaimed in Matthew 28:18–19 (NIV84) 18 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Me. 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, … 

Jesus Christ proclaims Himself to be Lord, Lord right now over the universe. Without that authority that is imbedded in His Lordship, the universal church of Christ that we are members of is meaningless. He would cease to be Lord if He did not have all authority. Because Christ is Lord, that means that “wherever you go, to whomever you speak, Christ is Lord there, and He is Lord over that person.” 

He isn’t just Lord over your life or the just Lord over the lives of Christians. He’s Lord even over those who oppose Him. It’s the same as recognizing that everyone is subject to the law of gravity. Thus, those who think that by denying Christ’s lordship over the universe that they are somehow by that denial not subject to Him, that is no more true than thinking that denying the reality of gravity exempts them from the consequences of gravity. Jesus Christ is Lord over everyone, regardless how or what they think of Him.
So, we bring the Gospel to unbelievers because the Lord has commanded us to go. But, we also go with the awareness that those to whom we go are also under the same authority. Their Lord invites them to turn to Him and willingly surrender to His Lordship.

This morning, as we embark on the third and final cycle of twelve sermons that make up our series, Jesus the Lead Defender of the Christian Faith, I stand before you with the hope and goal to increase or enlarge your reasons to believe in Jesus the Christ. I also stand before you this morning with the realization that we all are being stalked on every side by reasons to disbelieve in Christ. Even as we participate in the advance of the Gospel in our generation, we face both subtle and frontal resistance to that advance.

And some of that resistance comes in the form of reasons to disbelieve Jesus that is rooted in our desire to survive, in our legitimate earthly pursuits and in our God-given relationships. The text we look at this morning will most certainly challenge each one of us as to the true meaning of the Lordship of Jesus Christ. I’m quite confident that our text will not simply help us understand why many unbelievers are not following Christ today, but will shine the light on the measure of our faith and trust in Jesus Christ as Lord of our lives.
We are again asking the question, why doesn’t everybody believe in Jesus? And I’m proposing that some of our disbelief in Jesus is rooted in three very basic and legitimate enterprises of living. Our text will refer to buying a field, buying five yoke of oxen, and getting married. Each of these actions are normal and legitimate activities. I see them as representing the desire to survive by gathering food, the legitimate pursuits to make our work more efficient, and the important and responsible participation in family and community relationships. And our task this morning is simply to ask, what is Jesus Christ’s relationship to us in the context of these three categories of life’s normal pursuits? I believe that in our inquiry into our text, we will discover a tension that for some is thought to be resolved by offering excuses, while Jesus urges us to resolve the tension by a radical trust in Him. The Lordship of Christ will elicit either excuses or trust.
So, there, I’ve told you where we’re going before we’ve even read a word from our text. I hope that doesn’t spoil it for any of you.
Our primary text comes from Luke chapter 14. The immediate setting and context for what Jesus will teach us is a rather nice meal given by a prominent Pharisee at his house on the Sabbath to which Jesus was invited. We could easily call this nice meal a banquet.

Typical of Jesus being in the presence of Pharisees is that He is being carefully watched. And for you who have read even a few of the stories in the Gospel accounts, you understand that to be code for “these Pharisees are closely watching Jesus to find fault in Him; reasons to accuse Him; even reasons to charge Him with blasphemy for claiming to be God.”

Well, Jesus isn’t in the least intimidated by being a so-called guest in the home of this prominent Pharisee. Instead, He will give them more ammunition to fill their cannons to be directed at Him at the right time. And He does so immediately by healing a man suffering from dropsy, a disease which could have been evidenced by swollen feet or by excessive accumulation of watery fluid in the abdomen. It was likely symptomatic for a serious disorder in the heart, kidney or liver. This man with dropsy drops in on this party and provides Jesus with His opportunity to rattle the Pharisees. 
Jesus asks the Pharisees if it’s lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not. Did you catch that? Jesus asked the Pharisees if it’s lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not. ( Even before this banquet can even get started, Jesus tosses a dagger at the Pharisees. He knows how they feel about Him healing on the Sabbath. But, they don’t answer His question. 
So, Jesus heals the man right in front of them and then asks: (14:5) If your son or your ox fell into a well on the Sabbath, would you not immediately pull him out? Again, they don’t answer.

Then Jesus, who is being watched, does some watching of His own. He sees how the guests coming in for the banquet seat themselves at the places of honor. And suddenly, Jesus has the makings of a parable that He tells the host and his guests. The parable illustrates how foolish it is to exalt oneself, only to be humiliated afterward. Jesus then instructs these Pharisees: If you give a luncheon or a dinner, don’t invite your friends, brothers or relatives, or your rich neighbors. Instead, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind. And Jesus says, if you do, you will be blessed.

Immediately, we’re all asking, when? When will we be blessed? All we can think of is what a pain it would be and how little enjoyment we would have if we did what Jesus just told the Pharisees to do. So, when would we be blessed if we did what Jesus instructed? 

Jesus answers that question because He knew we were all asking it. Verse 14: “Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”
When exactly is the resurrection of the righteous? Not until we get to heaven. That’s when we’ll be blessed. But, how many of us can wait that long? How many of us because of what we have just heard Jesus say will decide for our next luncheon or dinner that we will invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind? Or, maybe this is just a metaphor of some kind.
Anyway, this has all been setting the context for the heart of our lesson which begins at Luke 14:15. Right there we read that one of the guests at this dinner responds to what Jesus has just said. It could have been that one of the Pharisees suddenly thought of heaven when Jesus spoke of the resurrection of the righteous and expressed his own, personal longing for the heavenly banquet, maybe even thinking that he was one of the righteous who would be resurrected to enjoy that heavenly banquet. Or, it could have been that he made his comment to deflect the guilt he was experiencing as he looked around and saw all the well-to-do people sitting at the table, absent the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind.
But whatever the motivation, this response from one of the guests is enough for Jesus to tell another parable. Jesus is making the most of the opportunities as they come His way.
The story goes like this: Luke 14:15–35 (NIV84) 15 When one of those at the table with Him heard this, he said to Jesus, “Blessed is the man who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God.” 
16 Jesus replied: “A certain man was preparing a great banquet and invited many guests. 17 At the time of the banquet he sent his servant to tell those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready.’ 
18 “But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said, ‘I have just bought a field, and I must go and see it. Please excuse me.’ 
19 “Another said, ‘I have just bought five yoke of oxen, and I’m on my way to try them out. Please excuse me.’ 
20 “Still another said, ‘I just got married, so I can’t come.’ 

So, you notice how Jesus uses the setting of a dinner to teach an important lesson, a spiritual lesson, and vital truth about Himself as Lord. For indeed, the master in His parable is Jesus and we are His invited guests.

This parable reveals three excuses for disbelief in Jesus that are rooted in three very basic and legitimate enterprises of living; buying of a field, buying five yoke of oxen, and getting married. Each of these is a normal and legitimate activity. Yet, they are being used as excuses for not coming to the great banquet. 
The great banquet that Jesus is pointing to is His Great Banquet that conveniently was already mentioned by one of the guests of the prominent Pharisee. So, Jesus is raising the stakes in this parable. This is a clear invitation to eternal salvation and heaven’s reward. It included an advanced notice, “get your reservation in,” followed by an announcement, “everything is now ready.”
The parable intends to ask us, how do we go about making the decision of whether or not to accept the invitation? How do we evaluate the priority of the eternal compared to the pressures of survival and the pursuits of advancement in this life and the fulfilling of our responsibilities in important relationship? What do we do when the invitation to the biggest banquet in our lifetime seems to interfere with life rather than help us in this life? Do you feel the tension that these invited guests may have been feeling that led them to make excuses for not coming?
Did you notice how in the mind of the invitees their reasons for excusing themselves sounded so very important and timely? Did you notice that personal agendas were a higher priority than the master’s agenda? Ultimately, the question being raised here is, What is Jesus Christ’s relationship to humanity in the context of these three categories of life’s normal pursuits?
Let’s see how Jesus answers that question as He continues His parable.
21 “The servant came back and reported this to his master. Then the owner of the house became angry and ordered his servant, ‘Go out quickly into the streets and alleys of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame.’ 
22 “ ‘Sir,’ the servant said, ‘what you ordered has been done, but there is still room.’ 
23 “Then the master told his servant, ‘Go out to the roads and country lanes and make them come in, so that my house will be full. 24 I tell you, not one of those men who were invited will get a taste of my banquet.’ ” 
Woe! Jesus is stating quite firmly that there are serious consequences for turning down His invitation. He’s scheduled a great banquet and expects His house to be filled and will go out into the highways and byways to achieve that goal. His goal will not be hindered by those who reject His invitation, even if those who reject it are disobedient Jews. The invitation to Christ’s Great Banquet for eternity goes out into the whole world and is given to everyone. That’s seems to be a clear lesson from this parable.
Commentator Robert Stein summarizes this parable this way: In Christ’s coming to earth He has announced that God’s kingdom had come and a great banquet is now ready. The invited guests, the Pharisees and religious elite of Israel, refused to come; they rejected their Messiah. So the outcasts of society, the least in Israel, were brought in as guests to the banquet to enter God’s kingdom instead of the religious elite. In addition, even more distant outcasts, the Gentiles, were brought in as guests to enjoy the Great Banquet in God’s kingdom. 
 As a result, the Great Banquet will have all seats occupied and the house will be filled.
So, who does Jesus think He is to declare that the apparently legitimate excuses given were in fact illegitimate? How dare Jesus claim that attendance at His Great Banquet must take precedence over everything else? This is nothing less than Jesus declaring Himself to be Lord over every human being who has ever lived or will ever live.
Jesus is not just saying we need to be patient and wait for His blessings when surrendering to Him as Lord. He’s saying He must be Lord over our efforts to feed ourselves, Lord over our efforts to advance our pursuits in this life, and Lord over our relationships, starting with our most intimate ones. There are no valid excuses for rejecting Christ’s role as Lord of our lives. This should be as obvious as the necessity of recognizing the law of gravity. But, those who live in respect of the law of gravity enjoy life. Those who live in respect of the Lordship of Christ, find life eternally.
Some people will stumble over the right that Christ has to be the only way to true and lasting life. And for this reason, not everybody believes in Jesus. But, if we step back and recognize that Jesus, as a member of the Triune Godhead, is God and is the Creator in union with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, logically He has the right to tell us how we can live life to the fullest in His universe. Thus, our role is to live humbly and walk obediently with our God, surrendering to His Lordship and welcoming His provision of forgiveness for our rebelliousness made possible through Christ’s death and resurrection. 
From a worldly perspective, this is a costly way to live. We may have to give up some pleasures and entertainment. We may have to avoid some relationships. We may need to invest our money differently. This all adds up to a very high cost. That is, when we look at life from a worldly perspective.
But Jesus is calling on us to look at life from His perspective. Granted, it’s a radical way to look at life. The contrast between these two perspectives is so great, that Jesus willingly uses the ultimate of contrast to give definition to the kind of allegiance we are to give to Him. He has no sooner declared Himself to be the Lord over every human being, than He states that no one and no thing can usurp His supreme position. As God He is to be loved supremely. No other god, nor person, nor thing should ever be allowed to take priority over Him, not even a family member.
25 Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them He said: 26 “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. 27 And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow Me cannot be My disciple. 
This is the use of hyperbole to make the point that Jesus Christ is Lord and there is no other! He’s not power hungry. He is ultimate power. He doesn’t need any more. And He’s not starved for love. He is ultimate love. So, there’s some matter-of-factness to what He’s saying here.

We walk on an ocean beach and face the water. And the ocean speaks to us and says, “I’m the ocean. I’m powerful. I can swallow up huge ships. My waves can crush your bones. Just thought you’d like to know that before you venture too far out into my waters without any equipment that’s respectful of my power.”
Jesus is asking us to show Him the kind of respect we show to the ocean. When we do, we will find life. When we die to our selfish ambitions and embrace the goals and desires Jesus has for us and His creation, that’s when we come into the fullness of life. 

But He knows this will sound like a high-cost-proposition to us. So, He wants us to think it through. Jesus actually wants us to calculate the cost of following Him. 

I thought the movie, God is not Dead, demonstrated this well in the way college student Josh Wheaton worked through what he understood to be an assignment from the Lord. Could obeying the Lord mean he would lose his serious girlfriend? Might it cost him academic standing and possibly prevent him from getting into law school? Josh needed to count the cost to obey Jesus.

Jesus gives two short stories to illustrate this necessary step to following Him.
28 “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it? 29 For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, 30 saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’ 
31 “Or suppose a king is about to go to war against another king. Will he not first sit down and consider whether he is able with ten thousand men to oppose the one coming against him with twenty thousand? 32 If he is not able, he will send a delegation while the other is still a long way off and will ask for terms of peace. 33 In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be My disciple. 
Once we recognize the cost and willingly see that Christ is worth far more, it is then that God gives us the perseverance to follow Jesus and be the salt of the earth; to be a blessing to the world.
34 “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? 35 It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is thrown out. 
Jesus is talking about us as salt. He’s likely referring to His words in Matthew 5:13 (NIV84) 13 “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. 

Jesus wants His disciples to be like salt. And the only way we can be like that is to keep surrendering to Jesus Christ as our Lord, at every turn, for every decision. Then, maybe even to our surprise, we will be positioned to bring honor and glory to Jesus Christ as someone God places in our lives surrenders to Jesus Christ after having witnessed the life we are experiencing in Jesus.
“He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”
Amen.
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