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I. Introduction


A good teacher doesn’t just teach his students a bunch of facts and laws.  He also helps the students apply them to real life through various activities—things like labs, the infamous “story problems,” doing research and writing papers, even serving an apprenticeship.  Everyone knows that if there is no application, the learning will be minimal; even non-existent.  When a test comes, whether it is a contrived one like a test in class or in a real-life situation, the student will fail.  
This is the situation in which we find the disciples.  Jesus’ classroom training for the disciples was coming to an end.  In the 8 parables in His “Parable Discourse,” which we just finished last week, Jesus summarized many things about the kingdom of heaven.  First, when the way of entering the kingdom of heaven is presented, some will believe but many will not.  Considering this Parable of the Sower Peter wrote later in  1 Peter 5:8, “Be alert and of sober mind.  Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”  The devil will do anything he can to keep the seed of the Gospel from taking root in a person’s life.  Jesus went on to teach that Satan was going to plant counterfeit Christians in the world to make things even more difficult.  Later, in a more private setting, Jesus said that at the end of the age, there will be judgment: those who haven’t become children of God will be sentenced to an eternity in hell; those who have made Jesus their Lord and Savior “will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Matt. 13:43).  Jesus also emphasized that though it may have a small beginning, Christianity would grow to be an influence throughout the world.   Finally, in order to obtain the treasure of the kingdom of heaven, one must be ready to give all he has to God as he makes Him his Lord and Savior.  
These were the facts or as Jesus called them in Matthew 13:11, “The secrets or mysteries of the kingdom of heaven.”  Now beginning with today’s Scripture, the disciples were going to experience the application of these truths while their Instructor, Jesus, is alongside them.  That’s what Matthew meant when he wrote, “When Jesus had finished these parables, He moved on from there.”  One of the hardest things to understand and to accept—it’s probably one of the major reasons many don’t witness to others even today—is rejection.  In today’s Scripture we see 2 examples of rejection.  First, the Master Teacher, Jesus, and His message are rejected in Nazareth.
II. Rejection

     A. Jesus’ rejection in Nazareth  Soon after His temptation in the wilderness at the beginning of His ministry, Jesus had gone home to Nazareth.  Turn to Luke 4:14-30.  Because of this initial response, Jesus had left Nazareth and made Capernaum, a town about 25 miles from Nazareth, His home base.  Although He had traveled to other locations, it was in Capernaum that Jesus had spent a large amount of time. 

Now after almost 2 years of doing miracles and teaching throughout Galilee and Judea, Jesus returned with His disciples to Nazareth.  Perhaps part of this was in response to His mother and brothers coming for Him earlier; perhaps it was to show His disciples how to respond to rejection; perhaps it was to give one more chance to those in His hometown to accept Him.  As 2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord . . . is patient . . . not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”  Perhaps it was none of these.  Regardless of the reason, Jesus returned to His hometown.

The basic attitude of those who heard Him in the synagogue had not changed.  They were still amazed at His wisdom and His miraculous powers.  But they still refused to recognize the obvious, asking, “Where did this man get this wisdom and these miraculous powers?”  They thought they already knew the answer.  They knew His human roots—they knew His father had been the town carpenter; they knew His mother Mary and his brothers and sisters.  Jesus couldn’t be anything special—He was one of them.  Since Jesus had no other training than that of a carpenter, He could not be a proper source of wisdom, nor could He lay claim to supernatural powers.  He wasn’t anyone special in their eyes.
Like the teachers of the law and the Pharisees, the people of Jesus’ hometown synagogue refused to make the logical and obvious connection between His power and His divinity because they chose not to believe.  Unbelief is a choice; it is saying “No” to God in spite of the evidence.  The seed of the gospel fell on the hard-packed soil of their sin-loving hearts and could not penetrate them.  The Word of God was rejected.  Those who heard and saw Jesus did not reject Him for lack of evidence but in spite of overwhelming evidence.  They did not reject Him because they lacked the truth but because they rejected the truth.  As John 1:5 says, “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”  In John 3:19 Jesus said, “This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.”  They refused forgiveness because they wanted to keep their sins.  When a person willfully rejects the Lord, even the most compelling evidence will not convince him of divine truth.
Jesus’ message was still, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matt. 4:17), but there was no repentance.  In fact, “they took offense at Him.”  The Greek word is skandali,zw (skandalizo)—they weren’t just offended; they were scandalized by what Jesus said and did.  As Jesus said, "A prophet is honored everywhere except in his own hometown and among his own family."  They rejected the message and the Messenger.   

Jesus didn’t do miracles to entertain,  He did them to strengthen people’s faith in Him and, since they had no faith, Jesus “did not do many miracles there.”  While Jesus could heal people elsewhere whose faith was not a significant factor in the miracle (e.g., the healing of the two demoniacs in Matt. 8 and the lame man in John 5), hard-heartedness and rejection prevented the ministry of the Spirit’s healing, even as it prevents the forgiveness of sin.   For those who refused to believe, Jesus’ miracles would have no spiritual value at all.
     B. Rejection of John the Baptist  

Matthew then wrote of another example of rejection that the disciples observed—in this case the rejection of an ambassador or disciple of Christ—John the Baptist.  Herod the tetrarch violently rejected John and his message by having John first arrested and eventually beheaded.  And now Herod was afraid that John had “risen from the dead” as Jesus to seek revenge.

“Herod the tetrarch”  was the son of Herod the Great who had founded the dynasty in 37 BC.  It was Herod the Great who had the infants killed in Bethlehem following the birth of Jesus (Matt. 2:13-18).  When Herod the Great died in 4 BC, the Romans divided his kingdom up, giving part to Herod the tetrarch, who was also called Herod Antipas.  Following his father’s licentious and violent example, Herod the tetrarch, had eloped with Herodias, his niece who had been married to his half-brother Herod Philip.  In order to do so, he divorced his own wife of 15 years and sent her back to her father, the king of Petra, who in turn sent his armies to fight against Galilee until Rome intervened. 

John the Baptist was neither a compromiser nor a diplomat.  His only fear was of the Lord and so he confronted Herod and Herodias with their sin just as he had done to the Sadducees and the Pharisees whom he called a brood of vipers in Matthew 3:7.  Just as boldly John had called upon Herod to repent.  Turn to Mark 6:17-20.  John was imprisoned for about a year and a half before his beheading.  So, there was much time for him to meet and talk with Herod.  “Herod may have wanted to kill John,” but  he was both fearful of him and fascinated by him and Herod “was afraid of the people.”

Herodias, on the other hand, had been bidding her time.  She was vindictive and was willing to use anything she had to get her way—including getting rid of John the Baptist.  The right opportunity came on Herod’s birthday.  Herodias was so filled with hate and so immoral that she used her daughter, who according to the historian Josephus was named Salome, to further her cause.  To get her way, Herodias had 16-year-old Salome do a provocative dance before her stepfather and his guests.  Salome so pleased Herod—aroused him—that “he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked.”

This was the chance Herodias had been waiting for, and “prompted by her mother,” Salome answered Herod, “Give me here right now on a platter the head of John the Baptist.” Although he didn’t fear God, Herod didn’t want to lose face in front of his guests, so he “ordered that her request be granted and had John beheaded in the prison.  His head was brought on a platter and given to the girl, who carried it to her mother.”

Herod “was distressed.”  He knew he had been tricked, but his pride wouldn’t let him do what was right.  He allowed the pressure from those around him to cause him to reject God and his messenger, John the Baptist.  He allowed his heart to be hardened against the call to repent.

Now “at that time,” i.e., sometime later, when Herod heard of the miracles that Jesus was doing, he was sure that John had been raised from the dead.  Perhaps his conscience was troubling him.  Instead of listening to his conscience, Herod determined to kill Jesus just as he had killed John.  In Luke 13:31 we read “At that time some Pharisees came to Jesus and said to him, ‘Leave this place and go somewhere else.  Herod wants to kill you.’”  Herod was ready to reject Jesus.  So, Matthew 14:13 adds, “When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew to a solitary place.”

Following Jesus’ arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane, about a year, later Herod finally met Jesus.  But Herod found that the Son of God was silent to him.  Turn to Luke 23:6-11.  Earlier, by killing John the Baptist, Herod had silenced the voice of God.  Hebrews 3:7-8 says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.”   In Proverbs 28:14 Solomon wrote, “Blessed is the man who always fears the LORD, but he who hardens his heart falls into trouble.”  Herod had hardened his heart and now God was silent to him.  Isaiah 55:6 says, “Seek the Lord while He may be found; call upon Him while He is near.”  There comes a point when God says, “Enough.”
III. Application


Rejection of God’s gospel message, and sometimes the messenger, still continues today—sometimes to the point if death.  Much of our world is familiar with Jesus but they take great pride in being ultramodern or postmodern and cannot conceive how such an ancient message can be relevant to their world.  People may sing of Jesus’ birth at Christmas time, but He isn’t of any use in everyday life.  Jesus is rejected as being useless and out-of-date in the 21st Century.  Now any explanation of the beginning of life or the meaning of life rejects the existence of God.  Now any conversation about an afterlife includes many ways to god or nirvana.  The world rejects Jesus and the Gospel as being irrelevant; instead, they follow Satan’s counterfeits.

Jesus is also rejected by those who find that the ethical and moral demands of the kingdom of heaven demand too much from them.  That message is just as offensive today to those who are driven by their passions, who manipulate the passions of others, or who are intent on demanding their “rights” just as it was to Herod and Herodias.  Many prefer a tolerant message that is acceptant of deviant lifestyles, and so they too reject Jesus’ kingdom standards.  Paul warned of this, turn to 2 Timothy 4:1-4.

Then there are those who are familiar with Jesus from their own personal church and family background.  But somewhere in the daily and weekly exposure to Jesus, they have lost the perspective of Jesus as the God and the Lord of their lives.  They continue to call themselves Christian since they aren’t Buddhists or atheists, but Jesus doesn’t have any place in their lives.  He is not the absolute guideline to their everyday activities, nor is He present in their daily thoughts and values.  No longer do they ask themselves, “What would Jesus do?”  In reality, they are increasingly rejecting Jesus and His message.  Their hearts are like the soil filled with thorns—the world is squeezing Jesus right out of people’s lives.


In the midst of all this, like Jesus and the early disciples, we need to continue to show compassion and tell others of the Good News that Jesus saves even as they reject Him and His message that comes through us.  We must not give up sharing the Gospel.  Jesus warned His disciples in John 15:18, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first.”  But our prime directive is still Matthew 28:19-20, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely, I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”   In Luke 9:23-26 Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self?  If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his glory and in the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.”  What will Jesus say when you stand before Him?
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