Sermon notes 01-22-12   Surrendering and Following

[Jonah 3:1-10] Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, [2] “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.” [3] So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the LORD. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, three days' journey in breadth. [4] Jonah began to go into the city, going a day's journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” [5] And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them.


[6] The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. [7] And he issued a proclamation and published through Nineveh, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, [8] but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. [9] Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.”


[10] When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it.  (ESV)
[Mark 1:14-20] Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, [15] and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”


[16] Passing alongside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. [17] And Jesus said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you become fishers of men.” [18] And immediately they left their nets and followed him. [19] And going on a little farther, he saw James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, who were in their boat mending the nets. [20] And immediately he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed him.  (ESV)
I want to begin with stating something that may seem very obvious to you at first, yet it is something that I will suggest we tend to overlook in our Christian journeys.  That is, that in order to be a follower of anything or anyone, there is something that we will be required to surrender.  If we make the choice to follow anyone or anything, we will generally have to give up following someone or something else.  Even if we think we are not following anyone or anything in particular, if we are in the position of following nothing, we will have to surrender that position in order to begin following someone or something.  

Let me give you a very simplistic example.  If you are in a department store and you ask the clerk for directions to a certain item you are trying to find, when the clerk says, follow me and I’ll show you, you will have to surrender the spot where you are standing in order to follow.  If you are not willing to surrender your position, you will not be able to follow and you will not find the item you are looking for.  This is undoubtedly very obvious, yet I think it points to a truth we sometimes neglect as we endeavor to be followers of Jesus Christ.  

I am going to make the assumption that one of the main reasons we are all here in worship today is because we want to be followers of Jesus Christ.  I think that is a pretty safe assumption.  But it is also safe to say that many would-be followers of Jesus Christ have been frustrated and limited in following him, and they have not found what they are looking for, because there is something they have not been willing to surrender in order to fully follow him.  

The Scriptures are filled with stories of God’s revelation to various people, and the responses of these various people to God’s revelations.  In these stories we find over and over that the way in which people respond is an indication of their faithfulness.  In fact we see throughout Scripture that the key to faithfulness is responsiveness.  People like Jonah or a few Galilean fishermen, among many others in Scripture, hear a call from God.   Sometimes, they do what they are called to do; sometimes not; sometimes they resist or argue, and sometimes they follow immediately.  Ultimately their response is an indication of their faithfulness, and their willingness to surrender.  

Our two passages of Scripture today are stories of people who are called by God, but whose responses are very different.  As we think about these stories this morning, I hope we will consider our own responses to the call to follow Jesus, and ask ourselves the question, “What am I willing to surrender in order to faithfully follow Jesus Christ?”
Let’s begin with Jonah.  Jonah is an example of someone whose initial response to God’s call indicated that he was not faithful.  There was something Jonah was unwilling to surrender. Specifically, Jonah was unwilling to surrender his attitude and his pride.  
The word of the Lord came to Jonah to rise up and go to Nineveh a to proclaim a message from God.   The problem was that Jonah despised the Ninevites.  He thought they were beneath him, and he did not want God to spare them.  He did not want to even give them a chance to repent, so when the word of the Lord came to Jonah the first time, he fled in the opposite direction of Nineveh to Tarshish.  
We know what happened.  The ship Jonah was on was about to be broken in pieces by a storm because of Jonah’s disobedience.  The others on board had no recourse but to throw Jonah overboard in order to save themselves.  The Lord appointed a great fish to swallow him, but apparently Jonah made the fish sick to its stomach, because the Scripture says it vomited Jonah out on dry land.  
I have this image of Jonah sitting there on the beach, all covered with slime and seaweed, finally willing to say, OK, OK, Lord; I surrender.  So the word of the Lord came to him a second time. After all he had been through, Jonah had no pride left, so he did what the Lord commanded, albeit reluctantly.  
One of the recurring themes in Scripture is the unexpected faithfulness of those who are considered outsiders or even enemies.  People like Ruth and Balaam in the Old Testament and the Good Samaritan in the New Testament, though they are considered to be outsiders and even enemies of the Jewish people, do the right thing, the faithful thing, while the insiders, the people we would expect to do the right thing, fail to do so.  The story of Jonah is another such story. Jonah is surely an insider, a prophet who has been given the word of the Lord, but instead of responding faithfully to the word of the Lord, Jonah runs in the opposite direction. Yet we see that a nation of pagans and enemies of Israel, the Ninevites, hear a one-sentence sermon with no mention of God in it, and the whole nation, from the king to the cattle, repents.  Jonah the prophet of God acts unfaithfully, while the foreigners and enemies in Nineveh act the part of the faithful.  They surrender to God and faithfully respond to the message Jonah begrudgingly preaches to them. 
In our Gospel passage today, the main thing that usually strikes us when we read Mark’s story of the calling of the first disciples is their immediate response.  Notice how Mark repeatedly uses the word “immediately” when he tells us this story.  When Jesus says to Simon and Andrew, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people,” Mark tells us, “Immediately they left their nets and followed him.”  Then when Jesus sees James and John in a boat preparing their nets, Mark writes, “Immediately he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed him.” The immediate response of these disciples to the calling from Jesus is impressive.  

But there is something else I want us to notice in this calling story.  That is the fact that, in each case, the disciples had to surrender something in order to make their rapid response to Jesus.  Mark tells us that Simon and Andrew “left their nets” and followed him.  The King James Version uses an even stronger word; it says, “straightway they forsook their nets, and followed him.”  The image this portrays is one of abandonment or surrender.  They surrendered their nets, completely walked away from them in order to follow Jesus.  We need to realize this was no small thing for Simon and Andrew.  They no doubt had a lot of money and a lot of work tied up in these nets.  These nets were the tools of their trade, the means of their livelihood.  Yet they walked away from them, forsook them, surrendered them, when Jesus came calling.  

As for James and John, they left something too, something even more important than their nets.  Mark tells us that when Jesus called James and John, they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him.  I used to have a real problem with this story because James and John left their father like that.  You may feel the same way.  After all doesn’t the Bible tell us, in the Ten Commandments no less, that we are to honor our father and mother?  This doesn’t seem like a very honoring thing to do, for James and John to walk off the job and leave their father in the boat.  Surely this is an unreasonable thing for Jesus to expect them to do, isn’t it?  

This brings us to an issue that I think many of us struggle with when it comes to being followers of Jesus Christ, and that is, the impact that following him completely will have on our loved ones.  At least that is sometimes the excuse we make.  We say we are considering our loved ones, but in reality it is ourselves we are considering.  
Oswald Chambers addresses this in his devotion booklet, My Utmost for His Highest.  Listen to these words from Oswald Chambers: 
An undue amount of thought and consideration for ourselves is what keeps us from making the decision to be my utmost for His highest— my best for His glory, although we cover up our consideration for ourselves with the pretense that it is others we are considering. When we think seriously about what it will cost others if we obey the call of Jesus, we tell God He doesn’t know what our obedience will mean. Keep to the point— He does know. Shut out every other thought and keep yourself before God in this one thing only— my utmost for His highest. [Be] determined to be absolutely and entirely for Him and Him alone.

Now this does not mean that we are to have no regard for our loved ones when it comes to our decision to follow Christ to the utmost and to be obedient when he calls us.  But we need to trust that God knows what our obedience will mean, and not only that, we need to trust that God will take care of our loved ones.  The Bible demonstrates this clearly in the cases of these first disciples.  Before we even get out of the first chapter of Mark, we find that God is already taking care of the loved ones of Simon and Andrew (read vv. 29-31).  If Simon and Andrew had not been willing to leave their nets and follow Jesus, it is unlikely that Jesus would have entered their house, and who knows then what would have been the outcome of Simon’s mother-in-law’s fever?

But what about the case of Zebedee, left in the fishing boats with the hired men?  First of all, we cannot overlook the fact that there were hired men in the boat, which means two things: one, Zebedee was not left alone, and two, as pointed out in the footnote in my Bible, the presence of the hired men suggests the relatively well-to-do status of the family.  We need not assume, then that James and John left Zebedee in dire straits, but for even more evidence that God was looking out for Zebedee, we can look to the account of this story from Luke’s gospel that provides details we don’t find in Mark.  Hear these words from Luke 5:1-11 (READ).

So we see from Luke’s account that before James and John even left Zebedee to follow Jesus, God was already at work.  Since James and John were partners with Simon and Andrew, Zebedee and the hired men would have shared in this miraculous catch of fish.  Furthermore, God provided crowds on the shore who I like to think were lining up to buy the fish.  I like to think old Zebedee made enough off of the catch of fish to retire, or at least to be able to hire workers to replace James and John.  The lesson in this for us is of course that when we make the decision to follow Christ, God will continue to take care our loved ones.   

Maybe as you are hearing these stories about responding to the call of our Lord, you are thinking that you have blown it.  Maybe you feel like the Lord called you to do something and you failed to respond faithfully; you were not willing to surrender.  Maybe you think you have had your chance.  But take heart from the story of Jonah. God did not quit calling Jonah after his first word to Jonah and Jonah’s rejection.  God went to great lengths to get Jonah to respond to his word, and the word of the Lord came to Jonah again.  God will never give up on you either.  He will continue calling to you; he will go to whatever lengths are necessary to get your attention.  It is never too late for you to have a faithful response.  You don’t have to be an insider, so to speak, someone who was raised in the church.  God seeks to be in relationship with all of his children.  Sometime those who seem to be outsiders, like the Ninevites, are capable of demonstrating great faith.

It all begins with making the choice, the decision to follow Christ. That decision will unquestionably require surrender.  So what might you and I need to surrender in order to fully and faithfully follow him?  Maybe it is a habit, maybe it is a lifestyle choice, maybe it is a relationship or even a circle of friends, or pride or materialism or a superior attitude that is keeping you from fully following Jesus Christ.  

Jesus is still calling people to follow him today. He has called you and me to follow him.  Now it's up to us to decide if we are willing to surrender all in order to faithfully follow him.

Let us pray. 

Dear Jesus, you have called us to follow you.  Give us the strength and the courage to respond in faithfulness and say "Yes, Lord, I'm willing to surrender whatever I must in order to follow you -- wherever you may lead." Amen.

� Some material for this sermon was derived from Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 1, Westminster John Knox Press, 2008. 266-289.
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