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JESUS CALLS THEM SONS OF THUNDER – WE DO NOT KNOW EXACTLY HOW JAMES AND JOHN 

EARNED THIS NICKNAME, BUT IF OUR TEXT FOR TODAY IS ANY INDICATION, THEN IT’S A 

PERFECT FIT FOR THEM.  

 

JESUS IS ON HIS WAY TO JERUSALEM WITH HIS DISCIPLES. THEY WERE TRAVELING THROUGH 

SAMARIA AND NEEDED A PLACE TO STAY. TO PREPARE, JESUS SENDS SEVERAL OF THEM 

AHEAD INTO A VILLAGE. BUT THEY FIND NO WELCOME. SAMARITANS WERE KNOWN TO 

MISTREAT PILGRIMS ON THEIR WAY TO JERUSALEM, EVEN TO THE EXTENT OF OCCASIONAL 

MURDER. WHEN THE MESSENGERS RETURNED TO JESUS WITH THE UNHAPPY NEWS, THE 

“SONS OF THUNDER” WERE READY TO SEND “FIRE FROM HEAVEN” TO CONSUME THEM. IN 

THE FACE OF THE INSULT TO THEIR MASTER, THEY FELT THEY HAD ONLY TO CALL FOR THE FIRE 

IN JESUS’S NAME AND IT WOULD BE GIVEN. JESUS DID HAVE THE POWER TO BRING DOWN 

FIRE FROM HEAVEN, AND JAMES AND JOHN KNEW IT. THEY WERE HIS FOLLOWERS AND THEY 

KNEW HIS POWER. BUT JUDGEMENT, LIKE GRACE, IS ALWAYS ON GOD’S TERMS. GOD IS GOD, 

WE ARE NOT. THIS IS A CONSTANT STRUGGLE FOR THOSE WHO FOLLOW JESUS. PEOPLE 

TODAY REJECT AND DISRESPECT JESUS FROM MANY ANGLES ON SO MANY ISSUES.  

 

SOUND FAMILIAR? WE LIVE IN A TIME WHEN THE MIDDLE GROUND IS VIRTUALLY NON-

EXISTENT. RESPECTFUL DIALOGUE WITH OPPONENTS IS INCREASINGLY RARE. DIFFERING 

OPINIONS AND POSITIONS BRING FORTH RAGE INSTEAD OF REASON, EMOTIONAL REFLEX 

INSTEAD OF PATIENT REFLECTION. NUANCE AND RESPECT HAVE BEEN REPLACED WITH 

SCORCHED-EARTH CONTEMPT. IT’S US VS THEM AND COMPROMISE HAS NO PLACE IN SUCH 

AN ATMOSPHERE.  

 

BUT JESUS WOULD HAVE NONE OF IT. LUKE SAYS HE “TURNED AND REBUKED THEM”. AND 

WHILE THIS MAY SEEM LIKE A SMALL THING, THE LAST REBUKE JESUS GAVE WAS TO AN 

UNCLEAN SPIRIT. SEE, HIS WAYS AND HIS TIMING ARE BEYOND OURS. JAMES AND JOHN (AND 

YOU AND I)  MUST TRUST THAT NOT ONLY CAN JESUS ACT, BUT THAT HE WILL ACT 

ACCORDING TO HIS PERFECT WILL.  

 

I HAVE TO BE HONEST HERE – THIS TEXT RUBS ME THE WRONG WAY – AND YET, I HAVE 

DISCOVERED THAT IT’S PRECISELY WHEN THE WORD OF GOD RUBS ME THE WRONG WAY 

THAT I’M CHALLENGED TO GROW IN FAITH AND UNDERSTANDING OF HIM. IT’S JUST AT THE 



POINT WHERE JESUS OFFENDS MY OWN SENSIBILITIES THAT I END UP ON THE VERGE OF A 

BREAKTHROUGH IN MY OWN DISCIPLESHIP. 

 

THE OTHER THING THAT IS HAPPENING AS JESUS HEADS TOWARD JERUSALEM IS THAT THE 

CROWDS TURN OUT IN DROVES TO SEE HIM. SOME ARE CURIOUS, SOME ARE DESPERATE IN 

THEIR NEED OF HOPE OR HEALING. WHETHER CAUGHT UP IN THE EXCITEMENT OF THE 

MOMENT OR MOTIVATED BY DEEP SEATED CONVICTION, THE TEXT DOES NOT SAY, BUT THERE 

ARE THREE WOULD-BE FOLLOWERS WHO EMERGE FROM THE ONLOOKERS. TWO 

BREATHLESSLY PLEDGE TO FOLLOW HIM AND ANOTHER IS CALLED TO DO SO, BUT JESUS 

STRONGLY WARNS ALL THREE OF THEM THAT DISCIPLESHIP IS COSTLY. 

 

THE FIRST VOLUNTEERS “LORD, I’LL FOLLOW YOU WHEREVER YOU GO.” OUR RESPONSE 

WOULD BE “WELCOME ABOARD, GLAD YOU’RE HERE.” BUT JESUS SAYS, “WE’RE NOT STAYING 

AT THE MARRIOT, YOU KNOW.” “FOXES HAVE HOLES AND BIRDS HAVE NESTS, BUT THE SON 

OF MAN HAS NOWHERE TO LAY HIS HEAD. INSTEAD OF MAKING IT EASIER FOR THE MAN TO 

JOIN UP, JESUS SEEMS TO MAKE IT MORE DIFFICULT. WHY? WELL, JESUS, AS OUR 

SCRIPOTURES TELL US TODAY, HAS SET HIS FACE TOWARD JERUSALEM. HE IS HEADED TO 

CALVARY AND TO DEATH. THESE POTENTIAL CONVERTS NEED TO KNOW THAT THE JOURNET 

WILL NOT BE ALL SUNSHINE AND BLESSING, BUT ALSO ADVERSITY AND PAIN. 

 

THE QUESTION IS, DO WE KNOW THAT? ARE WE PREPARED FOR THAT? ARE WE WILLING TO 

CALL OURSELVES CHRISTIAN NO MATER THE COST? 

 

THE SECOND VOLUNTEER SAYS, “LORD, I WILL FOLLOW YOU, BUT FIRST LET ME MAKE 

ARRANGEMENTS FOR MY FATHER’S FUNERAL.” AND IT’S A REASONABLE REQUEST, ISN’T IT? 

THIS GUY ISN’T MAKING EXCUSES. IN FACT, YOU COULD SAY HE IS TRYING TO FULFILL THE 

FOURTH COMMANDMENT TO HONOR HIS PARENTS. “I’M COMING”, SAYS THE MAN, “BUT 

FIRST LET ME TAKE CARE OF THIS ONE IMPORTANT FAMILY MATTER.” YOU AND I WOULD SAY, 

“NO PROBLEM. WE UNDERSTAND.” BUT JESUS TURNS HIM DOWN. REQUEST DENIED.  

 

NOW COME ON. THE FUNERAL COULDN’T HAVE TAKEN THAT LONG. JEWS MUST BE BURIED 

BY SUNDOWN AFTER ALL. AND THEN COMES THE ZINGER. “LET THE DEAD BURY THEIR OWN 

DEAD.” WHAT KIND OF TALK IS THAT FROM THE SAVIOR?” CAN YOU IMAGINE SAYING THAT 

OUT LOUD TO SOMEONE YOU KNOW WHO IS GRIEVING THE LOSS OF A LOVED ONE? THESE 

WORDS SEEM SO HARSH AND OUT OF CHARACTER – SO UNLIKE THE JESUS WE THINK WE 

KNOW.  



 

MAYBE HE WAS JUST HAVING A BAD DAY. MAYBE HE WAS TIRED AND HUNGRY. MAYBE HE 

WAS RUNNING ON TOO LITTLE SLEEP, OR SIMPLY FRUSTRATED WITH THE MANY WELL-

INTENTIONED PEOPLE HE MET WHO LACKED THE ABILITY TO FOLLOW THROUGH – SO HE JUST 

BLURTED OUT THE FIRST THING THAT CAME TO MIND.  

 

YOU SEE WHAT I’M DOING, RIGHT? I’M RATIONALIZING. I’M MAKING EXCUSES FOR JESUS 

BECAUSE I DON’T WANT HIM TO MEAN WHAT HE ACTUALLY SAID. THE TROUBLE IS, HE DOES 

MEAN IT. 

 

THE WORDS MAY SOUND HARSH “LET THE DEAD BURY THEIR OWN DEAD”, BUT THE MISSION 

OF CHRIST IS A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH. THERE IS NO LIFE APART FROM THE LIFE GOD 

GIVES FORGIVEN SINNERS IN HIS CROSS AND RESURRECTION. ACCORDING TO JESUS, THAT’S 

URGENT. MORE URGENT THAN EVEN A FAMILY CRISIS.  

 

ALL TOO MANY OF US ACT AS IF WE HAVE ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD TO ATTEND TO THE 

MOST IMPORTANT MATTERS OF OUR LIVES. BUT WE ARE NOTORIOUS FOR 

PROCRASTINATING. HOW MANY OF US HAVE EVER PLEDGED TO GOD SOMETHING LIKE THIS: 

“WHEN THINGS SLOW DOWN A BIT, I’M GOING TO TAKE TIME TO PRAY MORE, WORSHIP 

MORE, SERVE MORE, READ MY BIBLE MORE.” PROBLEM IS, THINGS DON’T SLOW DOWN. AND 

WE DON’T  MAKE THE TIME. AND JESUS KNOWS IT. WHICH IS WHY WE HAVE THESE JARRING 

EPISODES IN TODAY’S READING. THEY ARE MEANT TO SHOCK US OUT OF OUR COMPLACENCY 

AND REMIND US THAT FOLLOWING JESUS IS  THE URGENT MATTER OF OUR LIVES.  

 

I REALIZE THAT “LET ME BURY MY FATHER. LET ME SAY FAREWELL TO THOSE AT HOME” ARE 

REASONABLE REQUESTS. BUT CHRIST IS ON HIS WAY TO JERUSALEM TO BE EXECUTED, AND 

THERE SIMPLY IS NO TIME FOR A FUNERAL, NO TIME FOR LENGTHY FAREWELLS AND 

GOODBYES. NOTICE THAT BOTH THESE REQUESTS INVOLVE FAMILY OBLIGATIONS. 

OBLIGATIONS WE WOULD NEVER THINK OF REFUSING ANYONE. YET JESUS DOES.  

 

I LOVE MY HUSBAND AND MY CHILDREN, BUT HERE’S WHAT JESUS IS GETTING AT: IF I LOVE 
MY FAMILY MORE THAN CHRIST, AND ALLOW THAT FAMILIAL LOVE TO TAKE PRECEDENCE 
OVER FOLLOWING HIM, I WILL ULTIMATELY BE UNABLE TO DO MY FAMILY MUCH GOOD. 
SOME GOOD, YES, BUT UNLESS I PLACE JESUS FIRST IN MY LIFE AND LEARN FROM HIM HOW 
TO LOVE OTHERS, INCLUDING MY OWN FAMILY, THEN MY ATTEMPTS AT LOVE WILL ALWAYS 
BE TOO LIMITING, TOO SUFFOCATING. MY FEEBLE ATTEMPTS TO LOVE THEM MAY EVEN 



BLIND ME TO THE NEEDS OF OTHERS WHO ARE ALSO “FAMILY” ACCORDING TO OUR 
THEOLOGY OF BAPTISM. 
 
JESUS WAS DOWNRIGHT PASSIONATE ABOUT THIS SORT OF FAMILY – THE FAMILY OF GOD  
 
THIS FAMILY OF GOD IS MUCH BIGGER THAN OUR USUAL DEFINITIONS ALLOW. THIS FAMILY 
OF GOD IS DEFINED, NOT BY BIRTH, BUT BY BAPTISM. WHENEVER A PERSON “JOINS THE 
CHURCH” IT IS TO THIS NEW FAMILY THAT THEY PLEDGE THEIR PRIMARY ALLEGIANCE - NOT 
BECAUSE WE ARE TO IGNORE THE PEOPLE LIVING UNDER OUR RESPECTIVE ROOFS, BUT 
BECAUSE WE CANNOT GIVE THEM THE LOVE THEY NEED UNTIL JESUS AND HIS KINGDOM ARE 
FIRST. WE JUST CAN’T PULL IT OFF ALONE. WITHOUT CHRIST AS OUR FIRST PRIORITY, WE CAN 
FRANKLY HURT OR ALIENATE OR SMOTHER EACH OTHER IN THE NAME OF “LOVE.” 
 
ON HIS WAY TO JERUSALEM AND THE CROSS, JESUS GIVES US HARD WORDS ABOUT WHAT IT 
MEANS TO BE HIS DISCIPLE. NOTICE I DIDN’T SAY “CHURCH MEMBER.” TO BE A MEMBER OF 
MOST CHURCHES TODAY DEMANDS ALMOST NOTHING FROM US. ACCORDING TO OUR OWN 
CHURCH CONSTITUTION, CONTINUING MEMBERSHIP HERE AT ST. JOHN’S INVOLVES MERELY 
RECEIVING COMMUNION ONCE A YEAR AND MAKING A FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTION OF 
RECORD. WE ARE IN TROUBLE TODAY ALL ACROSS THE CHURCH BECAUSE WE HAVE 
CONFUSED DISCIPLESHIP WITH MEMBERSHIP. MEMBERSHIP SUGGESTS OCCASIONAL 
AFFILIATION, AND THAT’S ABOUT IT. DISCIPLESHIP DEMANDS OUR PRIMARY ALLEGIANCE. 
 
WITH RATHER ABRUPT LANGUAGE, JESUS PRESSES US TO EXAMINE WHAT’S TRULY TOP 
PRIORITY IN OUR LIVES. “NO ONE WHO PUTS THEIR HAND TO THE PLOW AND LOOKS BACK IS 
FIT FOR THE KINGDOM OF GOD.” I’VE NEVER PLOWED, BUT I DO KNOW THAT IT INVOLVES 
CHOOSING A POINT IN THE DISTANCE AND MOVING TOWARD IT. ANY LOOKING AROUND OR 
OVER THE SHOULDER WILL LEAD TO CROOKED FURROWS AND DISASTROUS ROWS. NO ONE 
WHO COMMITS TO CHRIST AND THEN GETS DISTRACTED IS FIT FOR THE KINGDOM, JESUS 
SAYS. WHAT KEEPS YOU FROM FOLLOWING HIM WHOLEHEARTEDLY? 
 
COULD IT BE THAT SO MANY FAMILIES ARE IN TROUBLE TODAY BECAUSE WE HAVE ALLOWED 
TOO MANY THINGS TO MONOPOLIZE OUR TIME, ENERGY, AND RESOURCES, TO THE POINT 
WHERE WE HAVE NOTHING LEFT OVER TO OFFER HIM? I THINK JESUS IS TELLING US THAT 
EVEN GOOD THINGS LIKE FAMILY CAN BECOME IDOLS. THAT’S HARD FOR US TO HEAR, I 
KNOW. BUT WHEN WE PLACE OUR FAMILY’S COMFORT, ACTIVITIES, AND SUCCESS ABOVE ALL 
ELSE – WE EVENTUALLY RUN LOW ON THE ONE THING THAT CAN TRULY SAVE US; THE LOVE 
AND TEACHINGS OF CHRIST HIMSELF. 
 
OF COURSE, JESUS WANTS US TO LOVE OUR FAMILIES. BUT WE CAN’T DO THAT ADEQUATELY 
BY OURSELVES. ON OUR OWN, WE SINNERS LACK WHAT IT TAKES TO BE CONSISTENTLY 
PATIENT, UNDERSTANDING, FIRM, FORGIVING, AND KIND.  
 



WE WILL ALWAYS NEED A TEACHER CALLED THE HOLY SPIRIT. WE WILL ALWAYS NEED A 
MUCH BIGGER FAMILY IN WHICH TO LEARN LOVE AND PRACTICE IT. 
 
THE BIBLE CALLS THIS THE FAMILY OF GOD, THE KINGDOM OF OUR RISEN LORD.  
 
WHEN WE SEEK FIRST THIS KINGDOM, OUR GREATEST NEED IS MET.  
 
WHEN WE SEEK FIRST THIS KINGDOM, ALL OTHER PRIORITIES FIND THEIR PROPER PLACE. 
 
WHEN WE SEEK FIRST THIS KINGDOM, PEACE IS OURS. 
 
WHEN WE SEEK FIRST THIS KINGDOM, DEATH IS DEFEATED, AND VICTORY IS ASSURED. 
 
“SEEK FIRST, THEN, THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND HIS RIGHTEOUSNESS,  
 
AND ALL THESE [OTHER] THINGS WILL BE ADDED TO YOU AS WELL.” 
 
IN THE NAME OF JESUS. AMEN. 
  

 

 


