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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Adolph von Harnack was a German liberal theologian who worked 

during the years before the First World War.  He was a very influential man.  

He was a pioneer in the field of comparative religion.  He studied and 

compared the great religions of the world and searched them individually for 

the truths they contained in order to distill and combine into a few principles 

that which he found that all religions held in common.  His influence 

remains to this day and can be seen in two different ways.  First, if you look 

at universities today, you will find that most have discarded their department 

of theology and have substituted a department of religion.  Now this might 

not seem like a very big change, but it is extremely significant.  The word 

“theology” means “the word of God.”  Theos is the Greek word for “God” 

and logos is the Greek word for “word”.  Put them together and you have 

“theology”—the study of what God says.  Religion, on the other hand, is not 

the study of what God has said so much as it is the study of what man has 

done.  There has been a shift, then, from a God-centered way of looking at 

things to a man-centered way of looking at things.   



 The second and perhaps more significant way the influence of von 

Harnack remains is found in the two principles he distilled from the world 

religions he studied.  You all have heard these principles.  In fact, if you had 

a dollar for every time to heard them lifted up you would be wealthy people.  

The principles von Harnack deduced from his study were these: the 

fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man.  He found that all religions 

taught these two basic truths.  The only problem with his life’s work, of 

course, is that these two foundational principles are denied explicitly in the 

Bible.  The Bible, God’s word, declares that God is not the father of all 

people and neither are all men and women brothers and sisters.  That, in fact, 

is the truth that we encounter in the teaching of Jesus today.   

 Before we get to the words of our Lord, let me remind you of the 

context.  Jesus has been teaching and preaching throughout Galilee.  He has 

traveling with the Twelve disciples he had chosen as his inner circle along 

with other converts—in particular with a number of women who had been 

delivered of various burdens and who had become instrumental in the 

support of his ministry.  As he went from town to town large crowds 

gathered to meet him and to sit at his feet that they might learn.  Just before 

today’s lesson Jesus had been telling the people the parable of the Sower.  



The Sower went out to sow his seed.  Some of that seed fell on the hard path 

and was immediately devoured.  Some fell in shallow soil and, after a 

promising start, withered away for lack of moisture.  Some fell among 

weeds and, though they sprang up, in due time they were slowly smothered.  

Other seed fell upon good soil and grew up to yield a rich crop.   

 As we saw, these soil conditions were metaphors for the human heart.  

Some hearts are hard.  Some are shallow and indifferent.  Some are strangled 

by the cares and snares of the world.  Some are rich and fertile.  The rich 

hearts are the ones who heard the word of God, retain it and, by living 

according to its dictates produce a wonderful crop of righteousness.   

Well, after describing these four heart conditions, Jesus explained how 

a person could discern the condition of his own heart.  He must make a sober 

assessment of himself, asking himself whether he is shining with the light of 

Christ, hearing his word and obeying or whether he is “hiding his light” 

under a basket.  The man who has been graced by Christ is the one who 

hears the Word of God and puts it into practice.  In fact, if we shine, if we 

trust and obey, we can be sure we are part of God’s family.  Now let me be 

clear.  It is not that we get into God’s family by shining, by trusting, by 

obeying.  These things do not earn us a place at God’s table.  It’s the other 



way around.  If we are shining, trusting and obeying it is only because God 

has first come to us, planting the seed of the Gospel in our hearts and 

drawing us to himself. 

 That being said, let’s look at the lesson.   

 Now Jesus’ mother and brothers came to see him, but they were 
not able to get near him because of the crowd.  Someone told him, 
“Your mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to see you.” 
 He replied, “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s 
word and put it into practice.” 

Jesus is teaching in a house.  So many people have surrounded him that his 

family members can’t get in to see him.  Their message gets sent from 

person to person until it makes its way to the house interior and to Jesus.  

(Luke doesn’t go into details, but Mark does.  Jesus’ earthly family has come 

because they are concerned for him.  He is working a schedule so filled that 

he doesn’t have time to eat.  The religious authorities have accused him of 

being demon possessed.  His brothers, who at this point were not believers, 

thought their older brother was going crazy.  They were worried and 

concerned.)  Jesus uses this interruption to state a wonderful truth.  “My 

mother and brothers are those who hear God’s word and put it into practice.”  

That is the key.  If you hear and obey—if you have a true and living faith in 

Christ—you are a part of the family of God; if you don’t, you aren’t.   



It works like this.  When the Holy Spirit gives us the gift of faith, 

through that faith he binds us to Christ, our big brother.  We are united to 

Jesus.  If you are a brother of Christ and I am a brother of Christ, then two 

things follow.  First, we must also be brothers.  Our connection to Christ 

makes it so.  And second, if we are brothers of Christ, and Christ has God as 

his Father, then he must be our Father too.  You and I, through a living faith 

in Christ, have been adopted into the family of God.  All those who truly 

believe in Christ are brothers and sisters and children of the heavenly Father.   

What about those who aren’t believers?  What are they?  The Bible 

never calls them brothers or sisters or children of God; it calls them 

neighbours.  And it tells us that we are to love them as ourselves.  Beloved, 

even though it goes against the grain of contemporary thinking, the truth 

remains: not everyone is a member of the family of God.  In fact, let me put 

it in even starker terms.  Everyone ever born, save for Jesus, has been born 

out of the family of God.  We are all born in sin and misery.  Our natural 

home is found, not in the kingdom of God, but in the kingdom of darkness.  

This is the verdict: “Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness 

because their deeds were evil.”   



Have you ever noticed you don’t have to teach children how to lie or 

cheat or be self-centered?  It comes to them naturally.  It takes effort and 

commitment to train them to become people of integrity and virtue.  Here is 

Horatius Bonar again.  It is a quote I read last week.  It remains true this 

week and it is something that we simply must come to grips with.  Here is 

God’s testimony about man. 

 The divine testimony concerning man is, that he is a sinner.  
God bears witness against him, not for him; and testifies that “there is 
none righteous, no, not one”; that there is “none that doeth good”; 
none “that understandeth”; none that even seeks after God, and, still 
more, none that loves Him (Psa. 14:1-3; Rom. 3:10-12).  God speaks 
of man kindly, but severely; as one yearning over a lost child, yet as 
one who will make no terms with sin, and will “by no means clear the 
guilty”.  He declares man to be a lost one, a stray one, a rebel, a “hater 
of God” (Rom. 1:30); not a sinner occasionally, but a sinner always; 
not a sinner in part, with many good things about him; but wholly a 
sinner, with no compensating goodness; evil in heart as well as life, 
“dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph.2:1); an evil doer, and therefore 
under condemnation; an enemy of God, and therefore “under wrath”; 
a breaker of the righteous law, and therefore under “the curse of the 
law” (Gal. 3:10). 

 We are born out of the family of God.  We are born and live under 

condemnation, under wrath and under the curse of the law.  We are perishing 

and an eternal condemnation awaits us.  That being the case, how can we 

escape?  Listen carefully.  This is really important.  We cannot escape.  The 

chains that bind us are too great.  Beloved, there is nothing you can do to get 



out of this situation.  You could pray all night and day.  You could give all 

your money away to the poor.  You could serve in sixteen different capacities 

at the church and in local or national charities.  You could still not escape 

from the kingdom of darkness.  Every day you owe God all of your 

devotion.  Every day you fall short of this requirement.  Every day your debt 

to God grows greater and the interest on your debt compounds.   Forget 

about trying to escape.  You can’t do it.  You can’t pay the tariff.   

Not the labours of my hands 
Can fulfill thy law’s demands; 

Could my zeal no respite know, 
Could my tears forever flow, 
All for sin could not atone; 

Thou must save, and thou alone. 

There is only one answer.  If you cannot escape, someone must come 

to rescue you.  You must have a deliverer.  And there is only one way you 

may be delivered.  This deliverer cannot break you out of jail by digging 

under the wall or throwing a rope over the fence.  The justice of God will not 

allow that.  This deliverer must come willingly to be your substitute, to take 

your place, to pay your bill and receive your punishment.  He will have to 

take off your chains and use them to bind his own hands and feet.  If you are 

to escape death, somebody must die in your place. 



Is there such a one?  I have good news for you today.  This is the 

Word of God, from Isaiah, promising that a Redeemer and Deliverer would 

come to rescue his people from sin: 

Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet 
we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him and afflicted.  But 
he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 
iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by 
his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each 
of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the 
iniquity of us all. 

Here is the Word of God that tells us the Redeemer and Saviour has come: 

Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!   

 I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life 
for the sheep.  The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the 
sheep.  So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and 
runs away.  Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it.  The man 
runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. 
 I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know 
me—just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay 
down my life for the sheep.   
  
 Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put 
at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels?  But how then 
would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen this way? 

Promise after promise after promise is found in the Bible.  The Lord Jesus is 

a mighty Saviour. 

 Now you may ask this.  “I know that Jesus is a mighty Saviour, but I 

also know that he has not chosen to save everyone.  Some he takes out of the 

kingdom of darkness to bring into the kingdom of light, but some remain 



lost and perish in their sins.  How do I know if he has come for me?  How do 

I know if he will make me a part of the family of God?”  Well, let me tell 

you whom Jesus has come to save and whom he has not.  He has come to 

deliver the poor in spirit, the sin-sick and those who are spiritually blind and 

lame.  He has come to seek and to save that which was lost.  He has not 

come for the proud.  He has not come for the self-righteous.  He has not 

come for those who trust in their own goodness and who have no interest in 

seeking out a physician for their souls.   

 Let me describe it this way.  Think of your life as a race.  You have 

been running this way and that in order to justify yourself.  To prove 

yourself.  To prove yourself to God, to others and to yourself.  In the Bible 

there were Pharisees who tried to prove themselves to God by being 

scrupulous about tithing and observing the Sabbath.  They thought that was 

the way to get into his good graces.  They tried to prove themselves to others 

by praying loudly in the streets where men could hear them and by making 

sure that everyone knew how large their charitable givings were.  In the end 

they had run their race so hard and persuaded themselves of their own 

righteousness so well, that when challenged by Jesus to see their sin, instead 

of humbling themselves they plotted to kill him.   



 Beloved, I have no idea what you might be doing in this race, but I 

know that if you would be saved you must stop.  Stop running and rest in 

Jesus.  This is what I mean.  Imagine two chairs.  You are going to sit in one 

or the other.  You built the first chair.  It is built by your righteousness, your 

goodness, your integrity, your virtue.  The second chair is built by Jesus.  It 

is built by his righteousness, his goodness, his integrity, his virtue.  Where 

are you going to sit?  Which chair will it be?  Are you going to trust your 

carpentry skills or those of the master?  Here are different ways to say the 

same thing: Humble yourself.  Take your eyes off yourself and look to Jesus 

alone.  Put trust in yourself away and believe on the Lord.   

 Now you may say to me, “Ken, I know that what you say is true.  I am 

lost and helpless and I need a Saviour.  But you don’t know the awful things 

I have done.  You don’t know the terrible words that have passed my lips.  

You don’t know the horrible things I have thought.  Oh my friend, if you go 

to Jesus and plead for his mercy, do you think he will turn you away?  Do 

you think that he who endured the cross will say to you, “I am sorry, but the 

shame you have earned is too heavy for me to carry; it is a stain too indelible 

for my blood to wash away.”  Do you think he will say, “I would like to 

help, but I have run out of mercy.  I have used it all up on others who applied 

before you?”  Do you think that he who said, “Come unto me all ye who 



labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest,” might not have meant 

what he said?  These objections are nothing but foolishness.  Put them away. 

“But,” you may say, “what if Jesus has not come for me?  What if I 

am not of the elect?  What if my name hasn’t been written down in the Book 

of Life?”  To that I can only say, “How do you know?  You haven’t read the 

Book of Life.  It’s seals remain yet unopened.  You don’t know what is in 

there or not.  And it may well be that God in his providence has brought you 

to such a place as this on this very day that you might have life and have it 

abundantly.  Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ.  What’s stopping you?”     

Let me close with one more thing.  What if you don’t feel the weight 

of your sin?  What if you have been joining in our confession of sin that we 

offer before the Lord at the start of every service, but have been thinking in 

your heart, “I do not really believe this.  I do not believe I am a miserable 

sinner.  I do not believe I am worthy of damnation.  I do not feel that I need 

God’s mercy.”  In that case, don’t try to persuade God that you feel 

something you don’t.  And don’t wait to feel something that you don’t feel 

now.  Instead, take yourself to the Lord just as you are.  Say to him, “Lord, I 

do not know that I am a lost and condemned sinner.  I do not feel that I am in 

need of mercy.  I guess I am stubborn and unteachable.”  You will find that 



God desires you to come to him simply as you are.  And when you meet 

him, he will supply you with repentance and conviction and contrition and 

faith according to your needs.  Let’s pray about that now.  Bow your heads.  

Close your eyes.  Those who are brothers and sisters of Christ and children 

of God, pray with me in your hearts,  

Heavenly Father, 
 We give you thanksgiving and praise, for the wonderful gift of your 
Son.  He has come to us freely and graciously and, instead of treating us as 
we deserved, he blessed us with forgiveness and granted us new life.  He 
sent the Holy Spirit to live in our hearts and even now is fitting us for 
service in heaven when the Day of the Lord comes.  For such marvelous 
grace, fill us with thanksgiving, praise and adoration and enable us more and 
more to walk in obedience to your commandments, with love for you, for 
one another and for our neighbours. 

And with heads still bowed and eyes still closed, for all those who do not 

know the Lord in a saving way, pray this prayer in your hearts with me. 

  

Heavenly Father, 
 Here we are, such as we are.  We are poor, though we do not 
understand how poor.  We are blind, but think we walk in the light.  We are 
empty but we do not hunger for you and we are thirsty, but we do not pant 
for living streams of water found only in Jesus.   
 Have mercy on us, dear God.  Give us the repentance we need.  Bless 
us with humble and contrite spirits.  Grant us the gift of faith.  Deal 
mercifully with us, or we will perish.  We ask it for Jesus’ sake.  AMEN. 

If that is the first time you have prayed such a prayer in your heart, speak to 

me following the service.  We need to talk about it.  We’ll close the service 

with hymn 323, “My Father Is Rich in Houses and Lands.” 



  


