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 “And he began to teach them many things.”  Just what are the many things 

Jesus teaches?  It’s an intriguing question because, as we may have learned, every-

thing Jesus says that’s written in the gospels can be recited in less than two hours.  

We can pick up the Bible itself and compare the Hebrew and the Christian scrip-

tures—the latter are pretty small!  We may conclude that out of this came the 

Christian church but it’s the other way around.  The Christian scriptures came out 

of the first communities of those who followed Jesus and they depended upon oral 

tradition and the faith of those who had encountered the risen Lord.  Finally, they 

wrote down their recollections of Jesus, his teachings, and their understanding of 

his life and death, resurrection and new life among us. 

 In John’s gospel Jesus says many, many things; they’re even inserted into 

his Last Supper narrative.  But they represent the theological reflections of the 

church of that time.  They may well include many of Jesus’ sayings but with the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the John especially writes in light of the resurrection 

and glorification of Jesus.  John’s gospel shines with the light of Jesus’ divinity—

he’s the Christ!  John has him speak this way but Jesus doesn’t speak like this in 

his lifetime, as Matthew, Mark and Luke attest.  In a very real sense he speaks 

through the church.  But, again, what are the many things Jesus teaches? 

 
 Here’s a suggestion for us, we who wish to deepen our faith and under-

standing of God’s word.  We can’t hear Jesus preach today but we can read what 

the evangelists wrote of his teachings.  We can examine his message at length with 

study guides and commentaries.  We can join a group and study together, and with 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit, share each other’s wisdom and experience.  Hear-

ing a sermon is not the whole of it.  We should proceed with the shared wisdom 

and experience of the church as well—and we are the church!   
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 Let’s look at a couple of examples.  We can start with the Sermon on the 

Mount.  Jesus’ teachings are collected and put together by Matthew here, covering 

three whole chapters!  There’s a parallel, equally long “Sermon on the Plain” in 

Luke.  What we explore here is authentic Christianity, a reversal of worldly values 

—just think of the Beatitudes! in both Matthew and Luke.  The Sermon on the 

Mount or the Plain is a condemnation of religion by rules alone, a criticism of 

obedience and conformity especially when these are put forth as the highest vir-

tues or the measure of the good life.  Jesus’ sermon insists upon an attitude of faith 

that’s motivated by the Spirit, by a generous and all-encompassing love that issues 

in compassion and forgiveness, by a sense of integrity that doesn’t need to take an 

oath in order to tell the truth.  The sermon is many things and it’s the best hope and 

summary we have for hearing, reading or pondering Jesus’ many teachings.   

 
 Then, we can move on to Jesus’ parables.  They are recorded only in Mat-

thew, Mark and Luke, and two of the greatest are found only in Luke—the parable 

of the Prodigal Son, which is about forgiveness, and the parable of the Good Sam-

aritan, which is about grace.  Jesus takes stories from the everyday lives of his lis-

teners and turns them upside-down, giving them counter-cultural twists in order to 

dramatize the radical even revolutionary nature of the reign of God.  Once again, 

however, in reading the parables we need a guide.  For instance, they are not meant 

to be read as allegories, even though the evangelists used this method for various 

reasons.  It’s necessary to pull out Jesus’ original teachings for in some cases 

allegory not only distorts but reverses his original message.   

 
 It can be exciting to engage in bible study and meditate on Jesus’ teachings 

with the Spirit and others to help.  To take a prayerful, critical and informed ap-

proach to the gospels is like sitting at the feet of Jesus.  Remember the story Mary 

and Martha?  Martha forever stands out as a figure of busyness.  She is certainly 
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busy about good works—the duties of the host, of preparing a meal.  But it’s Mary 

who has the better priority—to sit at Jesus’ feet, absorb his teachings, and engage 

in loving communion with him.   

 We are often too busy about works and even if they’re good works we often 

find ourselves with no time to pray or meditate or to act on the suggestion to study 

Jesus’ teachings.  The gospel today tells us that great crowds seek him out.  Per-

haps they come in hope of a miracle but they finally begin to understand that he’s 

not primarily a miracle worker.  He’s a teacher, the meaning of the title “rabbi.”  

Jesus teaches the traditional Judaic faith—love of God and neighbor—but with  

new meaning.  He expands the concept of neighbor, reminding his listeners that he  

teaches as their forebearers do.  It was written, “Is there an alien in your midst?  

Treat them as one of yourselves, for you too were once aliens in the land of 

Egypt.”  The alien or stranger even includes the enemy for Jesus.  No one  

is excluded from his word, divine forgiveness or from God’s love.   

 
 Who teaches Jesus’ many things today?  Who speaks with authenticity and 

power so people will seek out his message as they do in Mark.  The obvious ans-

wer is the church and its people and certainly the church is called to teach in the 

name of Jesus.  But remember, the church is the people of God and we are called to 

teach many things about Jesus.  Our words must be shaped to serve the word of 

God.  While it’s the primary function of the preacher to proclaim the word and 

teach people in Jesus’ name, there’s another kind of teaching we call witness, in 

many ways more important.  In the beginning the earliest Christians were simply 

called “the people of the Way.”  Their style of life and witness to the teachings  

of love and forgiveness, peace and justice were so compelling that even pagan 

writers took note.  They taught by example.   

 
 Tony Campolo speaks of “following Jesus without embarrassing God.”   
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Some of us follow Jesus, he says, but end up an embarrassment to God.  He tells a 

story of someone who is maybe gay, maybe from off the street, maybe a member 

of an alien racial, ethnic, or cultural group, maybe all of these—fill in the blanks—

someone who complains of coming in a church to worship, but from the point of 

entry, of being distinctly ignored.  “I met Jesus in the sermon today” he says later, 

“so I told him how upset I was about not being welcome in this congregation.  

Jesus said to me, ‘I’ve been trying to come in as well, but they won’t let me in 

either.’”  Humorous, yes, but the point is whether we model Jesus’ teachings  

in our personal and corporate witness.   

 What people think of God, Jesus, or our faith is often derived from what 

people think of us—as individuals or the church.  How are we incarnating the Gos-

pel?  If we live as those who are in fellowship with Jesus, we need to articulate his 

attitude to others.  God holds us responsible for the way our society treats those on 

the edges.  We’re held responsible for how the voiceless and powerless, the suffer- 

ing and mentally ill, the elderly and orphans are treated.  If we don’t treat those in 

whom Christ is found with dignity and grace we reject Jesus just as much as his 

townspeople did.  The way we live and whether we reach out in love and hope to 

those who are needy may condemn us just as seriously as we may judge others.  

The One we represent is concerned about them and we are his love and com-

passion, his voice and his hands.   

 There’s a somewhat humorous but still critical take on the Presbyterian 

Church as the Great Judgment scene in the 25
th
 chapter of Matthew relates to us.  

“I was hungry and you formed a committee; I was lonely in prison and you pray-ed 

about me in fellowship and comfort; I was naked and you worried about the appro-

priateness of how I was dressed.  I’m still hungry, lonely and cold.  So what are 

you actually doing for me?”  If this in any way applies to us, we need to change, 

for Jesus’ teachings are all about our style of life and behavior in relation to “the  
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least of these.”   

 
 We may often be embarrassed by Jesus’ message because the world doesn’t 

like his radical teachings.  We may be frightened by Jesus because obedience to 

what he has to say may bring loss of power and prestige.  We may be fearful of 

Jesus because his mission is counter-cultural and turns the world upside-down.  

Yet we are nevertheless called to make his good news of grace and change— 

also known as the kingdom of God—a reality!  What is required of us?  To go in- 

to the world with courage to seek the lost and feed the hungry, to be merciful and 

encourage the fainthearted, to restore respect and act with integrity, to seek justice 

and work for peace.  To be honest about our loyalty to Christ and the church, to 

Jesus and the Gospel without embarrassment, equivocation or compromise.  We 

are expected to change our lives, to demonstrate that there is an alternative way  

of living in this God-forsaking, materialistic but still loved-by-God world.   

 
 One day Alfred Nobel woke up to read his own obituary.  His brother 

Ludvik had died but the newspaper made a mistake and thought it was Albert.  He 

was described as an inventor and developer of destructive weapons of war.  It paid 

tribute to his creativity and ability to build 90 armaments factories around the 

world with enormous implications for both employment and destruction.  Nobel 

took this obituary very much to heart.  How did he want to be remembered?  He 

was inspired to think of the opposite of how he’d been described in his obituary.  

He thought of how peace could be accomplished and set up the Nobel Peace Prize, 

as well as those in Chemistry, Economics, Literature and Medicine.  So now, when 

people think of Alfred Nobel, they think of peace and other achievements for great 

and good causes honored by his prizes.   

 
 When someone thinks of us, you or me as individuals of faith or of you and 

me as the church, Jesus’ ministers and representatives in the world, what will they 
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think?  Will they recall our material or intellectual accomplishments, our elo-

quence in preaching and teaching, the magnificent building we worship in, the  

124 years of tradition our congregation’s history represents?  Or will they think of 

the powerful witness we are making to the teachings of Jesus, to the reign of God 

among us, or to the divine realm the Holy Spirit is bringing into being?  The ques-

tion for us, then, is probably not what are the many things Jesus teaches, but rather, 

what we have learned from Jesus? 

AMEN! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


