
Laggan and Newtonmore  

Church of Scotland  

Rev. Catherine Buchan 

                                 Jesus the Challenger Part 1 

           Sunday Jan 27th 

 

Luke 12:1-12  

1 Peter 2:18-25 

 

When Runrig announced their final concert in Stirling, they had to make it two 

nights, because the demand for tickets was so huge.  In this day when the 

owners of venues can't just cram more and more people in to see popular acts, 

this is a phenomenon that is not uncommon.  Singers or comedians or dramatic 

productions extend their run by a day or two to accommodate all their fans.  If 

Jesus had been playing the Stirling castle esplanade' he would have had to do 

this too. 

Did you notice how this section of Luke began.  "Meanwhile, when the 

crowd gathered by the thousands, so that they trampled one another...." 

They trampled one another!  This, we hope, was not a Hillsborough situation, 

but Luke wants us to be clear that Jesus is now at the top of his popularity.  The 

people are flocking to hear him, to see him, to touch him, to be able to boast that 

they have been there, have been part of the Jesus experience, just as people 

nowadays may boast that they have been present at a special concert or to see a 

revered artist. 

They flocked in, and what did Jesus do?  Did he project his voice to the 

furthest reaches of the open place where they were, so that all might hear?  Did 

he turn to his disciples with a grin and say, "Here they are, now let's rock and 

roll"?  Did he produce his best parables and most challenging teaching for the 

crowds?  Did he ever!  He turns to his disciples and begins to talk just to them. 

The crowds were great, and Jesus had a message for them, but his first 

priority was the training of his disciples. Last week I was attending the annual 

meeting of our Church's nominations committee.  Over two days we 

interviewed the convener and secretaries of all the councils and committees of 

the church about the vacancies on their bodies and who might fill them.  And 



over two days I heard every single convener, without fail, use the words "for 

continuity".  They were looking ahead, they were thinking to the future and the 

future work, and who would do it.  And although the future is unknown, and the 

future shape of our church, nationally, even more so, they were right to think 

that way.  So long as you are also flexible to bend to changes, it is right to plan 

for the future.  Jesus was doing just that with his groups of seventy (remember 

them?) his twelve and his three.   

      His first task was to be a catalyst in society to attract and recruit his 

disciples.  His next job was to encourage them and coach them into having 

some experience of participating in his work.  So we saw them sent out as a 

twelve and as a seventy, we saw them with work to do in the feeding of the five 

thousand.  They have been allowed to be part of this tremendous new thing, and 

because experience is far more exciting than theoretical knowledge, having 

been part of it they want to go on with him and discover more. 

 We have been trying to involve as many as possible in the work of 

reaching out with God’s love, as we have been and are still seeking to be good 

disciples.  Last week you heard from Will Carey about his passion for working 

to bring practical good news to homeless people.  He may have inspired some 

of you to think about what you can do as well.  Some of you have the joy – and 

it is a joy – of being involved with Messy Church, chatting the good news over 

activities that occupy our hands, and over tea tables.  Some of you have the joy 

of being part of Laggan’s helping hand.  Some help run Rhyme Time.  Some are 

in the process of setting up discipleship groups to listen to each other and help 

each other along our Christian way.  Lots of ways that we can get hands on 

experience of being part of Jesus’ mission – though we should always be on the 

lookout for more. 

As a church, with lots of changes, and with the need to walk a path of 

renewal, we don't know where we are going, but if we don't remember that we 

have been called (recruited) and are expected to find ways to join in with Jesus, 

then we will not get far.  This is why some of you have joined a worship group, 

and some an outreach team.  It is why some of your have offered to help with 

pastoral care and others have agreed to look after our fabric or finances.  It isn't 

just that we have to plan for continuity of our ministry with less minister - 

though we do - but that this is the way that Jesus expected his followers to act: 

with everyone having a role or a task and everyone valued and important. 

Getting experience is vital, and then the next thing that the disciples need 

in their training programme, is to be challenged.  And so when the crowds are 



jostling and shoving and wanting his attention, it is to the disciples that Jesus 

speaks.  And his words are words of warning. 

"Beware the yeast of the Pharisees, that is, their hypocrisy."  He has just 

been crossing swords with the Pharisees, so it is not an unreasonable link, but 

what Jesus really wants to talk about is not the Pharisees, but the need to beware 

of hypocrisy.  Beware.  It means be aware and then avoid.  The challenge to his 

disciples is to live completely in the open.  To have nothing that needs to be 

hidden, nothing of which they are ashamed, nothing that would give a lie to the 

truth they profess to live by and the Lord that they say they follow.  When it 

came time to challenge the disciples, Jesus didn't begin with a small one. 

Transparency.  It is so important and yet so difficult to achieve.  How 

often have we seen a figure in public life brought down by the accusations of 

someone unknown, someone who was probably thought to be unimportant, but 

who was able to give the lie to the known one’s words by showing their secret 

life.  Sometimes the action that is shown up is not something illegal or immoral, 

but just something that does not sit well with what the public figure has said.  

Transparency and consistency in life is what is asked of Jesus’ disciples.  You 

know why.  How often have you heard someone say “The Church is full of 

hypocrites”?  And how have you been able to counter that accusation?  Or is 

that just a thing that ministers hear? 

The various sexual scandals and paedophilic scandals which have rocked 

sections of the Christian Church of late have been very, very damaging, not 

only to those denominations or congregations where they have been found, but 

to every group or institution which calls itself Church.  Such things are always 

wrong, but where they happen in a body which should – and everyone knows 

that we should – be a place where all people are welcomed and respected and 

treated with love, they stink of hypocrisy.  But so does the love of wealth or 

power in the church stink to high heaven.  We are not supposed to be about that.  

Jesus knew that the stink of hypocrisy is one which is very hard to remove.  He 

smelled it on the Pharisees, who did not practice what they preached, and he 

does not want to smell it on those called by his name.     

With the challenge to openness comes the challenge to always 

acknowledge Jesus.  If we are Jesus’ disciples, followers, friends, then we 

should never be ashamed of it or him.  In fact this one thing should be what we 

are most proud of in our lives.  After all, it means that we are adopted and born 

again as children of God.  It means that the Creator of the universe is pleased to 

be called our Father.  It means that our little lives are redeemed and caught up 

into something far greater, into the history of the salvation of the world.  So part 



of our honesty of life, part of our transparency is that we should always be 

willing and eager to acknowledge whose we are and whom we serve.   

It isn’t always easy, not when you know that the circle of people you are 

with will not see this as a virtue (and the answer is not always to change your 

circle!).  Not when you suspect that to acknowledge Jesus will lead to people 

asking you hard questions – like, for instance, isn’t the church full of hypocrites.  

But not to acknowledge him is to be less than open, to live as though you have 

something to hide.  And if the thing you want to hide is Jesus himself that is a 

terrible betrayal.  This was to be a hard test for the first disciples, when no one 

knew what it meant to follow Jesus and when it was to be dangerous to do so.  

For the centuries of Christendom, in our part of the world at least it has not been 

so hard.  But now, now it can be difficult for us again, as people do not 

understand why we would follow Jesus because they know so little of what he 

came for.  It can be difficult, but at least for us it is seldom dangerous.  We 

should never forget to pray and work for those of the faith whose allegiance can 

put their lives on the line. 

Jesus wanted his disciples to join in his work, and he still does.  But 

disciples who join in the work without living his way are no use: in fact they 

can set back the work by generations.  That is why this is such an important 

challenge. 

Jesus’ words of challenge do not come without reassurance, however.  

Jesus tells us that God knows us very well, better than we know ourselves, so 

that even the number of hairs on our head are known.  This is in the context of 

God knowing when we don’t live up to our professions, but it comes with the 

gentle assurance – “You are worth more than many sparrows!”  God values his 

children.  He loves them.  He does not send them out into the world to do the 

work and live those totally consistent lives without love and help and concern. 

And so the other promise, along with the one that you are valued by God, 

is that when you do what is asked, when you live that consistent life which 

means being prepared to speak up for Jesus, when you are in the midst of doing 

God’s work, then you will be helped.  God’s Spirit will give you words and 

wisdom that you did not know yourself to have.  Haven’t you found this?  It 

would be fascinating to hear the stories of people who have found this true – I 

am sure that sitting here today there are many. 

So, you valuable children of God, loved and helped, don’t be afraid to 

look at your lives and work on your inconsistencies.  Don’t be afraid to put your 

mouth where your treasure is and be known as followers of Jesus.  Don’t be 



afraid, but take up the challenge of following properly the one against whom no 

truthful accusation could be made.  Amen. 

 

 

 


