
“Hold on to the Gospel Plough” Luke 9:51-62 

Have you ever had the chance to watch someone plough a field the way 

it was done for thousands of years, with a wood and metal plough pulled 

by a horse or oxen?   It’s not only hard work, but it takes a lot of skill to 

make long furrows straight and deep for good planting and a successful 

crop to harvest.   

In today’s Gospel Jesus tells his disciples, that “No one who puts a hand 

to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”  The plough 

that Jesus speaks of has been called the “Gospel Plough.”  It’s the message 

of Good News that turns over the hard and rocky soil beaten down by life 

so that the seed of God’s Word can be sow into hearts that long for God’s 

kingdom.  But the plough can only do this good work if it is in the hands 

of a faithful disciple.  And as Jesus begins to turn his face toward 

Jerusalem one last time, it’s still a very open question whether his 

disciples are ready and able to plow the fields, and scatter the good seed 

on the land. What must a disciple of Jesus have in order step behind the 

Gospel plough?    

First, a disciple must have certainty in God’s future.  I’m talking 

about the kind of certainty that makes it possible to live and act in 

radically different ways.     Think about it, before one even steps onto the 

field and turns over the first bit of sod he or she is acting from hope.  In 

their mind and heart they see themselves enjoying a fruitful harvest.  

Spiritually it’s the same: we have a hope that has not only been heard from 

without through the preaching of God’s Word, but has been born from 

within where the seed of the Word has sprouted, taken root and is now 

ready to bear fruit.  We believe in a better future that God has promised 

through his son—a future without fear and hatred, greed, violence or war.  

But on the day when Jesus said these words, his own disciples were still 

mirroring the worn out values of this world, and were asking Jesus if they 

should “. . . command fire to come down from heaven to consume” the 

detested Samaritan people.  Jesus had demonstrated on several occasions 



that the Good News of God’s kingdom is able to break down the walls 

between people of different races, cultures, and religions.  But the 

disciples are not ready to believe and act as if that kind of future is 

possible.  Instead, they cling to the old ways of dividing and condemning 

others, and horribly call upon heaven to sanction and empower their 

prejudicial violence. Is this the stuff of religious terrorism?  But Jesus 

rebukes them, because this is not the kingdom of God he has come to 

preach.   

So let us ask ourselves: what kind of world do you think the kingdom of 

God would create and is our hope of that coming kingdom sufficient for us 

to live and act and work for such a world?  Do you believe in what God 

has promised to bring about?  Do you expect the long arch of history to 

bend to meet that kingdom’s goals? Ploughing is a work motivated by a 

future; and a disciple of Jesus lives and acts from the certain hope of 

God’s future, not from the fears that cause so much discord and death 

in this world.  

But second, a disciple must have the clarity of Christ call.  This is 

implied by the image of taking a firm and decisive grip on the Gospel 

plough.   Personal salvation never comes without the call to discipleship. 

When Jesus calls a person he bids them to come and die to self.  His 

calling also claims or lives and devotion so that we are expected to put our 

hand to the plough along with all people of good will and support the 

cause of what is right.  Lately I’ve found myself wanting to turn away 

from the problems of the world, turn away from trouble makers, turn away 

into my own comfort, but I am reminded by others that one cannot be a 

disciple of Christ if you take your hand off the plough.  We have to work 

for what is right and stand up against those people and practices that are 

inconsistent with the kingdom values that Jesus preached, lived and died 

for.   And now speaking of dying, that brings us to the last thing a disciple 

of Jesus must do behind the Gospel plough.    



A disciple must realize the cost of being a true disciple.  This is 

implied by the image of not looking back when ploughing.  When 

someone plows a field, he must look straight ahead so that the furrows will 

be straight.  I got a chance once to try ploughing the old fashioned way 

and it just doesn’t work out well when you look back.   Looking back is a 

distraction.  It speaks of the double mindedness of Lot’s wife in Genesis, 

who, despite being told not to, looked back as they fled their doomed 

world.   She was reluctant to risk the familiar for the hope of a better 

promise, and unwilling to pay the cost that it might involve.  So then, how 

was Jesus going to impart the work of his kingdom to disciple, unless they 

could fix their gaze upon the goal and keep it there?  As our text puts it, 

“When the days drew near for him to be taken up, Jesus set his face to go 

to Jerusalem.”  Very often the farmer will leave a few trees in a vast field 

in order to help plow straight furrows.  Farmers fix their eyes upon the tree 

and don’t look back.  The tree helps them keep focused.  When Jesus set 

his face toward Jerusalem there was a tree on which he fixed his gaze- a 

tree on which he would hang.  That tree is a horrible reminder of how our 

ways are not God’s ways, and our thoughts are not God’s.   Our ways and 

thoughts lead to a kingdom of death, but the way of Christ’s Gospel leads 

to life.  

So, as disciples, on the way with him, let us live and act from a certainty 

in God’s future, from the clarity of Christ call, while counting the cost of 

being his follower.  And truly we will arrive at a great and joyful harvest. 

Amen.  

 


