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51 When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. 52 And he sent 

messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready for 

him; 53 but they did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem. 54 When his disciples 

James and John saw it, they said, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven 

and consume them?” 55 But he turned and rebuked them. 56 Then they went on to another village. 

 
57 As they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 58 And 

Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to 

lay his head.” 59 To another he said, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, first let me go and bury my 

father.” 60 But Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the 

kingdom of God.” 61 Another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my 

home.” 62 Jesus said to him, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom 

of God.” 

Luke 9:51-62 

 

We all have dysfunctional families. As much as we wish that we didn’t we somehow all end up with 

them.  Passive aggressive behavior or an estranged brother, sister, cousin, parent, etc.  Each family has 

their issues, but can you imagine the reason for estrangement being because one of the family was 

physically following Jesus. 

 

The passage that we read today is not one that is a favorite to tell the kids.  In fact, it brings much 

confusion into how we live our lives.  How could Jesus ask someone to just leave their family?   

 

This Jesus that we see through the whole passage is not the Jesus we recognize.  It isn’t the Jesus who 

has all authority and power who healed those that suffered.  It isn’t even the Jesus who turns over tables 

and yells at people.  Granted he does rebuke his disciples, but we see, perhaps, a different side of Jesus.  

A worrisome Jesus or perhaps a depressed Jesus.   

 

Jesus “sets his face to go to Jerusalem”.  It’s not like we do when we get excited to go home to visit 

family or a vacation.  No, this is the anticipation, anxiously awaiting the end, the crucifixion.  In the 

book of Luke, Jesus begins his journey to the cross in the ninth chapter.  Jesus “set his face to go to 

Jerusalem” and didn’t look back.   

 

As he traveled from place to place, (in this scripture Samaria) he continued to be focused on Jerusalem.  

Our scripture says, “but they [the Samaritans] did not receive him BECAUSE his face was set towards 

Jerusalem.”  Ok, so it also wasn’t out of the ordinary for Samaritans not to receive Jewish pilgrims.  

They were enemies after all.  But even JESUS did not change their minds, and it very possibly could 

have been because of Jesus’ action that he could not do ministry there.   

 

Instead of the disciples seeing past their bias of the Samaritans and seeing Jesus’s distressed behavior, 

they immediately look towards the Samaritans as the issue.  The disciples asked Jesus if they should ask 

God to smite the Samaritans with fire like the prophet, Elijah.  But, why? 



 

When Jesus is compared to Elijah in this passage, perhaps think of it as being compared to looking and 

acting just like your great-grandfather (except for Jesus there would have been a lot more “greats” 

before grandfather).   

 

The prophet Elijah was “the” prophet in the Old Testament, the prophet above all prophets.  Elijah made 

a world of difference, and it was said that the Messiah (the person that the Israelites were waiting for) 

was either Elijah himself or a son of Elijah.  Since Jesus was the Messiah, clearly he was going to act 

just like Elijah.   

 

When the disciples asked Jesus at the beginning of our passage if Jesus wanted fire to consume the 

Samaritans, they were referring to something that had happened with Elijah, an act of violence to solve a 

problem.  So, let’s rewind to the story of Elijah so that we may understand the context of the disciple’s 

question. In 2 Kings 1, the Samaritans turned towards another god instead of the Israelite God, and upon 

God’s judgment made known by Elijah, the Samaritan king was insistent on seeing Elijah, probably to 

kill him.  Elijah called God to have fire consume them, and that is exactly what happened.  Those 

Samaritans were destroyed and God was seen as the all-powerful again. 

 

Jesus, however, prefers a much more peaceful approach.  Some manuscripts even say that his rebuke 

was, “…the Son of Man has not come to destroy the lives of human beings but to save them.”  How 

could you not be peaceful?  Jesus was part of the issue why they didn’t receive him.  Jesus’s eyes were 

set on the cross.  Why condemn when one could save?  So, why not take on more disciples? 

 

This passage surely shows us a different kind of discipleship.  Not only is Jesus brushing off people like 

the Samaritans, he also brushes off willing followers. 

 

Three different men along three different parts of a journey to the next town approach Jesus.  The effort 

that must have ensued to not only come into the following line, but also to rush ahead to speak to Jesus 

would have taken quite a bit of courage.  But, after Jesus responds to them, we hear no more.  They turn 

around and go home.   

 

By Jesus’s reaction to each of the three people, we see the call of discipleship is above every other duty, 

whether care for self, care for the dead, or care for family.  This seems to be going overboard!  Why 

wouldn’t Jesus see the importance of self-care, of caring for one’s family? Why would Jesus demand 

that high of a sacrifice? Oh wait…  

 

Perhaps one of the hardest parts of this scripture is Jesus’s response to the person who wants to go bury 

their father before following Jesus.  Why would the person ask in the first place?  Wouldn’t they have 

just done it first and then found Jesus?  Were they perhaps seeking permission and instructions for how 

to find Jesus after they were done?  Why on earth would Jesus say no? 

 

Jesus was a Jew.  It was the duty of a devout Jew to bury their dead.  Surely, Jesus would understand 

that.  Jews among other cultures are to take care of their family.  Their parents were their responsibility.  

The person very well could have been pledging their allegiance to Jesus as soon as devoutly possible.  

Why was that not enough? 

 



Jesus called that person to something bigger.  Jesus’s reply, “let the dead bury their own dead,” could 

better be understood as, “Let the spiritually dead bury the physically dead.”  Those who had responded 

to the call to discipleship – their concern should be with life and the living: “Go and proclaim the 

kingdom of God.”  Still seems harsh though doesn’t it? 

 

But, this scripture isn’t about our reaction to Jesus’s reaction.  It isn’t about us comparing how Jesus is 

calling us.  It isn’t about us finding excuses why we can’t follow.  This story is about the call to difficult 

discipleship.  This story is about Jesus. 

 

Let’s take a look at Jesus’s humanity.  If we were to take Jesus completely out of his divinity and look at 

his sole humanity for a moment, what would we see?  We would see a possibly out-of-touch, potentially 

power-hungry, eccentric perfectionist who may just need a dose of reality.  Ok, so that’s a little over the 

top. 

 

What does this scripture tell us about Jesus?  I tend to think it is simply an instance of language barriers.  

To better illustrate this, I would love to tell you about Puerto Rico. 

 

On June 9th, I got on a plane with nine high school juniors and seniors along with our youth director, 

Brian Stahl, and traveled to Puerto Rico.  I really didn’t know what I was getting myself into.  I had been 

on 9 mission trips before this one both as a participant and as a pastoral leader where I did hard manual 

labor all day, not to mention all of these trips were within the main 48 states of the USA.  I knew that 

there was some Spanish to learn, but I figured my “hola”, “como estas”, “gracias”, “el bano” (it’s 

important to know the word for bathroom), and “bien” was sufficient.  Instead what I found was we 

were in relational groups that worked with children all week.  Now, I don’t know if you remember, but 

you don’t learn a lot of a different language in elementary school.  The kids could speak very limited 

English and the adults could do broken sentences.  Needless to say, Jose Concepcion, a soon-to-be 

senior at Hortonville, was a God send for me.   

 

I love kids.  I love to teach.  I love to play.  I love to smile and laugh.  When a child speaks to you in a 

different language and all you catch is the fact that it is Spanish, you realize, “Oh boy I messed up.  I am 

not cultural enough.”  But, never-the-less wonderful work was done, even if they kids had to go through 

Jose some of the time.  I did, however, learn “papa caliente” or as we know “hot potato”. 

 

Jesus must have struggled in the same way.  He was focused on the children of God, the kingdom of 

God, the greater picture, and people were stuck in the here and now.   

 

How often do we get stuck in the here and now and don’t see the bigger picture?  How often do we see 

the blurred splotches rather than the great awe-inspiring artistry that God has painted for us?  How often 

do we see the greater picture of love over the comfortability that we are in?   

 

Let us see the world as Jesus saw it, as a call to “go and proclaim the kingdom of God” where we may 

recognize that we may not be able to speak the same language, but all are welcome to follow Jesus if we 

can see the bigger picture.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         


