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Don’t Look Back: You have an extraordinary purpose for an ordinary life
I.  Confront obstacles in following Jesus
II.   Realize your life’s purpose

III.   Give it your determined focus
51 As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem.  57 As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 58 Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

59 He said to another man, “Follow me.” But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

60 Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

61 Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

62 Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” 

I suppose that many of you can imagine what it is like to be a missionary.  You PCS’d (had a Permanent Change of Station).  You left family and friends and familiar surroundings.  You sold many of your material possessions or put them into storage while you were gone.  Then one of the branches of the Armed Forces shipped you off to someplace far away from home, maybe even overseas.  There you carried out a tour of duty, a mission.  But for the life of a world missionary, life is a bit different.  On a military base you at least have folks from the States who speak English.  In a world mission setting you may not have anyone who speaks English in your village.  Your children may attend school with other Americans on post.  As a missionary your children may have to attend school with the locals.  Shopping is convenient with a commissary or PX.  For a missionary shopping requires an hour’s drive through the bush country to the local market to haggle with vendors.  I recall speaking with a Lutheran missionary from Africa.  When his wife became pregnant she had to be flown from Zambia to South Africa so that she could deliver her baby there, where the hospitals were sufficient. Yes, there are obstacles to confront as a missionary, not just overseas, but even here in our mission field, Radcliff, Fort Knox, Vine Grove, E-town and Rineyville.   

I.  Confront obstacles in following Jesus 
In the gospel from Luke this morning we observe the quick and excited desire to follow Jesus.  Jesus had drawn much attention with his miracles and the way he taught the Scriptures with authority.  Who wouldn’t want to follow him?  But many had the wrong idea of what it meant to follow him, to be his disciple.  They became sidetracked by the concerns and responsibilities of this world.  Even today there are many who promise to follow Jesus, but are diverted by this world.  Are we like the farmer who tries to plow ahead while looking back at the farm house, distracted by the concerns that exist there?

Remember the first man who approached Jesus and said, “I will follow you wherever you go.” (vs57)  Wherever, huh?  Jesus reminded this man that if he wanted to be his disciple he would always be on the go, preaching the gospel, “The Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” (vs58)  Didn’t our Savior begin his life that way?  Away in a manger, no crib for a bed, the little Lord Jesus lay down his sweet head.   Notice that this man does not even respond to Jesus’ reply.  What about you?  Is the pull of relaxation and the frantic pursuit of life’s comforts tugging at you?  Is it distracting your energy, time, and finances from closely following Jesus?  

How about the second man?  Jesus told him, “Follow me.”  His reply, “First let me go and bury my father.” (vs59)  A legitimate concern, right?  A more important responsibility?  How does Jesus reply?  “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” (vs60)   If this man’s father was already dead, he would not be speaking with Jesus.  He would already be engaged with funeral arrangements.  This man’s request was that he wait until his father died, then he would be a disciple of Christ.  Jesus’ reply seems harsh and uncaring.  He means, “Let the spiritually dead bury the physically dead, but you, who are spiritually alive, be busy proclaiming my kingdom.”   There are daily responsibilities and urgent matters which are important.  But you also know how you can fill up your life with them and leave no room for your primary focus, proclaiming his kingdom.

How about this third man, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” (vs61)  Notice Jesus’ reply, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” (vs62)  In other words, “Following me does not come secondary in your life.”   Children often say, “I’m coming, but first let me finish my T.V. show.”  What if your favorite movie star came to visit you at you house?  Would you say, “I’d love to sit and chat with you and get your autograph and take pictures, but first I need to do my laundry.”  Standing before these men was Jesus, the Creator of the universe, and they said, “I’m coming, but first…”  It comes down to what comes first.  What drives your decisions that take up your time, your finances and your talents?  The pulls of the concerns of this world or Jesus’ call to, “Follow me?”  
II.  Realize your life’s purpose
When Jesus called his disciples, they did not say, “I’m coming, but first…”  When our Lord called Peter and Andrew they immediately left their fishing nets, their jobs, and followed him.  James and John left their father behind with his nets and fishing boat and followed him.  Matthew immediately left his position at the tax collector’s booth and followed him.  These were ordinary men with ordinary jobs and ordinary lives.  But Jesus gave them extraordinary purpose for their ordinary life.  
He told them, “I will make you fishers of men.”  What an extraordinary purpose!  

Maybe you feel as if you have an ordinary life and an ordinary job.  Maybe you underestimate the life you have, the status you have in Christ, and the extraordinary purpose your Savior gives to you.  To better understand what that purpose is, we first look at the Lord’s promises.  We are promise driven people, not purpose driven.  It is necessary for us to allow God’s Word to show us what our status is, what his promises are, so that we may realize our life’s purpose.  Let’s look at the status your heavenly Father gives you.  What names does he call you in his Holy Word?  Last week we learned Hephzibah and Beulah (my heart’s delight and my married one; Isaiah 62:4); you are Christ’s bride (Eph 5:25-27); you are dearly loved children (Eph 5:1); you are members of God’s household, fellow citizens with God’s people (Eph 2:19); you are God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved (Col 3:12). Why do you have all of these special names?  “Because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved.  And God raised us up with Christ.” (Eph 2:4-6)  What an extraordinary status!  This motivates me for my extraordinary purpose.   

Jesus spells out exactly what our purpose is in this life.  He has made you his ambassadors (2Cor 5:20); you are his witnesses (Acts 1:8); you are the ones he has called to go and make disciples of all nations (Matt 28:19).  What an extraordinary purpose!  Jesus doesn’t just give you this amazing purpose without any direction.  First of all he says, “You go!”  (vs60)  Not, “Go pass the buck to someone else.  This is personal.  I want you to go.”  And do what?  “Proclaim the kingdom of God.” (vs60)  Announce a message that centers on Jesus and on what he’s done for you and for all people.  The command is as personal as the message, isn’t it, because the message affects you in a very personal way, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom 5:8)  Whether you are a missionary in Japan or Kentucky, the message is the same. 
As a missionary the terrain of your mission field will look totally different from that of a world missionary.  But God uses who you are, where you are and what you do and say to impact this world.  Don’t say, “Well I’m just a soldier, I’m just a mother, I’m just retired, I’m just a teenager, I’m just a child.”  God places you in a wide variety of settings to reach different audiences.  Not only does God help you realize your life’s purpose, he also gives you a determined focus.
III.   Give it your determined focus

As you drive through the boring states of Indiana, Iowa, Nebraska or Kansas, you find yourself staring at the innumerable rows of fresh crops.  As you fly past them you may wonder how the farmer executes all of those rows with such precision.  Jesus said, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” (vs62)  Farmers are able to plant their crops in a straight row because they are always looking forward, keeping their eyes on a fixed object.  In the same way, Jesus kept looking forward.  In vs51 the gospel writer Luke tells us, “As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem.” Literally, he set his face like flint.  Jesus set his sights on his end goal, what he needed to accomplish, even if it meant suffering and dying for the sins of the world.  

This is your life as a missionary.  Focus ahead.  Don’t look back.  What a turn around to say, “I want to go out tonight, but first, let me spend some time with a reading in God’s Word.  I want to buy a new car, but first, let me set aside proportionate gifts and offerings to the work of the Lord at Faith Lutheran.  I know that Sunday is my last day off before I go back to school or work, but first, let me spend part of that day worshiping the Lord who gave me this day of rest.”  As a missionary you and I focus ahead.  We don’t look back.  We look at each detail of our lives as part of our mission mind-set.  Life as a missionary is not just about helping out the evangelism team hang door hangers one or two afternoons out of the year; it’s not about making phone calls to prospects once a month; it’s what you do everyday of your life.  Life as a missionary is not simply a discussion on what percentage of your income goes to the Lord, but seeing all of your finances and possessions focused on God’s mission for you.  This is your life as a missionary: giving a determined focused on what’s ahead instead of looking at what’s behind.  

When challenged with the decision to move from Michigan to Africa, the famous WELS world missionary Ernst Wendland asked, “Lord, what would you have me do?” (Diary of a Missionary, p.9).  Like many others after him his life of a missionary grew to be filled with far greater joys and satisfactions than the life he had left behind.  How true it is also to those who have fully dedicated the details of their lives to proclaim the kingdom of God right where they are. 

God has put your hand to the plow – don’t look back while you tend to your task.  Go home today and re-evaluate all the details of your life and see in what ways you can serve in carrying out your privilege as a missionary in the world around you.  Rally all those resources toward following Jesus as a missionary at home as well as through our family of believers here. And then don’t look back. The future is too exciting.  The future is too important. It’s a journey you won’t regret.  Amen.  

