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midweekchurch
The road less travelled

The American author, Robert Frost wrote these famous words:
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, And sorry I could not travel both
I took the one less travelled by, And that has made all the difference.
Jesus has been telling his disciples over the last couple of chapters to take the road less travelled. Yes there are the crowds who want him to take the road of power, of health and of healing. But Jesus is going down the road to the cross. And he said just a while back, “if you want to be my disciples you must deny yourself, take up the cross and follow me.” You must take the road less travelled. You must go down the path that Jesus is going down.

So what does that road look like in practical terms? What sort of behaviour will it mean for you and I if were to take up the cross? Where is it going to take us? What changes will it mean for my life and yours? Well Jesus picks up these questions at the end of chapter 9. And he talks about five qualities that he wants us to build into our lives. And to help us try and remember these 5 qualities, I’ve used their first letters to construct a word... SHOPS. We are taking the road to the SHOPS where the

1. S stands for SERVICE. (Verses 33-35) The path of being a disciple of Jesus is the path of service, “for the first will be last” and “the greatest among you will be the one who serves”.
I have many times in my preaching talked about the boxer Muhammad Ali. He said “I am the greatest!” and many believe he was the greatest sportsman of the 20th Century because he won the heavy weight boxing championship of the world three times. Now Ali may be great in the world’s eyes for his boxing but to be great in God’s eyes you must be a servant.

So when Jesus was walking with his disciples on the road, he heard a conversation between his disciples about who is the greatest. Now notice he didn’t say anything while they were in public, he didn’t want to humiliate them before the crowds. Instead he waits for the privacy of the house and asks them what were you talking about?

Now if they had been discussing how to have a better prayer life, or how to serve God better, they would have been eager to tell Jesus about that. They would have said, "Lord, we just had the greatest discussion! Now we know how to pray better, & now we know how to serve you more completely." They would have been anxious to tell Him about that. But they kept silent because they had argued about which of them was the greatest. They were jostling for positions of power, they were eager to be seen as the Man and they know deep down inside of them that this is not the road that Jesus is on.

Jesus sits down and says something incredible profound and incredible confronting.  “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last and the servant of all.” In effect he is saying, I may be a king but I have come to be a servant king. And if you want to be important in the kingdom of God, then don’t go down the road of status, of position, of power but follow me and serve others.

Now if we go down that road, it truly is a road less travelled. Because our world’s road is that you are the most important person in the world; your needs need to be looked after. Your voice needs to be heard. Your happiness is the be all and end all.  And yet Jesus is saying to his followers, put aside YOU and serve someone else. Serve God first of all. Serve your husband, your wife and think about their desires. Serve your family, serve your Church. Why, you are even called to love and serve your enemies.  
Preacher Rick Warren has put it this way, “as believers we are to take off the bib and puts on an apron." He points out that immature children wear bibs and expect others to meet their needs. Those who don aprons have learned the joy of serving others. The Christian then should be on the road less travelled, the road of service. 

Is that the road you are on? When you come to midweekchurch are you thinking about what you will get or what you will give? Is it about service or serve us! Do you look around and think who is on their own, who is having a hard time, whose family is under pressure and what can I do to serve them? For the great ones in this congregation are not the ones up front, not the ones with the position or the status but the one who locks up and is the last to leave, who buys the disposable plates and cups, who sweeps the floor, who makes those encouraging phone calls, who spends their time in prayer for others.

2. Humility (verses 36-7) On the road to the SHOPS is the way of Service and the demeanour of Humility. For then Jesus takes a little child in his midst, most likely one of Simon Peter’s kids and picks them up in his arms. “Whoever welcomes one of these children in my name, welcomes me and whoever welcomes me, does not welcome me but the one who sent me.”
What Jesus is saying is that the way we receive a child is the way that we receive our King, our Heavenly Father. If we humble ourselves and get down to the child’s level, if we get down to the level of the one whose status is rock bottom, then we find ourselves in the right posture, the right position to meet our God. 

So often we are proud and arrogant and want everyone to see how good we are and if we do that to others we will start doing treating God that way. But if we go down the other road, the road of humility and if we treat children with respect, if we make ourselves available to those in need, to those who are hurt, to the poor and vulnerable, if we see others as better than ourselves then we are taking the road of the cross.

Because we cannot afford to forget that the Biggest Person in the universe once became small enough to learn what it means to be a human being. He became small enough to serve sinners like you and I by dying for us. He became small enough to bring peace between you and God. Even when He was small, Jesus was still the Biggest Person the world has ever seen. And yet he was treated as small, weak, powerless by all but His Father God. And on the last day God raised him to the highest position of all. He made him the King and Head of the world. 

Now like service, humility is not a very popular virtue today. We live in a self assertive, self confident world where you have to push yourself forward to be heard and to be respected. But that is just another aspect of the choice we all face as a Christian. Do we go down the road less travelled or the popular road? Do we follow the crowds or the Christ?

If we want to be great in God’s eyes we need to be the servant and we need to be humble. But that is hard to do isn’t it, really hard! So how are we going to keep going on that road, when everyone else seems to be going in the opposite direction? 
Dr. Viktor Frankl was an Austrian physician who was imprisoned in one of Hitler’s death camps. He and his fellow Jewish people suffered unbelievable atrocities. Everything about their living and working conditions were deplorable. Dr. Frankl offered what little medical help he could to the sick and dying. Over time, he discovered a unique phenomenon that he recorded in his book Man’s Search for Meaning. He said those people who kept their strength and sanity the longest were those who tried to help other prisoners and share what little they had. Their physical and mental condition seemed strengthened by their friendliness, compassion, and focus on something other than themselves. The conclusion was that Ministry energizes, contrary to the great fear that resources will be depleted if we help others.

When we serve, when we humble ourselves, we open ourselves up to what God wants to do in our life. We give and yet we get more from him than we give out. We humble ourselves and there in front of us we see Jesus with the basin and the towel.  We might be going on the road less travelled, the road to the SHOPS but Jesus is with us every step of the way.

3.  Serving, Humility and thirdly Openness. (Verses 38-41). For so often when we are on that long and windy road, we are suspicious of what everyone else is doing. If they are not from our Church, our group, then we see them as a threat. They can’t be on God’s team or they would have joined us. And we forget that we are to join God on his team not ask God to join us on our team. And so there needs to be an openness to what God is doing all around us.
And the disciples still hadn’t worked this one out. And so that is why we next read that John, one of the inner circle of disciples, approaches Jesus and says, “Teacher we saw a man driving out demons in your name and we told him to stop because he was not one of us.”

You see the problem don’t you? We know that our motives are good. We know that we are trying to serve Christ, but them, they seem to do things differently to us. They haven’t got our permission. They are mavericks and so should be told to confirm to the right ways of doing things, which coincidentally happens to be our ways! 

You know some of those Pentecostals are making a show of their healings. Some of those Baptists seem like they only want to talk about baptism. Some of those Anglicans seem close to being Bible bashers and when you think about some of those other Presbyterians have organised their Church in a very different, a very strange way.

Do you see what we do? We think that God will only work through us, through our ways. And Jesus says ‘hey wait a second, no one who does a miracle in my name, no one who sees another person become a Christian through the preaching of my gospel, no one who has seen the Spirit move powerfully in their life can after that say anything bad about me’. They have seen his power, they know the gospel does make a difference.  So anyone who does anything in Jesus name will be rewarded.

So a disciple need to be open to what God is doing all around you. Yes there are many different denominations but often we get carried away on the 5% of things that we disagree on rather than the 95% of things that we do agree on. Often we retreat into our denominations, our camps, our theology and we close our eyes to what God is doing all around us. We are not the only person on the road less travelled.  There are others that are travelling the same path. And if God has accepted them as his son and daughter we need to accept them as our Christian brother and sister. 

4. The road to the SHOPS involves Serving, Humility, Openness and also Protection. For referring again to the child that was still in his midst, Jesus says “if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around his neck...” Well that’s serious isn’t it? It is better to die than to hurt a child of God. It is better to end your time on earth than to do something that might drive another person to hell. 

I wonder if you have thought about that one? Our behaviour can be a stumbling block for others people’s faith or a stepping stone. Our harsh words, our selfish behaviour, our lack of forgiveness can cause someone to say to themselves, “if that is how a Christian is going to behave I want to have nothing to do with Jesus.” And if we are leaders in the Church, in a way it’s worse, because we can do things that will touch more people than most. I know that in the last month or two I haven’t always behaved properly. I have to be responsible for my own actions, I can be a stumbling block or a stepping stone for other people’s faith. As one man wisely wrote ...

“Isn’t it strange that princes and kings And clowns that caper in sawdust rings,
And common folks like you and me All are builders for eternity?”
“To each is given a book of rules, A block of stone and a bag of tools;
And each must shape ‘ere time has flown, A stumbling block or a stepping stone”


But my actions don’t just affect others, Jesus says, they also affect myself as well. He continues, “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life maimed than to go to hell. What is He saying? He is telling us to examine ourselves. We get so busy judging others that we don’t look at ourselves. Jesus says, "Look at your own life. If you are doing something you shouldn’t do, & you’re causing other people to stumble, get rid of it, because the alternative is hell." And if you stay on that road of sin, if you walk away from that path of service, of humility, of openness, of protection, then you are actually placing yourself in physical, in spiritual danger. 

We’ve all met people who say they are Christians but whose lives are characterised by adultery, by greed, by corruption, by lies. They have fooled themselves but they won’t fool God. And Jesus is saying to them, as he is saying to us, nothing is too precious to sacrifice. If you have sin in your life, nothing is too high a price to pay to get rid of it.

Aron Ralston was hiking alone in a Utah canyon in April when his right arm became pinned beneath an 800-pound boulder. After being trapped for five and a half days, without being found, he used a dull pocket knife to cut off his arm. He then abseiled nearly 70 feet and hiked for three hours before he was rescued by a helicopter.

Incredible isn’t it? It would be a very difficult thing to lose a limb. But consider the alternative. Either lose a limb, or keep it and die. Well it is the same decision we make each day with sin. Either get rid of the sin, no matter what the pain or see it slowly but surely eat away at you. Greed, selfishness, pride, love of money or things all have to be hacked back. Sometimes our jobs, our income, our dreams have to be trimmed to make sure that you protect those who watch you. So that you protect yourself as well.

5. Serving, Humility, Openness, Protection and lastly Salt. On the way to the shops don’t forget to pick up the salt. Make sure that your live is distinctive not bland. Make sure it preserves God’s ways in the world not destroys it. Make sure you live lives of peace, grace, mercy, goodness and love. So many people act like sugar wanting to sweeten God’s message. But instead we should act like salt which brings out the flavour in what God is doing. Shows others in practical terms our God it is to taste and see that the Lord is good.

An Egyptian architect was commissioned by one of the Pharaohs to build a lighthouse at the mouth of the Nile. On a piece of rock that was duly selected, Cnidus, the architect, erected a fine edifice. Engraved upon the cement covering the outside of the lighthouse was the name Pharaoh. But do you know that in a few years the effect of wind and rain had worn the cement away and Pharaoh’s name had vanished. Then it was discovered that the wily Cnidus had engraved his own name in the masonry beneath. Really he hadn’t done it for Pharaoh he had done it for himself.

Likewise even Christian work may be done outwardly for the glory of God; but, when the underlying motive is laid bare, our own glory often turns out to be the real aim. Don’t be like that. Travel the road less travelled. Go down the path to the SHOPS. Live lives of service, humility, openness, protection and saltiness. In other words follow the path of Jesus all the way to the cross. And don’t do this so that you might get the glory, because to be honest there is not much glory on that road. Do it God might get the glory. Do it out of thankfulness for what Jesus has done for you, that you know there is nothing more important in live, there is nothing too precious not to sacrifice and there is nothing that will give God more glory and praise than if we go down the road less travelled. 
