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I. OPENING TIME

QUESTIONS:
· Have you ever been in a telephone conversation when the other person interrupted you in mid-sentence and said, “Hang on—I have a call coming in on the other line!”, then put you on hold for an extended time period?  How did you feel?

· Perhaps you have had a similar experience to the following example of telephoning someone in their office:

—you ask their administrative assistant who answers if the person is available to take a call—

—the assistant replies, “Yes he is; can you hold please?”—

—in a few seconds, the assistant returns to ask, “May I tell Mr. Smith who is calling?”—

—you give your name—

—the assistant thanks you and says, “I’ll tell him you are on the line.”—

—after 3 minutes, the assistant returns to say, “I’m sorry, but Mr. Smith asked not to be disturbed!”?

How did you feel?

· How do you respond when 5 minutes after sitting down to a delicious dinner with family and friends you receive a telemarketing call from a salesperson who expects you to listen to a lengthy sales presentation? 

· Why do we feel so differently about interruptions—insulted when someone implies we are interrupting them—but intolerant when others have the ‘nerve’ to interrupt us?

· How do you feel after a day full of interruptions?

· What are some of the ways people seek to insulate themselves from interruptions?

· What are some of the provisions you have made to deal with interruptions?

Many of us resent interruptions because ‘We are in the middle of doing something really  important’. Perhaps we simply don’t want to be inconvenienced by someone asking us for our time, help, advice or worse yet—money!  Therefore, we isolate and insulate ourselves from anyone who might dare interrupt our plans. It is easy for us to understand and relate to avoiding interruptions.  

However!!!  Before we completely exonerate ourselves for attempting to avoid interruptions from others, perhaps we should consider how Jesus dealt with interruptions…
SCRIPTURE:

(Matthew 8 NIV)  When he came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him. {2} A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, "Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean." {3} Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," he said. "Be clean!" Immediately he was cured of his leprosy. {4} Then Jesus said to him, "See that you don't tell anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a testimony to them." 

· Jesus is coming down from the mountain after having delivered what would prove to be one of the most famous speeches or sermons in history—The Sermon on the Mount.  Large crowds followed him.  Had there been television, radio or newspapers in that day, Jesus certainly would have been inundated with the top reporters trying to get an exclusive interview with this crowd-pleasing philosopher.  Yet, in the middle of all this attention and notoriety, who is recorded as approaching Jesus first in verse 2? 

· Having someone…anyone…interrupt ‘the euphoria after a mountaintop experience’ was inconsiderate enough, but a leper was the most presumptuous of all interrupters. Why?  Consider the following information about leprosy from the Holman Bible Dictionary:

LEPROSY (Leprosy) A generic term applied to a variety of skin disorders from psoriasis to true leprosy. Its symptoms ranged from white patches on the skin to running sores to the loss of digits on the fingers and toes. 

    For the Hebrews it was a dreaded malady which rendered its victims ceremonially unclean--that is, unfit to worship God (Lev. 13:3). Anyone who came in contact with a leper was also considered unclean. Therefore, lepers were isolated from the rest of the community so that the members of the community could maintain their status as worshipers. Other physical disorders or the flow of certain bodily fluids also rendered one unclean (see Lev. 12:1-14:32; 15:1-33). Even houses and garments could have "leprosy" and, thus, be unclean (Lev. 14:33-57). 

[Bold type added for emphasis.]
· Not only was the leper interrupting the mood of a mountaintop experience, his intrusion could render anyone who came in contact with him…even Jesus…unfit to worship God.  How would popular public figures today  be ‘protected from unpleasant situations’ such as this?

· Certainly no one would have criticized Jesus for avoiding an unclean man rudely interrupting this special moment.  But! What does Jesus do in verse 3?  (He touches the man and heals him!)

Can you imagine a reporter’s commentary? 

“In the middle of the fanfare, everyone was appalled to see a Leper who had the audacity to approach Jesus!  The crowd, fully expecting Jesus to respond customarily by shouting, “Unclean! Unclean!”, was completely surprised instead to watch Jesus stop, touch the man and whisper something to him.  Then came the Big surprise! Instantly—right before our very eyes—the man was cured of the horrible leprosy!  Incredible!”

{5} When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him, asking for help. {6} "Lord," he said, "my servant lies at home paralyzed and in terrible suffering." {7} Jesus said to him, "I will go and heal him." {8} The centurion replied, "Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just say the word, and my servant will be healed. {9} For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, 'Go,' and he goes; and that one, 'Come,' and he comes. I say to my servant, 'Do this,' and he does it." {10} When Jesus heard this, he was astonished and said to those following him, "I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. {11} I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. {12} But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth." {13} Then Jesus said to the centurion, "Go! It will be done just as you believed it would." And his servant was healed at that very hour. 
· Following the incident of the interrupting leper, Jesus continues to Capernaum. When He gets there, guess what happens?  Correct! Before He can initiate any of His own agenda, someone else asked Jesus for help. Who approached Jesus in verse 5 and what did He want?  (A Roman centurion… asking Jesus to heal his servant.)

· Normally, there was no reason for Jews and Roman soldiers to even acknowledge one other, much less help each other. Since Israel was under the authority of Rome, and Roman soldiers were the personification of Rome’s dominance over the Jews, the Jews wanted little to do with Roman soldiers such as this centurion. From the Roman soldiers’ perspective, it would probably be considered very demeaning to ask for help from one of these subordinate Jews.  Had we been in Jesus’ position and one of the officers of our country’s opposing army interrupted us for some help, how would we have responded to the interruption?

· How did Jesus respond in verses 10 and 13?  (He acknowledged the ‘enemy soldier’ from a spiritual dimension rather than a human, adversarial perspective; this allowed Him to understand this was no ‘interruption’—it was an ‘opportunity’.)

· Can you think of examples of becoming so entangled by human, adversarial perspectives that we are blinded to the opportunities to serve others?  (Could be overcoming prejudices… racial, religious, etc. in order to help others. Could be members of ‘competitive’ churches of different denominations in the same community needing help from the other.)

{14} When Jesus came into Peter's house, he saw Peter's mother-in-law lying in bed with a fever. {15} He touched her hand and the fever left her, and she got up and began to wait on him. 

(In Luke’s account of the event, he records that after Jesus arrived at Peter’s house, the people approached Jesus, “…and they asked Jesus to help her…”)
· What did Jesus encounter as soon as He walked into Peter’s house?

· What did He do?  

{16} When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. {17} This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: "He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases."
· The people had apparently heard of Jesus’ ability to heal the sick; Peter’s mother-in-law’s recovery probably fueled the communication hot-line. What happened when evening came?  (More people press in on Jesus.)

· How did Jesus respond to the people?

Are there limits we should set on the amount of increasing pressure other people can exert on us by their interruptions? Do you think Jesus ever got to a point when He probably said, “That’s enough! I need to get away for a while!”? 

{18} When Jesus saw the crowd around him, he gave orders to cross to the other side of the lake.

[See also (Mark 6:31-34 NIV)  Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest." {32} So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place. {33} But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them. {34} When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things.]
· Even though Jesus has been responding to the interruptions of the people, He was obviously aware of the toll people can take on a person. His giving orders to get away from the crowd seems to indicate He was also aware of the need to ‘get away from the pressure’. 

· Do you recognize where to draw the line between serving others and being drained by others?

· Do you sometimes draw the line too quickly? …or too slowly? 

· But! Guess what happened before Jesus could carry out one of the things He felt He should do?  Right again!  Someone else interrupts!

 {19} Then a teacher of the law came to him and said, "Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go." {20} Jesus replied, "Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head." {21} Another disciple said to him, "Lord, first let me go and bury my father." {22} But Jesus told him, "Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead." {23} Then he got into the boat and his disciples followed him. 
· In the middle of trying to ‘make a break’ from the crowd, Jesus is interrupted by a couple of guys who want Him to stop and talk.  How did Jesus respond to the men?  (Even though He was trying to get away and these men were impeding His progress, Jesus didn’t ‘slam dunk’ the guys—He didn’t tell them to scram—He didn’t tell them to call the office in the morning and set up an appointment with His secretary—He didn’t tell them to write down all their concerns in a letter so He could have His public relations manager respond—He talked with them on the spot and dealt with their concerns.  Then…He ‘got out of Dodge’!)

· Suppose you had just come to a decision that you needed a break from the pressures of interruptions when a couple of guys hit you with the very thing you’re trying to take a break from; would you have responded as well as Jesus?

{24} Without warning, a furious storm came up on the lake, so that the waves swept over the boat. But Jesus was sleeping. {25} The disciples went and woke him, saying, "Lord, save us! We're going to drown!" {26} He replied, "You of little faith, why are you so afraid?" Then he got up and rebuked the winds and the waves, and it was completely calm. {27} The men were amazed and asked, "What kind of man is this? Even the winds and the waves obey him!" 
· Jesus finally gets to sleep: guess what happens?

· How would you feel if for several days you’d been burning the candle at both ends dealing with people problems, decided to get away for a while, lay down to rest, fell into a deep sleep…then had someone wake you up a few minutes later? 

· Did Jesus roll over, go back to sleep and tell them to leave Him alone?

BOTTOM LINE:
Some may say these things that keep coming up in Jesus’ day-to-day routine aren’t really interruptions. If not, then what are they? Interruptions are things that we perceive as hindrances to accomplishing our personal agendas. 

The difference between the way we often operate and the way Jesus operated is that we set our agendas to accomplish our task and include only those who can help us reach our goals; anyone else is a potential interruption we try to avoid.  

Apparently, Jesus not only allowed interruptions to His agenda, it appears He often allowed His agenda to be determined by interruptions. If that was the case, many of us would think it logical to ask, “If interruptions determined His agenda, how did He ever accomplish anything?”  Because, to Jesus, people are the task. When people are the task, they will never be the interruption. 

When you are interrupted by someone, do you have the patience to respond to it as an opportunity or do you react quickly and abruptly to ensure your agenda…be it slight or significant…is protected? ‘Interruption’ or ‘opportunities’—the choice is yours. 

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.

II. TABLE TIME.

QUESTION:  Do you have someone in your life that you need to move from the interruption to the opportunity category?
SCRIPTURE:

(Matthew 8 NIV)  {28} When he arrived at the other side in the region of the Gadarenes, two demon-possessed men coming from the tombs met him. They were so violent that no one could pass that way. {29} "What do you want with us, Son of God?" they shouted. "Have you come here to torture us before the appointed time?" {30} Some distance from them a large herd of pigs was feeding. {31} The demons begged Jesus, "If you drive us out, send us into the herd of pigs." {32} He said to them, "Go!" So they came out and went into the pigs, and the whole herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and died in the water. {33} Those tending the pigs ran off, went into the town and reported all this, including what had happened to the demon-possessed men. {34} Then the whole town went out to meet Jesus. And when they saw him, they pleaded with him to leave their region.
· Just as Jesus arrived on the other side of the lake after leaving to ‘take a break’ from the demands of the crowd, guess what happens?

· How did Jesus handle the two demon-possessed men?

· What happened in verse 34 as a result?

· Once again, Jesus’ plans are interrupted—the people ask Him to leave. How would you respond if after helping someone in need, someone interrupts you to tell you they would prefer you leave town?

(Matthew 9 NIV)  Jesus stepped into a boat, crossed over and came to his own town. {2} Some men brought to him a paralytic, lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, "Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven." 

{3} At this, some of the teachers of the law said to themselves, "This fellow is blaspheming!" {4} Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said, "Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts? {5} Which is easier: to say, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Get up and walk'? {6} But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins. . . ."

Then he said to the paralytic, "Get up, take your mat and go home." {7} And the man got up and went home. {8} When the crowd saw this, they were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had given such authority to men. 
· Jesus went back to His own town, Capernaum. In Mark 2 and Luke 5 we see the same account of men bringing the paralytic to Jesus. Mark and Luke give more details about the event…this occurred while Jesus was in the middle of a sermon in a crowded house. Unable to get to Jesus because of the crowd, the men went up on the roof, made an opening above Jesus and lowered the man into the room while Jesus was talking!  Talk about interruption!  How would the most famous ministers and evangelists react to someone cutting a hole in the ceiling in the middle of their sermon? 

· How do you respond when you are talking…even to only one or two people, much less a good-sized crowd…and someone interrupts you? 

· Then, in the middle of this interruption comes another interruption—sort of a ‘compound interruption’—an interruption of thought. Who interrupts Jesus’ train of thought in verse 3?

· How did Jesus handle both scenarios at once? 

{9} As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector's booth. "Follow me," he told him, and Matthew got up and followed him. {10} While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew's house, many tax collectors and "sinners" came and ate with him and his disciples.
· Jesus finally initiates one of His own agenda items, challenging the ‘heathen tax collector’ Matthew…author of this gospel…to become one of His disciples. Guess what happens when Jesus goes to Matthew’s house for dinner?  Right!  A bunch of Matthew’s ‘heathen friends’ crash the party and interrupt the meal.

· Guess what happens in the middle of the interruption? Right again! Another compound interruption, but not just one—this time Jesus is interrupted four times in a row!

{11} When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and 'sinners'?" {12} On hearing this, Jesus said, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. {13} But go and learn what this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners." 

{14} Then John's disciples came and asked him, "How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?" {15} Jesus answered, "How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them? The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast. {16} "No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse. {17} Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved." 

{18} While he was saying this, a ruler came and knelt before him and said, "My daughter has just died. But come and put your hand on her, and she will live." {19} Jesus got up and went with him, and so did his disciples. 

{20} Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak. {21} She said to herself, "If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed." {22} Jesus turned and saw her. "Take heart, daughter," he said, "your faith has healed you." And the woman was healed from that moment. 

{23} When Jesus entered the ruler's house and saw the flute players and the noisy crowd, {24} he said, "Go away. The girl is not dead but asleep." But they laughed at him. {25} After the crowd had been put outside, he went in and took the girl by the hand, and she got up. {26} News of this spread through all that region. 

· The Pharisees interrupt by objecting to Jesus’ choice of dinner companions to his disciples. Then, John’s disciples question Jesus lack of concern for religious protocol. While He was answering their question, a ruler bows before Jesus with a request to bring his dead daughter back to life. Before Jesus can get to the ruler’s house, a woman with a blood disorder stops Jesus’ journey to the ruler’s house by touching Jesus. According to Mark’s account of this (Mark 5), the interruption by this woman could have slowed Jesus down enough to prevent Him from saving the girl’s life; she died as Jesus was still talking to the woman. Can you imagine what went through the ruler’s mind? 

“If Jesus hadn’t been interrupted by that woman, my daughter would be…”

· People are interrupting each other to interrupt Jesus!  Yet, how does Jesus respond every time?

{27} As Jesus went on from there, two blind men followed him, calling out, "Have mercy on us, Son of David!" {28} When he had gone indoors, the blind men came to him, and he asked them, "Do you believe that I am able to do this?" "Yes, Lord," they replied. {29} Then he touched their eyes and said, "According to your faith will it be done to you"; {30} and their sight was restored. Jesus warned them sternly, "See that no one knows about this." {31} But they went out and spread the news about him all over that region.
· Having addressed all the needs of the people in the last flurry of interruptions, Jesus moves on. Does it surprise you that someone approaches Jesus asking for His help?

· How did Jesus respond to their request?

BOTTOM LINE:  

· Do we need to re-evaluate how we respond to interruptions? 

CLOSE WITH A PRAYER.
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