
Vacation Bible School for Grown-Ups:  “Y  B  XN?” 

Isaiah 61:1-4 & John 10:10 

Sermon by Jan Edmiston – Fairlington Presbyterian Church 

August 13, 2006  

 

 

 Today I want us to dig.  Last Sunday you heard songs from the Vacation Bible 

School children about digging into the Word of God.  The theme was archaeology and 

the lesson was to dig deeper into the stories of the Bible.  This is what I also want us to 

do today. 

 

Every summer at VBS, students learn some of the most basic stories of the Bible:  

the Prodigal Son, Ruth and Naomi.  They learn some of the most central tenets of faith:  

God loves us.  God forgives us.  God knows us. 

 

Today and for the rest of August, it’s the adults’ turn.  Today, I want our brain 

cells to be churning together about an essential question of faith:  Why Be Christian?  

Why follow a Middle Eastern rabbi who lived 2000 years ago?  

 

Why come into a church building on Sunday mornings?  There are so many other 

things we could be doing. 

 

Why give our hard-earned money to a church?  There are so many other things we 

could spend our money on. 

 

Why are we here?  Why be Christian? 

 

///// 

 

The most faithful answer to that question can be found in our lessons for today.  

But first, let’s dig into this library called the Bible. 

 

Jesus had three years to get everything done that he was sent to do on earth.  

Three jam-packed years.   

 

In his first thirty years, we know Jesus grew up in Nazareth
1
 which is in the 

northern reaches of Israel, in Galilee, bordering on what we know today as Lebanon.  

Nazareth was kind of a back-water town.  It’s not a beautiful town – even today.  Of 

course, Jesus and his family did not spend every moment in Nazareth.  We can read in the 

Bible, for example, that he and his family traveled south into Jerusalem at least once 

every year for Jewish holy days like Passover.
2
   

 

                                                 
1
 Matthew 2:22-23, Luke 2:39 

2
 Luke 2:41  
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It’s also believed that Jesus spent time in the bustling Galilean city of Sepphoris 

about three miles from Nazareth, although Sepphoris is never mentioned in the New 

Testament.    

 

But being only 3 miles away and being the capital of Galilee in Jesus’ time, so it’s 

hard to believe that Jesus wouldn’t have spent some time there. Archaeologists have 

learned that there were many large construction projects in Sepphoris during Jesus’ time 

requiring thousands of workers, and scholars suspect that Joseph and Jesus probably 

numbered among the carpenters at work there.  It’s fascinating to realize that – if Joseph 

and his son were indeed carpenters, they would need projects for work.  It’s easy to 

imagine that they would walk 3 or 4 miles down the road for work, and there was 

certainly work in Sepphoris. 

 

Archaeologists have dug up ruins there and found that it was a thriving city full of 

art and commerce.  There was a 5000 seat theatre in Sepphoris and colonnaded streets.   

Imagine Jesus going to the theatre! 

 

But this makes so much sense.  Sephoris was a rather cosmopolitan, happening 

sort of place where Jesus might have learned about actors and drama.  The Greek word 

for “hypocrite” is the same as the word for “actor” and a boy from the backwater town of 

Nazareth would not have known many actors.  But a young man who spent time in 

Sepphoris would have known about acting and actors – “hypocrites” – and this 

knowledge might have inspired Jesus’ words about hypocrites.
3
 

 

Whenever you pray (Jesus said) do not be like the hypocrites (the actors); 

 for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners 

 so that they may be seen by others.
4
 

 

 

Back to digging: 

 

According to the gospel of Luke, John – Jesus’ cousin
5
 – (known today as “John 

the Baptist”) started preaching in about the year 29.
6
  Jesus was baptized by John in the 

Jordan River.  And then Jesus spent forty days in the wilderness dealing with all sorts of 

temptation.
7
 

 

And then, at the age of thirty, Jesus started his official ministry.
8
  He went back to 

Galilee, near his hometown of Nazareth.
 9

  And according to Matthew, Jesus made his 

adult home in Capernaum, a seaside town on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. 

                                                 
3
 Professor Richard Batey of Cambridge was among the first scholars to research Sepphoris.  He notes that 

the word “hypocrite” or “actor” is used 17 times by Jesus.  The Greek word is hupokrites. 
4
 Matthew 6:5 

5
 According to Luke 1:36, Mary (Jesus’ mother) and Elizabeth (John’s mother) were relatives. 

6
 According to Luke 3:1, John began preaching “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius …”  

Tiberius’ rule began in 14 CE which would make the year 29 CE when John began his ministry. 
7
 The temptation stories can be found in Matthew 4:1-11, Mark 1:12-13, and Luke 4:1-13. 

8
 Luke 3:23 
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Now, I want you to take your Bibles and open them up to Luke 4:14.  

 

 According to Luke, Jesus left his days of temptation in the wilderness, returned to 

Galilee, and specifically went to Nazareth – his hometown.  And there in Nazareth, on the 

Sabbath day, he went to the synagogue.   

 

This would be his “home synagogue” where he worshipped as a child and heard 

the rabbi reading from the scrolls.   

 

But on this day, Jesus himself read from the scrolls.  A “chazzan” or attendant 

would have handed him the scroll (or maybe Jesus took it from him. Who knows?)  And 

the text of the day was Isaiah – the same as our text for the day.  Let’s read this together 

from verse 18 to 19: 

 

The spirit of the LORD is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good 

news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 

sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the LORD’s 

favor. 
 

Now listen to this: 

 

Jesus rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant (the chazzan), and sat 

down.  And everyone was staring at him (maybe because he was acting like the rabbi and 

they had known him only as Joseph and Mary’s boy – the carpenter).  And then Jesus 

said something that would have blown the roof off the place.  This is what he said: 

 

 

Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing. 

 

 

What?  Today this has been fulfilled?  What was that supposed to mean? 

 

Wasn’t it true that the Romans were still in charge?  Wasn’t it still true that the 

Jews were still overtaxed and under the thumb of cruel, narcissistic rulers from the Herod 

family?  And weren’t their own spiritual leaders – the Pharisees – more afraid of the 

Roman authorities than they even feared God?  What was Jesus talking about?  “Today 

this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing”? 

 

 

////// 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
9
 According to Matthew’s gospel Jesus made his home in Capernaum on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. 

See Matthew 4:13. 
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 Here’s the thing:  when the prophet Isaiah quoted an unknown prophet, back in 

the Hebrews scriptures, who said he would bring good news and justice and comfort to 

those who suffer, there was great hope.  The Jews had been crushed by the Babylonians.  

And they longed for a Messiah – one who would come in and make things right.  

 

But after the Babylonians, the Persians took power.  And after the Persians, the 

Greeks took power.  And after the Greeks, the Romans took over.  So even though the 

prophet in Isaiah spoke of a time that was coming when good news would come to the 

oppressed, when the year of the LORD’s favor would be upon them, it was not yet a 

reality. 

 

 So imagine how shocking it was for Jesus – Joseph and Mary’s boy –  to read this 

scroll and then take his seat in the synagogue and then say, “Today this scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing.” Suddenly people got it.  Or at least some of them did: 

 

 

Could this be the One they’d been waiting for,  

the one Isaiah was talking about? 

 

  They’d already heard that Jesus had been healing people in Capernaum.
10

  And 

there would be many, many others.  And there would be miracles.  And people would be 

free of their demons and their dead ends.   

 

 Could it be that the Word of God – the Word they had once only read on scrolls – 

now was wrapped in skin and flesh and walking around showing people how to live?? 

 

 Jesus said he came not to condemn people, but to save them.
11

  Jesus said he came 

not to destroy us but to give us abundant life.  I like the way the New International 

Version of the Bible puts it:  

  

I came that they might have life to the full. 

 

 And this is not merely something we can have for the future.  This abundant life 

begins today.  Today this scripture has been fulfilled in our hearing.  Today. 

 

///// 

 More digging: 

 

 Jesus went on to call disciples – 12 men – who would follow in his footsteps.  

This is what faithful disciples do:  they follow their rabbi.   

 

 A disciple was simply a student, a pupil of a certain rabbi in those days.  The 

Greek word for disciple is “mathetes” which means “a learner,” a student. 

                                                 
10

 Luke 4: 23 
11

 John 3:16-17 
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 I read a story recently about a tourist in Israel who observed a rabbi with a group 

of his students, his disciples.  The tourist noticed that wherever the rabbi went, the 

disciples went.  Whatever the rabbi did, the disciples did.  Even when the rabbi went into 

the men’s room, the disciples dutifully followed him into the men’s room.
12

 

 

 Jesus was a rabbi who taught The Twelve to do what he did:  bind up the 

brokenhearted, heal the sick, comfort the sorrowful, restore what is broken.  And before 

Jesus ascended into heaven, after the resurrection, those disciples were commanded to 

make disciples of all the world. 
13

  

 

The original 12 then told others about Jesus and what it meant to be a disciple.  

And those new disciples told others who told still others who told even more people.  

And, God-willing, someone has told us about Jesus and someone has taught us that it’s 

not enough to know the stories.   

 

Knowing the stories is what we want for our children.  That’s why we read them 

to our children.  That’s why we send them to Godly Play or Vacation Bible School or 

church camp:  because we want them to know these ancient stories.   

 

Maybe we don’t have children, but we still like a good story – a story with truth 

and meaning. And maybe we never heard the stories from the Bible, or we heard them, 

but we’ve forgotten.  We need to keep digging. 

 

Because it’s not enough to know these stories.  If we believe that it’s possible that 

Jesus was indeed the Word of God all wrapped in skin and flesh and walking around, if 

we want to be students of Jesus – disciples of Jesus – then we will do what Jesus did.   

 

He wants to be our rabbi too. 

 

And why do this?  Why be a Christian?  Why be a follower of Jesus?  We are 

back to the basic question after a little digging. 

 

There are many reasons.  Starting in the year 313, some people became Christian 

– or pretended to –  because it made life so much easier.  In 313, the Roman Emperor 

Constantine converted to Christianity and if the emperor was Christian, it was helpful for 

the people to be Christian.  Especially in the years of the Crusades,
14

 being a Christian – 

or pretending your were – could save your life. 

 

But in the modern era
15

  the reason many people were Christian – along with the 

fact that Christianity was the most common faith of Westerners – was the belief that 

being a Christian, was one’s ticket to heaven.   

                                                 
12

 Velvet Elvis by Rob Bell, (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 2005), page ___. 
13

 Matthew 28:19 
14

 From about 1100 to 1230. 
15

 From late 19
th

 century to mid 20
th

 century, more or less. 
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An overwhelming popular reason for “accepting Christ as your LORD and 

Savior” has been the understanding that believers will go to heaven and non-believers 

won’t.   

 

And so we perform good deeds, in hopes of scoring points in the race to heaven.    

 

A colleague asked me to do a favor for him recently –– and frankly, I didn’t want 

to do it.  But I agreed because it would help him.   

 

“Thank you for agreeing to help me,” he wrote in an email.  “You will be richly 

rewarded in heaven.” 

 

Is that why he thought I agreed to help?   

 

If that’s the reason, then my efforts to help him aren’t really about helping him at 

all. Doing my friend a favor becomes a selfish endeavor.  It’s all about me.   

 

Is this what we really believe? 

 

That we are Christian because it will get us into heaven?  Just think about the 

logic of this for a minute:  We follow Jesus because – ultimately – it’s going to give us a 

reward?  Following Jesus is about serving our own needs?  Following Jesus is ultimately 

a selfish endeavor?   

 

 No.  This is not the message of the Bible. 

 

We follow Jesus because it’s a better way to live.   

 

The earliest Christians were sometimes called “the way.”
16

  They were living a 

different way of life from the rest of the world.   

 

- In an eye-for-an-eye  world, they tried to live the way Jesus taught them:  

to turn the other cheek, to go the extra mile.   

 

- In a world where the powerless were ignored, they empowered them.   

 

- In a world where orphans and widows were left out in the streets to beg, 

they opened their homes.   

 

As Christians, if we really want to be followers of Jesus, if we really want to be 

disciples we will live a different way.  Not because it will get us into heaven.  But 

because the way of Jesus is the best possible way to live.  It is the way of healing and 

                                                 
16

 See Acts 9:2 
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restoration and liberty.  It’s the way Isaiah declares to be the way of the prophet.  It’s the 

way to abundant life. 

 

Rob Bell – a pastor and writer –  shares these words: 

 

I’m convinced being generous is a better way to live. 

 

I’m convinced forgiving people and not carrying around bitterness is a better 

way to live. 

 

I’m convinced having compassion is a better way to live. 

 

I’m convinced pursuing peace in every situation is a better way to live. 

 

I’m convinced listening to the wisdom of others is a better way to live. 

 

I’m convinced being honest with people is a better way to live. 

 

This way of thinking isn’t weird or strange; it is simply acknowledging that everybody 

follows somebody, and I’m trying to follow Jesus.
17

 

 

It’s the way Jesus has taught us to live.  If we have experienced the love of God 

through Jesus Christ, then our response is to love God.  Not because it will get us 

something, but just for God’s sake.  Loving God for God’s sake. 

 

Our family spent last week at the beach with my brothers and sister and their 

spouses and the 13 Edmiston cousins.  The youngest cousin is John who is quite a bit 

younger than the rest of them.  And it’s so good to have John with us because as the older 

kids are off swimming and watching movies together, John needs a little more attention.  

And in watching him, we remember things we’ve forgotten.   

 

For example, John clearly loves his mother – my sister.  He knows his mommy 

loves him.  When he’s hungry, she brings him a snack.  When he’s thirsty, she brings him 

a juice box.   

 

But now, it’s clear that he doesn’t just love her because she gives him what he 

needs.  He loves her for her own sake.  Sometimes, he comes up to her for no reason – he 

doesn’t want a thing from her – and he says, “I love you mommy.”  And it makes my 

sister so happy. 

 

God provides for us air to breathe and food and shelter, and a gorgeous creation to 

share and people who take care of us.   And there is a moment when we realize that we 

are loved by a Great God and we begin to love God for God’s sake.  Not because of what 

God can do for us or give to us, but just because God is with us here and we are so glad.  

And this makes God so happy. 

                                                 
17

 Ibid. Bell, pages 20-21. 
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My sister and brother-in-law are teaching their two-year old a better way to live.  

A safer, happier, more stable way to live.  They are teaching him not to touch a hot stove 

(because it will hurt him).  They are teaching him to share (because it’s kind and fair).  

They are teaching him to wash his face, to eat vegetables, to rest every afternoon 

(because it makes life orderly and healthy and whole).  They are teaching him to say 

“please” and “excuse me” and “thank you” (because it shows appreciation of others). 

And just as it makes my sister happy when her two year old obeys these teachings, it 

makes God happy when we obey was Jesus taught us.   

 

Jesus was all about teaching us what an abundant life looks like.  He was God’s 

Word wrapped in skin and flesh and walking around. 

 

///// 

 

In closing, I want to tell you why I wrote the sermon title the way I did:  the letter 

Y, then the letter B, then the letters XN with a question mark. 

 

It looks like a vanity license plate.  And that’s my final point. 

 

There’s nothing wrong with vanity plates.  People spend extra money to get what 

they want on their license plates.  But vanity plates are indeed about us:  we use them to 

say a little something about ourselves: 

 

2 – COOL  

MOMZ TAXI 

OU #1 

 

Our faith is not a vanity plate.  Our faith is not about promoting ourselves.  Our faith is 

about following the One who has come to restore the world and to give us abundant life.   

 

 Why be Christian?  Because it’s a better way to live.  It’s the way Jesus has 

shown us.  It’s the way to live if we want someone like Jesus to be our rabbi. 

 

Let us pray: 

Holy God, we admit that our lives are hectic and often painful.  We need a new way.  Call 

us to be your disciples, to follow you in perfect love for your own sake.  Amen. 


