Sermon July 30th
Passage: Luke 11:14-28
Pray
This passage is meaty! Holy cow! There is so much here and no way to cover it all in one short sermon. So I’m going to try to break it down into five small parts. SLIDE The five sections are 1: (vs. 14-15) Jesus drives out the demon and is accused of working for Beelzeboul, 2: (vs. 16-20) The people ask for a sign from heaven and Jesus answers all the testers and accusers with logic, 3: (vs. 21-22) Jesus tells the story of the strong man and the stronger man, 4: (vs. 23-26) Jesus says that if anyone is not for him they are against him, and 5: (vs. 27-28) Jesus explains what it means to be blessed. Those are the five sections in this passage and there is a lot packed into each one. But really each section is building towards Jesus's words in verse 28.

So starting with the first section in verses 14 and 15; here, in verse 14, we see something kind of odd happening. The verse says, SLIDE “Jesus was driving out a demon that was mute. When the demon left, the man who had been mute spoke, and the crowd was amazed.” So what you’ll notice here is that first the demon is called mute, but then the man is called mute. The two are confused with each other or are shown to be synonymous. So we have the mute demon who is also the man who was mute. I think what is important to note here is that the demon has made the man be like it. Then Jesus sets the man free from that sameness. SLIDE So what we see here is that Satan homogenizes, while Jesus frees and celebrates the diversity of creation. We even see in Genesis that it is in fact the diversity of creation which reflects the nature of God! But here the work of Satan, the anti-Kingdom work, is the work of trapping and discouraging that diversity. We also see in this passage, in verse 15, that parts of the crowd are attributing Jesus’ healing power to that of Beelzebub. The original greek text actually says SLIDE "Beelzeboul", meaning “Baal’s abode.”  Beelzebub meaning “Lord of the flies.” And both of these terms are hebraisims, which refer to the god Baal. In the Hebrew context, other gods (such as Baal) were considered demons. So a part of the crowd is essentially calling Jesus’ work demonic. 

Moving on to our second section starting in verse 16 and ending in verse 20; here Jesus is asked by the crowd for “a sign from heaven.” And Jesus, knowing their thoughts, explains with wonderful biting logic how silly it would be for a demon to cast out another demon. It would be demons working against themselves. And he makes the point that any kingdom divided against itself is no kingdom at all. Implying that evil is united against good and that good is united against evil. There are these two kingdoms at work in the world and at odds against each other. We also see here when the crowd asks for a sign from heaven the reality that miracles do not necessarily cause faith in those who witness them. We often want God to show us some kind of definitive sign that He is real or for a “sign from heaven.” But here we see that the crowd has all seen a miracle and is amazed by it. They know it’s a real miracle. And yet it doesn’t bring faith in many of those who witness it. SLIDE Jim Edwards in his commentary says, “People often imagine they would believe in Jesus if they saw his miracles, but this text is evidence that undisputed miracles do not necessarily evoke faith.” So here we see that though we may sometimes want definitive proof of God or of miracles, seeing God at work does not necessarily evoke faith in us. Faith is something different and something deeper. AND faith is a choice!

Our third section, verses 21 and 22 are Jesus’s illustration of his own power over that of Satan. He uses this short story. We have first the “strong man, fully armored,” and then the “someone stronger.” Here, Satan is the strong man, and his armor is his own plans, his own devices. You notice here the quite intentional use of the word “possessions” as well. His “possessions” are people. Those he has enslaved and ensnared. Then we have the “someone stronger” (ahem..Jesus), who defeats the strong man, takes away his armor and his “possessions,” setting the captives free. These verses are actually quoting and leaning heavily on Isaiah chapter 49:24-25 SLIDE (read them). This chapter in Isaiah is all about the Servant of the Lord who will come and rescue and save God’s people. Jesus here is identifying himself as that Servant. 

The fourth section, verses 23-26 are centered around Jesus’s statement SLIDE that “He who is not with me is against me.” This is a pretty strong statement and one that probably makes some of us uncomfortable. We generally don’t like to deal in such stark terms. But that is what Jesus says here. “He who is not with me is against me.” In following Jesus there is no such thing as being luke warm. It is either hot or cold. All or nothing. SLIDE If you walk straight down the middle of the road, sooner or later you will get squished. This is what Jesus is talking about. Is your life his? Totally and completely? If not, then it’s not his at all. Jesus follows this statement with the sort of strange story about an evil spirt in verses 24-26 (read it). This story is emphasizing Jesus's point. If you are not for him, you are against him. If an evil spirit leaves you, but you are still on the fence, unable to choose true life, that spirit will come back sevenfold. The number seven is used here to express a completeness or a fullness. You will be filled up. But it won’t be with life. To receive true, full, uninhibited life we have to take that leap. SLIDE

Finally we have our fifth section in verses 27 and 28. Here a woman calls out, “Blessed is the mother who gave you birth and nursed you.” This is, in context, a common Jewish blessing. One that blesses both the mother, and the great quality of the person who was birthed by the mother. And here, Jesus extends her definition of what it means to be blessed. SLIDE In the greek, the word “rather” that we have in verse 28 is better translated as a “yes, but…” So here Jesus is affirming this woman, and adding on to what she has said. SLIDE Jim Edwards writes, “…true blessedness depends not on the circumstance of blood relationship with himself (Jesus), but on the elective response to ‘hear the word of God and obey it.’” So to be blessed we don’t have to be blood relatives of Jesus. To be blessed, we must hear the word of God and obey it. SLIDE Jim again writes, “Hearing and obeying the word of God were the sole criterion determining a failed from a robust harvest in the parable of the Sower (8:15). Hearing and obeying the word of God were the deciding factor between belonging to Jesus’ biological family or his true family (8:21). Hearing and obeying the word of God is also Jesus’ advice for thwarting the predatory nature of the demonic in human life (11:24-26). Discipleship is not simply about eliminating bad habits, but about filling the void with Jesus himself.”

So this passage, though it has five separate little sections in it, is really all building up to this one moment in verse 28. SLIDE “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it.” In this passage Jesus has freed a man. But his point is that he will only remain free if he hears the word of God and obeys it. If he is for Jesus. Just think about the stories we have heard here these past few weeks! The parable of the good Samaritan and the story of Mary and Martha. Both of those stories were about hearing the word of God and then doing it! This is so central and SO essential to our lives as Christians. Have we committed? Are we all the way for Jesus? What does that look like for me? For you? Or are we on the fence, keeping things clean for the right idea or doctrine to come along? Are we criticizing, complaining and questioning, even when we see miracles? Will we sit with that emptiness? Or will we choose life? Will we sit on the fence long enough to be filled with all the wrong stuff? 

As people who call ourselves Christians, who come here very Sunday and worship together, it may seem silly to ask these questions. I know for me it’s easy to brush all this off because I have always grown up in the church and it’s both a part of who I am and what I do. But that is not enough. As one of my favorite authors G. K. Chesterton says, SLIDE “Just going to church does not make you a Christian any more than standing in your garage makes you a car.” And it’s so true!  But have we asked ourselves this? Have we taken this seriously? Are we for Jesus? Or is it much easier to be for other things? Like having our favorite kind of music in church, whether that is old hymns on the organ or a full rock band? Or having music notes along with the words up on the screen, or the other way around? Or sitting in the same seat each week? Or expecting the service to look the same way each week? What are we for? Jesus or ourselves? Jesus or something else? Maybe it’s not church related. What about politics? Or television? Or chronic complaining? Or addictions? SLIDE What are we for? In what direction do our lives bend? What are our lives full of? What fruit comes out of our mouths and our lives? Jesus says in this passage, “He who is not with me is against me, and who does not gather with me, scatters.” Who are we for? And upon hearing the word of God, do we obey it? 

I remember my first semester of my freshman year of college I had taken on a ridiculous course load. I was taking 21 credits and as an English major I was taking six 300 and 400 level literature classes. And as a result I had somewhere between 400 and 600 pages of reading to do every single night. On top of whatever other homework I had from my other classes or any papers that I was supposed to be writing. But I had made a commitment within myself to do a couple of other things as well. I had committed to spending an hour in prayer and study of my Bible each day, and I had committed to painting at least two paintings a week, and I had committed to going out of my way to make new friends (because as an introvert I knew that if I didn't I would have no friends and no social life). And so my time filled up crazy quickly. And before long I was getting less than four hours of sleep per night and I never had a second to myself in the day. And of course the first things to go in my busy schedule were that hour of prayer and Bible study and my painting. And it started to really wear on me. I was exhausted. But about halfway through the semester I realized that I was not relying on God. I was relying on me. On my mental capacity, on my ability to stay up late and get very little sleep, on way too much coffee, and I was expecting that I would be able to do it all. Alone. But I couldn't. I was exhausted. So I decided to make that one hour of time with Jesus, and that time painting, the priority over everything else in my schedule. Over homework, classes, friends, tutoring, and all the other responsibilities I had. And what's amazing is that once I did that, I found that I suddenly had more time in my life than I needed. And it might sound crazy, but I would pray that my hours of sleep would be multiplied and that I would feel rested on four hours of sleep. And I was. I would pray that I could get my homework done inside an hour, and I would. And God really started to speak to me and to give me things to paint for others. 

One example of this was that one day that semester I felt God tell me to paint this painting SLIDE of a woman on her knees. And out of her chest was coming this darkness as though it was getting pulled out. And in front of her was darkness, and behind her was light. And at the top I painted the words, "out of darkness and into marvelous light." And when I was finished I heard God tell me to give it to this girl on the hall next to mine who I didn't know at all. I had met her maybe once but we had never talked or anything. So I did. I gave it to her and I left feeling super awkward. But less than an hour later she came to my room and told me her whole story about how her mom was super abusive, how she was struggling with an eating disorder, how she had been sexually assaulted in high school and felt totally worthless, and so many other things. And she told me that this painting had spoken to her and made her realize that she had hope and healing and a choice for new life and that it was on the horizon. And it was such a blessing to be able to be a vessel for healing. And now that girl is one of my closest and dearest friends who has experienced so much healing and has such a heart for Jesus and for the least of these. She has been able to come out of darkness and into marvelous light. SLIDE And the reason I tell this story is because during that first semester of college I made that switch from being on the fence about Jesus, hearing his word and not obeying, letting it go in one ear and out the other, to committing full force to him. And what came about was transformation not just for me, but for the people around me as well. And that is what God calls us to. That is what he is hoping for. That wholehearted commitment of choosing Jesus, and then hearing the word and obeying it. That is what leads to life and life abundantly. To being blessed and being blessed to be a blessing. 

SLIDE So my prayer is that we would choose to be for Jesus. All the way, all the time. Listening, and obeying. Tuning our ears and our eyes and our Spirits to the Lord. I pray that we would be his in all that we do. Let’s pray together. 


