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Luke 1331-35.

I don’t normally choose a text when I am preaching. I more normally look at the passage as a whole. However, if I did have to choose a text from today’s passage, it would be the rather unusual few words, “Go and tell that fox.” An odd text to choose, but Paul wrote to Timothy that “All Scripture is breathed out by God and is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction and for training in righteousness.” Notwithstanding that verse, I would be interested to hear of anyone having heard a sermon with that text before.

A little Irish story, titled

How to get to Heaven from Ireland
A Sunday School teacher was testing children in a Dublin Sunday school class to see if they understood the concept of getting to heaven.
She asked them, 'If I sold my house and my car, had a big jumble sale and gave all my money to the church, would that get me into heaven?'
'NO!' the children answered.
'If I cleaned the church every day, mowed the garden, and kept everything tidy, would that get me into heaven?'
Again, the answer was 'No!' By now she was starting to think she had taught the children so well, they would come up with the correct answer.
'Well, then, if I was kind to animals and gave sweeties to all the children and loved my husband, would that get me into heaven?'
Again, they all answered 'No!' Convinced someone would produce the goods
she continued, 'Then is there anything I can do to get into heaven?'
A six year-old boy shouted out "YOU GOTTA BE DEAD........."


My last sermon had marriage as its theme. The theme that comes out of today’s reading is that of death. Not a very comfortable thought, but inescapable. It was Benjamin Franklin who said that there is nothing certain in this world except taxes and death. 


May we look at our passage set for today, Luke chapter 13 verses 31 to 35. Verse 31 talks of Herod Antipas, who was the despotic ruler of Galilee. He had recently had John the Baptist put to death to please his wife Herodias and had heard that Jesus was performing many healings and miracles. He wanted to see if John had in some way come back to life. Thwarted in that desire by the refusal of Jesus to appear at his court and perform to order, his response is to talk about killing Jesus as well as John. Whether the Pharisees who came to tell Jesus of the plot against his life were acting on behalf of Herod, or genuinely concerned for Jesus is not made clear. Although they were opposed to much that Jesus said and felt threatened by his radical teaching, they may have felt that they were closer to Jesus than to Herod.  Make no mistake; this threat on Jesus life was real and genuine. A man who had killed once, just to satisfy the whim of a scheming woman, would not hesitate to do so again.


Verse 32 is significant. “Go and tell that fox, “Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow and the third day I finish my course.” The word fox was used of someone who was sly, or worthless or insignificant. It was an expression of contempt and the only time that Jesus is recorded as speaking in this way of anyone.  Jesus met Herod at the time of his trial, when Herod happened to be in Jerusalem. Jesus is recorded as having nothing to say to Herod, in the face of contempt and mocking scorn. When Jesus has nothing to say to an individual, then that person’s position is truly hopeless. For all his power and importance in the eyes of the world, Herod was, in reality, insignificant and his threat on the life of Jesus, though real, would not deflect Jesus from his path. Jesus was confident and fearless in the plan and purpose of his Father God for his life, and would not be put off by a posturing puppet like Herod. He was determined to fulfil each detail of his ministry, each healing and exorcism en route to the end of the journey. The phrase “I finish my course” or “I will reach my goal” has a double meaning. On one level it means that Jesus looked ahead to the end of his journey in Jerusalem with his death there, but at a deeper level, it pointed beyond his death, to the resurrection and ascension that would surely follow.


Verse 33 continues the reply of Jesus to the threat on his life from Herod. He recognised that he was going to die, but it would be at a time decided by his Father and not by Herod or anyone else. His ministry continued for the time being, but the end of the journey had to be in Jerusalem, for this was where many of the prophets of old confronted the nation with their sin and disobedience, and were rewarded with  death. He must press on; there is an urgency, a passion, to his obedience, even though it is leading to his certain death.


In verses 34 and 35, Luke records the lament over Jerusalem. In the gospel of Matthew, the lament occurs as Jesus approached the city for the final time. It may well be that Luke has recorded the saying at this point to fit in with the previous verses. The words reveal Jesus’ heartbroken longing for Jerusalem. He knows that he will be betrayed and crucified there, but he so longs that it could be different. Although the city has been the place where the nation has rejected and killed the prophets, the mother heart of God is displayed in the picture of a hen gathering her chicks in the shelter of her wings. The sad words “and you would not” must have broken the heart of Jesus, as they break the heart of his Father God every time a man or woman turns their back on his tender love for them. The reality for the city was that in AD 70, it would be invaded and destroyed and many of its people killed and scattered. Again, there is a double meaning in verse 25. On one level, the verse simply looks ahead to the arrival of Jesus in Jerusalem, but the deeper meaning is that the city will recognise him, truly see him, only when he comes again in glory as Judge, not just as Saviour. Tragedy and loss are the route to glory and restoration, for Jesus, and for us.


In the Freedom in Christ Lent course a couple of sessions ago, the discussion got round to thinking of our own mortality, the inevitability that we will one day die, assuming Jesus does not come in the meantime. As a society, we have become very reticent in talking about death and are insulated from its reality. What is a proper Christian response to physical death? I believe that death as we now experience it, is not something that is part of God’s original purpose for mankind. Jesus wept tears of anger and rage at the tomb of his friend Lazarus. He was affronted by death and in his resurrection would defeat its power and hold over men and women. In his response to the threat of Herod, Jesus showed us how to live now in the light of our mortality. It was grounded in the trust that he had in his father God. There was a purpose to his life. His ministry was clear, to demonstrate the coming kingdom in works of healing and teaching. He knew that his life would end soon in Jerusalem to fulfil the Old Testament prophecies. He did not dwell on that in a morbid way, but faced its reality and challenge to live a fulfilled life in the present. The threat of Herod against his life, though real, was ultimately empty and held no fears. Who was in control, Herod or his Father? As Christian men and women, we have a purpose and ministry to which God our Father has called us and that only we are able to fulfil. Do we believe that and are we working to discover what that purpose and ministry are? 


Jesus was not deflected from his task by the threat on his life from Herod. He knew that the time of his death was in the hands of his Father God alone. What is our reaction when we face a threat on our life? It is unlikely in our society, but not impossible, that this will come from an individual, although Christians in other countries where persecution is a reality do face this possibility. We heard only last week in our Church prayer meeting of the plight of Christians in Iraq, where over a million have had to flee that country because of the threat to their lives. What is more likely is that we will experience the threat of cancer, or heart disease or accident. It is natural when this happens to be apprehensive, even to be afraid. The truth is that we are in the hands of a loving Father. An insignificant sparrow does not fall to the ground without he knows; the very hairs on our head are all numbered. How much more is he concerned about the problems  we encounter. The time will come when our work here is completed and only then will we pass through the gate of death into his loving arms.


For how long has there been a faithful witness to the gospel in our town? For many generations. How come more people have not responded to the gospel lived and proclaimed? Part of the answer is the division and weakness of the Church, but I don’t think that is the whole story. The people of Jerusalem, on the whole rejected the message of the prophets and in the end rejected God’s Son Jesus. They were left with no excuse. The responsibility for spurning the love God offered to them was theirs alone. Things are no different in our town, and in our country. The truth of the gospel and the love demonstrated by God’s people is ignored and rejected by so many. They have no excuse. Does it not cause you grief and pain? The example of Jesus in his lament over Jerusalem is our model of how we are to react to this rejection. Only his people are able to present before God urgent and sustained prayer for people to turn from their sin and turn to the God who longs to bring them under the shelter of his loving arms. Only in his strength are we able to contemplate the judgement that follows a final rejection of that love. That is the reality of the gospel we believe. It is a message that brings hope, forgiveness and healing for all who receive it by faith, but the other side of the coin is the just judgement of God on all those who choose to ignore and reject his love.


Twice over in our passage, Jesus spoke in a veiled way about his resurrection and ascension, and about his coming again. In verse 32 he says “I finish my course”, referring to his death and resurrection, and in verse 35, where the implication is that the city will only truly recognise him when he comes again at the end of time. He takes us beyond the trials and difficulties of this present life, to the glory of the life to come. What we glimpse dimly now, will then be a reality. Physical death will be swallowed up in the wonder of the resurrection body and the renewal of the present order of existence. In his letter to the Christians in Thessalonica, Paul commends them and gives thanks to God for their “steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ”. Hope is what our passage is pointing us to, hope in the face of our mortality, hope in the face of difficulty and threat, hope when our relatives, friends and neighbours reject our Saviour and his death on the cross on their behalf.


Our lectionary readings are repeated on a three year cycle, so I know that it is nine years ago, within a week or two, that today’s passage spoke into a  difficult situation that I faced in a remarkably direct way. May I just share with you something of what happened to a colleague and myself at that time? After  several months of pressure and bullying in the workplace, the message was delivered to us by another friend and colleague that our contracts were to be summarily changed. The work that we had successfully undertaken for some nine years was to be taken away, along with the salary points that went with it. The government had recently changed the rules that applied to schools which enabled the person responsible to do this. There was no way we could appeal against the decision. And this is in fact what happened over the next couple of months. The question arose in my mind, “Who is in control?” “Why has this undeserved pressure and bullying culminated in the person in charge getting their way, even though it is unwarranted and unfair?” Well, I am still not able to answer that question satisfactorily. What I do know is that God spoke to me at Church through the reading of today’s passage, in particular those few words, “Go and tell that fox.” In the face of threat and intimidation, they were a reminder to me of who was really in control in my life and in all the circumstances that surrounded it, and it definitely wasn’t the fox who was putting us under so much pressure. God was certainly testing my trust in him, in all sorts of ways, and making sure that I was relying on him rather than my own gifts and abilities, but his love and care were never in doubt.


Prayer. Thank you heavenly Father that you know all our joys, but also all our heartbreaks, our problems and all the threats and difficulties that we experience, from whatever source they come. Tragedy and loss were the route to glory and restoration for your Son, Jesus, and that is the case for us also. We pray that we might be able to accept and rejoice in that truth for the here and now. We thank you that when Jesus returns, he will wipe away every heartache and tear, and take us to be with him in your renewed heaven and earth. 

