
Don’t Be Troubled

Acts 7:55-60; Psalm 31:1-5, 15-16; 1 Peter 2:2-10; John 14:1-14

Our text this morning is one many will be familiar with. I remember well one of our dear saints

Bill Gibson in his instructions for his own funeral service said that he did not want it used during the

service: “For it reminds me too much of funerals!” And of course, as he said with such wonderful

humour, it is often used at funerals in a bid to comfort us when we are in the midst of grieving. “Don’t

be troubled,” Jesus tells his disciples in this morning’s Gospel. The word that begins the next

sentence in some translations is “Believe” while others say “Trust” which is the word I would like to

use in our time today. “Trust in God. Trust also in me.”

The disciples certainly had good reason to be troubled. The storm clouds had been gathering

as Jesus challenged the status quo of the religious and political establishment. Jesus had

encountered much hostility. And then there is the problem of just what specifically Jesus is planning.

Is he going to be a revolutionary? He is being criticized by the powerful religious leaders. Is he

plotting a takeover? Or will Jesus be content simply to teach some beautiful but hard to understand

principles? It’s all very troubling.

It is a natural response for the disciples to ask: “Come on, Jesus, give us reassurance, and tell

us why we shouldn’t be troubled.” Jesus responds, “My Father’s house has room to spare. If that

weren’t the case, would I have told you that I’m going to prepare a place for you? When I go to

prepare a place for you, I will return and take you to be with me so that where I am you will be too” (v.

2-3, CEB throughout the sermon).

What is that supposed to mean? Where is this “father’s house”? Is he speaking

metaphorically? And what does he mean by saying, “I am going to prepare a place for you.”? Is he

leaving us? If he leaves us, can we trust that he will return? Again, when he says that he is going
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away and he is returning, is he speaking literally or figuratively? If we can’t somehow figure out what

he is talking about, then we are anything but reassured.

And may I just ask you to take note to whom these words are addressed? Jesus is talking to

his inner circle, the hand picked ones, the Twelve. These are the people who had followed Jesus

every step of the way, heard all of his teaching, and witnessed his wondrous works. And now, many

chapters deep into this gospel, they don’t have the foggiest notion of what he is talking about.

“You know the way to the place I’m going,” says Jesus (v. 3).

In desperation and frustration, Thomas finally has the audacity to ask the question that was

likely on everybody’s mind, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going. How can we know the way?” 

And Jesus’s answer to Thomas’ question? “I am the way, the truth, and the life” (v. 6) . . .

That’s an answer? What we would like is for Jesus to say something like, “Here are the six sure steps

to following my way. Here is how you need to walk if you are going to walk my way.”

Or perhaps he might say “Let me define carefully my truth for you. Write this down. Let me

state carefully and clearly the specifics of my truth.”

But no. All he says is, in effect, “You want to know the truth? You would like to know the way?

Here it is: I am the way, the truth, and the life.” Just last Sunday we heard Jesus speak of himself as

a gate, a door. Now he speaks of himself as the way and the truth. Jesus has not just come to open

the gate, or to show them the way, or to tell them some truth because he himself is all of that. The

truth about Jesus is Jesus. The way to Jesus is Jesus.

Jesus then says, “If you have really known me, you will also know the Father. From now on

you know him and have seen him” (v. 7).

Now Philip blurts out, “Lord, show us the Father; that will be enough for us” (v. 8).

I must say that I am grateful for the witness of Thomas and Philip. The rest of us are all sitting
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here smiling and nodding like we know exactly what Jesus is talking about. At least Philip and

Thomas care enough to be honest about their questions.

Jesus replies, “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been with you all this time?” (v. 9)

Now I don’t know whether Jesus said this in exasperation or in wonder. “You guys have been

hanging out with me all along the way, all of this time, seen what I have done, heard what I have said

and you still don’t understand?”

But isn’t that often the way it is with Jesus? I know that there are people listening this morning

who have been with Jesus nearly every step of your life journey. You are a regular attender at church

whether in person or via these broadcasts. You have listened to more sermons than one could count.

And yet, you manage to come here on Sunday mornings, listen to the scriptures, hear a sermon, and

some days you still don’t understand as clearly as you might like.

I hope that those of you who are new to the ways of Jesus will take heart. There are people

who have been trying to live in the way of Jesus for a long time and still don’t fully comprehend him.

That may be depressing to some one who is a newcomer to know that. And yet, that is the way with

Jesus. Rarely is he completely comprehensible. Rarely does someone walk away from worship

saying, “Now I get it. At last I really, fully know Jesus and I am confident that I completely, fully know

God.”

I’m sorry. If you thought the whole point of worship this morning, the whole goal of my sermon,

is to enable you to have a complete understanding of Jesus, I am afraid you will be disappointed. It

didn’t happen for the first disciples of Jesus, and it probably won’t happen for us.

What are we to do then? It’s at his point that Jesus says something that I find to be the most

amazing part of this passage.

“I assure you that whoever believes in me will do the works that I do. They will do even greater
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works than these because I am going to the Father. I will do whatever you ask for in my name, so

that the Father can be glorified in the Son. When you ask me for anything in my name, I will do it” (vv.

12-14).

Can Jesus be serious? To these disciples who have openly confessed their confusion and

lack of comprehension, Jesus says, “You’ll do the same works that I do. In fact, you’ll do even greater

works than I.”  Then he promises them that whatever they ask of the Father, in his name (that is, in

the spirit of Jesus), the Father will grant them.

Lay aside from your mind, just for a moment, the mind boggling statement that Jesus will grant

us the ability to do even greater works, and let your mind focus for just a moment on to whom Jesus

was speaking. At least Thomas and Philip were honest about their stupidity (ah, I mean,

incomprehension). The other ten didn’t have the courage to admit their cluelessness.

Here was the inside group, the best students in the class, to whom Jesus had shown and said

everything he’s got … and they don’t understand anything.

And it was to them, even to them—the worst students in the worst class imaginable, to them,

after they had all flunked the exams, not knowing for sure who Jesus is, where he is going, or what

he is up to—that Jesus promises that, because he is so closely bound to God and because they are

so closely bound to him, they will do even greater works in the world than he has performed before

them.

“You’ll do the same works that I do.” The miraculous healings, the raising from the dead, the

words of truth and insight: you will do the same.

This is good news. I expect that there are some of you listening this morning who think that the

whole point of church, the purpose of gathering for worship, is to better understand Jesus. Over the

years, you’ve heard some interesting things about him. Now you are here to get the facts. Perhaps
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you came without much church background, so you are here seeking the essential information that

you missed. Or maybe you grew up in the church, but the church you grew up in gave you a lot of

misinformation. So, you are here in an attempt to get your head straight.

Well I wish you lots of luck. We’re talking about God, the eternal God, God’s Son, the one who

is totally at one with God: do we really expect there will ever be a day when we can ever get our

heads completely around that?

Others of you have been serving God for many years sincerely attempting to understand

Jesus. Who is he? What does he expect in your life? What does he want from you? You have been

trying to pay attention. Maybe you have launched out on a program of careful Bible study, read the

scriptures from Genesis to Revelation. That’s all good. I wish you well. But as somebody who has

spent a lifetime trying to pay attention, somebody who has been privileged to study lots of scripture,

even spent some time trying to learn to do it in the original languages, I can tell you that Jesus is

tough to understand. If his own inner circle, the first twelve disciples, had difficulty comprehending

him, what hope is there for us?

Well, maybe our hope is found in today’s Gospel. Maybe the point of Jesus is not to

understand Jesus. Perhaps he’s saying to us here that even though we’re not sure, not 100% certain,

of who he is, even if we don’t exactly know where he’s headed or what that means for us, that’s okay.

He seems to be more certain about us, much more certain than we are about him. He says that we,

even in our incomprehension, even in spite of our questions, we will do the same works that he does.

In fact, believe it or not, we will do even greater works.

I want you to think about that when you move from this time of reflection. Think about the ways

that the promises of Jesus, even this astounding promise that we will do even greater works than he,

are being fulfilled by us. Take that with you into the world on Monday morning and by the grace of
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God, you may come away from Christian worship today with something better than answers,

something more valuable than intellectual certitude.

Whatever Jesus wants to do in the world tomorrow, he chooses to do it through you and me.

He doesn’t wait for us to get our heads straight about him. He has his head straight about us. Even

though we can’t always to be faithful to him, he makes promises to us.

So hold on to your hat. As I was reminded this week by someone who recalled the words of

the hymn: “I’ll be there as I have always been with just one more surprise.” (I Was There to Hear

Your Borning Cry). We’ll see Jesus’s promises fulfilled in the coming week, even in the journey of a

pandemic. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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