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‘FOLLOWING’ 
MATTHEW 8:18-22 

 
1. The Unpredictability of Jesus.  
 
So far in Matthew chapter 8 Jesus has cleansed a man of his leprosy, cured the paralysed 
servant of a Centurion, delivered Peter’s mother-in-law from her fever, cast out several 
demons, and healed many others besides.  What’s next?  What kind of miracle will Jesus 
do now?  Who will come along and have an encounter with Jesus and go home entirely 
transformed?  This is what we’ve come to expect right? 
 
Well, we’re up to verse 18 and this is what we read. 
 
[Read 8:18] 
 
Hang on a minute.  You mean to say there was a crowd of needy people and Jesus turned 
his back and headed in the other direction?  That wasn’t in the script!   
 
It turns out you can never put Jesus in a box.  He refuses to be predictable.  Because in 
the verses we have before us today, he doesn’t just leave the crowd behind, but he also 
says some very surprising and confronting things.  In our verses today Jesus meets two 
men who seem to want to follow him.  And yet Jesus gives them both what can only be 
described as unpredictable responses.  Let me read you the whole passage- Matthew 
8:18-22. 
 
[Read 8:18-22] 
 
2. The Hard Words of Jesus. 
 
And so, we have to not only acknowledge the unpredictability of Jesus here, but we also 
need to wrestle with the hard words of Jesus. 
 
 - a teacher of the law 
 
Firstly to that teacher of the law.  I don’t imagine it was easy for this Jewish leader to come 
to Jesus like this.  It may well have made him unpopular with his colleagues.  And his offer 
to Jesus in verse 19 seems sincere and very generous:  ‘I will follow you wherever you go’. 
 
But Jesus doesn’t praise this man for his faith and welcome him warmly as we might 
expect.  Rather, Jesus warns him.  He warns him of what may lay ahead if he were to 
follow Jesus- wherever he goes.  The ‘son of man’ is Jesus’ way of referring to himself, 
and here in verse 20 he tells the teacher of the law something about himself.  ‘I’ve got no 
home’ Jesus says.  And he’s saying:  ‘If you want to follow me, you might be homeless too.  



2 

I mean, even animals have homes, but my followers and I- we don’t always have 
somewhere to bunk down at night.’ 
 
Jesus is clarifying here that the call to follow him is an invitation to embrace deprivation.  
Jesus’ life is humble and poor.  Those who really want to follow him wherever he goes 
need to be prepared for their life to be humble and poor like his.  And Jesus’ response may 
seem hard, but there’s a great kindness in it, isn’t there?  We’re not told what happened 
next.  Maybe this teacher of the law came to see in this moment that Jesus was much 
more than just another ‘Teacher’, and perhaps he realised that he actually wasn’t ready to 
follow Jesus wherever he went.  Or perhaps he was ready.  And maybe he did start 
following Jesus?  But if he did he would have been much better prepared for the future 
than he was been before this conversation, wouldn’t he?  Whatever the outcome, Jesus 
has loved him with these words. 
 
 - another disciple 
 
But then there’s another man who speaks with Jesus.  Matthew simply refers to him as 
another disciple.  He too wants to follow but he first asks Jesus to let him go and bury his 
father.  And, of course, that strikes us a very reasonable request.  He has important things 
to take care of. 
 
But Jesus’ reply is quite cutting.  ‘Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead’.1  It’s a 
strange expression but he seems to be saying something like:  ‘the dead are dead- just 
leave them to take care of themselves; something more important is at hand’.  Whichever 
way you look at it, it seems harsh.  In just about every culture in human history giving the 
dead a respectful burial is considered very important.  And in just about every culture, 
loyalty to family is given high place.  But Jesus pushes against that here.  And I suspect 
there’s one particular word this disciple spoke that Jesus wants to highlight and challenge.  
It’s the word “first”.  ‘Lord, first let me go and bury my father.’  Because once again, with 
sincere kindness, Jesus wants to make sure this man understands what it really means to 
follow him.  It means putting his kingdom first.  We recall the words Jesus spoke in the 
Sermon on the Mount- Matthew 6:33:  ‘seek first his kingdom and his righteousness’.  
Jesus is very serious about this.  And in this way he echoes the ancient command of God:  
‘You shall have no other gods before me’2. 
 
To follow Jesus is to put Jesus first.  It’s to love him more than money and all the other 
things the pagans run after.  It’s to love him more than any other so-called god.  And it’s to 
love him even more than family.  A little later in Matthew’s gospel Jesus will say this:  
‘Anyone who loves their father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who 
loves their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me’.  Matthew 10:37.  This man 

 
1 Some commentators think Jesus is saying ‘let the spiritually dead take care of such things, but those who follow me 
are spiritually alive and have other priorities’.  But I’m not persuaded by this reading (which seems to import the idea 
of unbelievers being ‘spiritually dead’ into the gospel narrative). 
2 Eg. Deuteronomy 5:7 
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in Matthew 8 had a desire to follow Jesus but he also desired to put something else first.  
And Jesus needed him to know that those two desires were incompatible.  They were 
then, and they are now. 
 
3. The Invitation of Jesus. 
 
What I want to suggest to you this morning/evening, is that our passage today/tonight is 
about the invitation of Jesus.  A couple of weeks ago in my sermon on the first section of 
Matthew 8 I said that at the heart of those verses was the invitation to all people to come 
to Jesus.  And it seems to me that everything we read in Matthew 8 and 9 is fleshing out 
what that means.  And Jesus fleshes it out here by teaching that to come to him is to come 
after him.  To come to him is to follow him.  To come to Jesus is not only to receive what 
Jesus offers but it’s also to walk in his footsteps.  Let me finish today/tonight by spelling 
this out in three ways.  
 
 - follow 
 
Firstly, the invitation Jesus gives to all people is at its heart an invitation to follow him.  
Both the men we meet in these verses knew they wanted to follow him.  But Jesus had to 
make sure that they knew what following meant.  And he wants to make sure we know too. 
 
To follow Jesus is not like following someone on social media.  These days to follow 
someone is to read what they say and to express your appreciation with a like, or to 
express your agreement with a thumbs up, and maybe even to share their post with those 
who follow you.  To follow someone on social media really only demands something of 
your brain and your fingers.  But to follow Jesus demands your whole person- your mind, 
your heart, your daily life, your devotion, your energy, your time.  It demands all of you. 
 
 - with open eyes 
 
And that’s why, secondly, it’s important to Jesus that people follow him with open eyes.  
This is why I say that Jesus’ hard words here are ultimately words of kindness.  Jesus is 
not for recruiting people with a glossy brochure and having them discover the fine print 
some time later.    Jesus invites people to come and follow, but he loves us enough to tell 
us from the outset exactly what’s involved. 
 
The implication of this for the person who is still considering Christianity is obvious.  Jesus 
wants you to weigh carefully what it means to follow before you start walking this road.  He 
wants you to hear his call as an invitation to deprivation.  He wants you to know that 
following him is always humble, and that it can be hard and painful.  He wants you to know 
that it’s not a commitment you can be half-hearted about. Of course, what he promises is a 
life that’s better than every alternative.  But he wants your eyes to be open to its difficulties 
and griefs as well. 
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And the implication of this for the person who’s already a Christian is also plain.  Because 
of what Jesus says here, it doesn’t make sense for us to complain.  Sometimes when the 
Christian life is hard Christians can feel annoyed with God.  They wonder why it’s not 
easier.  They can even feel resentful towards him.  And in these moments Christians can 
make it sound as if Jesus had promised them a smooth ride, and that he’s let them down.  
But these verses remind us that he hasn’t.  And so there’s simply no place for Christians to 
whinge about the challenges of discipleship.  A complaining Christian is a contradiction in 
terms. 
 
 - with unrivalled love 
 
And thirdly, and finally, unrivalled love.  Jesus’ invitation is to come to him with a love that 
transcends and transforms every other love we know.  He invites us to come to him with a 
loyalty that outstrips every other loyalty, with a desire that overwhelms every other desire. 
 
And, as we’ve seen here, that includes our families.  And I’m sure you would agree that 
Jesus’ teaching on this point remains just as radical today as it was when he first uttered 
these words.  Because we love our families, don’t we?  And let’s be clear- God wants us 
to.  He wants us to care for our parents, and to care for our children.  You can’t be an 
obedient Christian and neglect family responsibilities.  But- and this “but” is explosive in 
our culture- our love and care for our families cannot be our first priority.  Not if we want to 
be disciples of Jesus. 
 
In my view, this has all sorts of implications that I don’t have time to spell out right now.  
But let me at least say this.  If our devotion to family is impeding our devotion to Christ’s 
church, or to Christ’s word, then something’s not right.  And if our neighbours look on and 
can’t see a difference between how we serve our families and how they do, then we’re 
missing an opportunity to show them what Jesus is worth.  And if, within our families, we’re 
communicating to one another that we love each more than we love anyone else, or if 
we’re communicating that we expect that kind of supreme loyalty or love, then what we’re 
communicating actually has the power to undermine the discipleship of every family 
member.  And yes- this teaching is as radical as it sounds.  At one level, what it looks like 
to put Jesus first above our families is something every family needs to work out for 
themselves.  But if you’ve never thought about that before then these verses remind you 
that you must. 
 
For myself and my family, I’ll say this.  Just a few weeks after Gemma, our first daughter 
was born, I was preaching on Matthew 10- the chapter that contains the verse I read out 
before- ‘anyone who loves their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me’.  It hit 
me like a truck.  And from that moment on I made a resolution.  I resolved as best as I was 
able to model a fatherhood that refuses to love my daughters more than I love Jesus.  I 
resolved that I wanted them to grow up knowing that they come second to him.  And over 
the last sixteen years I’ve prayed constantly that God would make me faithful to that 
resolve.  And if you’re willing I’d love you to pray that for me too.  And I guess I should let 
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you know that I pray similar things for all of you too- that whoever you love most, whether 
spouses, or children, or parents, or friends- that you’d love them less than you love Jesus. 
 
This is the life of following Jesus.  Jesus who loved his Father in heaven more than he 
loved all others and all else. Jesus who humbly embraced poverty for our sake.  He invites 
us to come to him by coming after him.  To embrace any deprivation that following him 
brings.  And to love him with an unrivalled love.  Of course, we do so knowing that the path 
he walked, he walked in generous love for us.  He walked the poor and painful road to the 
cross on which he died- for my sake and yours.  And then he rose again and ascended to 
the first place at his father’s right hand.  And it’s from there now, from his throne in heaven, 
that he calls to each one of us to follow.  And if we will follow him, wherever he goes, that 
is where we will one day be.  With him, in his glorious and unbroken love. 
 
In 2 Corinthians 8 the apostle Paul calls Jesus’ disciples to live generously as they follow 
him.  And he reminds us there that to live this way is to follow the poor and humble Christ 
into unparalleled wealth.  So I’ll finish this morning/evening with the apostle Paul’s deeply 
encouraging words- 2 Corinthians 8:9: ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through his poverty 
might become rich.’ 
 
 
 


