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Cautiousness is knowing how important right timing is in accomplishing right actions.

JESUS’ PASSION-WEEK CAUTION

By Steve Withrow

Pastor, Editor  --  Charlotte, NC
Introduction 


Our character quality of emphasis this month is cautiousness, and our operational definition goes something like this:  Cautiousness is knowing how important right timing is in accomplishing right actions.  That's good as far as it goes, but you and I both know that cautiousness is a lot more than that.  Our faith-focused definition is better:  Cautiousness is planning for the success of a venture by following the ways of God rather than my natural inclinations.  That's a lot better, but it doesn't tell us much about the how-to of cautiousness, or the relative balance between the virtue of cautiousness and other character qualities such as courage, and vision, and boldness. 

The dictionary and the thesaurus are our helpers.  They tell us that cautiousness involves, carefulness, vigilance, watchfulness, alertness, attentiveness, studiousness, sensitivity, and circumspection. 

True cautiousness is a much more all-encompassing virtue than our simple definitions, and it is both active and passive. I like to think of cautiousness in terms of military metaphor.  Think of an advancing column on the battlefield.  Cautiousness would express itself in many ways.

· It would involve a great deal of advance planning.  If you fail to plan you plan to fail.

· Cautiousness would involve intelligence gathering.  Before engaging in a venture, the cautious person would gather as much advance information as possible and plan accordingly.  Jesus once commented that prudent kings, before engaging in battle, consider whether they have forces strong enough to meet their foes.

· There would be an advance column of scouts.  Like the antennae of an insect they go before and probe the unknown.  They would probe the strength of the opposition in ways that mere intelligence gathering cannot because these advance scouts are not seated comfortably behind a computer screen.  They are in the field of battle.  Think of it as entering a dark tunnel with a flashlight. In times when you cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel, the flashlight beam pierces the darkness to reveal what is right there in front of you.

· Cautiousness would involve a rear guard.  Many type-A personalities think solely of how to advance their agendas and leave themselves vulnerable to attacks from the flank or the rear.  In the early chapters of the book of Acts we find the apostles engaged in aggressive evangelism and discipleship, but their rear guard informed them that the widows of their assembly were suffering from hunger and want.  Whoever it was that informed the apostles did a great service to the church, and the apostles established a board of deacons to make sure it would never be a problem again.

· There would be eyes positioned from the high points.  Altitude is always helpful when engaged in battle. You can see the whole picture from the mountaintop, or from an aircraft, or satellite, and you can see from a great distance.  For the Christian this would involve ardent prayer that hears the voice of God.  He sees things we cannot.  We do not need to see what He sees or know what He knows, but we do need to have an "all clear" signal from Him before we proceed. Jesus often withdrew into the wilderness for nightlong prayer sessions.  They gave Him the proper vantage, which would translate into spiritual ~vantage the next day when He engaged the world again on his redemptive mission.

· It would necessitate that there be sentries posted.  An army cannot always be on the move.  Sentries safeguard the troops in moments of repose.  They safeguard the abilities of the troops to rest and gather strength.  Many a battle has been lost moments after the conflict has seemingly been won. Like the ancient city of Troy, after the ecstasy of victory you find yourself smitten by the power of an irrelevant detail.

· Cautiousness would include briefings.  The troops would regularly know what they are getting into.  They would know everything they need to know from the rules of engagement, to the strength of the enemy, to the plan of battle, to first-rate emotional preparation from soldiers who have been in similar situations before.

· There would be self-analysis.  You cannot win if you do not know both the depths and limits of your own capabilities.

Maybe you can see from this metaphor that cautiousness is not for cowards.  It is a vital character quality for those who plan to win in life's battle, and in the redemptive battle that all Christians face for the hearts and souls of men.

This is the season of Lent, where we commemorate Jesus' ultimate passion and sacrifice on the cross, and

His eternal victory at the resurrection.  These last weeks of Jesus' life were the most danger-filled of His redemptive career.  He had a traitor within his inner circle.  The religious authorities had initiated plots against Him.  There was the adoring throng of followers who on Palm Sunday would have unknowingly perverted His mission by exchanging the awaiting crown of thorns for the bejeweled crown of earthly power.  There were inquisitors present at his teaching sessions who sought to trip Him up with their crafty questions.  There were disciples who were intoxicated by the allurements of spiritual power and eternal pecking order.  And there was the entirely human physical horror that Jesus felt in Gethsemane as He foresaw clearly the pain and agony that was before Him.

It was a time when Jesus had to be always on guard.  He slept little, and his heightened vigilance captured and magnified every minute detail of his surroundings; analyzing them, synthesizing them, adjusting to them.  Jesus was playing for keeps, and He would make no mistakes.  Your destiny and mine, and the destinies of every person in the whole world, and the generations that were before, and were yet to come hung in the balance. 

For a very few moments I would like to view three of the Bible's snapshots of Jesus' final week on earth.  As we pan through the gallery, we will notice that its lens has clearly captured Jesus' cautiousness for all to see.  Perhaps I can help magnify Him just a little by focusing on this powerful attribute of His character. 

Snapshot One - The Triumphal Entry  [Luke 20:29-44J 

This passage paints the scene of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  From a human perspective this is a victorious scene similar to the welcome given returning conquerors.  You would expect Jesus to be jubilant, but he was tearful. Luke says, 

And when He approached: He saw the city and wept over it, saying, "If you had known in this day, even you, the things which make for peace!  But now they have been hidden from your eyes.  For the days shall come upon you when your enemies will throw up a bank before you, and surround you, and hem you in on every side.  And will level you to the ground and your children within you, and they will not leave in you one stone upon another, because you did not recognize the time of your visitation.”

The paradox here is that in the midst of jubilant emotions Jesus did not allow himself to be given over to them. He was instead consumed with emotions of sorrow for what was to befall his beloved city. The welcome they gave him signaled their hopes that He, as a conqueror, could bring a temporal peace, perhaps through political or military victory. If He were indeed the Messiah, could they expect less? But Jesus' tears show that the peace they were hoping for was far less than the peace He desired to give. "If you had known... the things which make for peace!" 

The lesson here is that Jesus was cautious to not allow the spiritual meaning of the gospel to be hijacked by the temporal aspirations of people.  He was careful to not allow His head to be turned by the world's allures. He was careful to not use human devices to bring about a change that could only happen within each human heart, one at a time. 

We too must be cautious to not do God's work by human means. 

Snapshot Two - The Cleansing of the Temple  [Mark 11:11-18] 

I have read the story of the cleansing of the Temple too many times to remember, but I must admit that in all the times I have read these accounts, verse 11 from this chapter has somehow escaped me.  The verse immediately preceding is the triumphal entry.  The verse immediately following, verse 12, is the cursing of the fig tree, and after that comes the cleansing of the Temple.  But sandwiched in between we find a curious verse, verse eleven. 

And He entered Jerusalem and came into the temple; and after looking all around:  He departed for Bethany with the twelve, since it was already late. 
The day before the cleansing of the temple, where Jesus drove out the moneychangers, He stopped by the temple, entered in, and looked around.  The Greek word translated as our phrase "looking all around" is periblepo (peh-ree-BLEHP-o), and it means to look all over, to look around, to peer around, and to behold everything.  I had thought of this scene as playing out according to this scenario:  Jesus enters the temple, sees the money-changers, experiences a sudden burst of revulsive outrage and cleans house, but it didn't happen that way at all. 

Jesus entered the temple the day prior to his outburst and did a full reconnaissance. He observed the unfair rates of exchange that profited the owners of the exchange tables. He discovered that these tables were run and operated by the Annas/Caiphas high-priestly families. He overheard the conversations. He could see if the turtledoves and sheep that the pilgrims were purchasing for sacrifice were without spot as prescribed by Law. He observed how few were praying in the midst of the cacophony. 

He saw what a disgusting racket it all was, and then He went home.  He had an overnight to ponder what His precise actions would be and what statement He would make.  The next day He entered the temple and with premeditated precision turned business-as-usual on its head. Luke tells us, 

And they came to Jerusalem.  And He entered the temple and began to cast out those who were buying and selling in the temple, and overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of those who were selling doves: and He would not permit anyone to carry goods (a vessel or receptacle of any kind) through the temple.  And He began to teach and say to them, "Is it not written, 'My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations? ' But you have made it a robbers' den." [Vs.15-17] 

Jesus smashed the financial domination of the religious elites, took authority over the entire geographical area, (He would not permit anyone to carry goods though the temple) then used the experience to teach the people the real purpose of the temple... to talk to God in prayer... to give access to Jew and Gentile alike... to profit God and not people.  And He did it all by prefacing it with the question, Is it not written...? which placed all religious affluents right back where they belonged, squarely under the authority of the written word of God. 

Now it goes without saying that the reaction of the religious elites was not good. Verse 18 tells us that from this point on the chief priests and scribes began seeking how to destroy Him for they were afraid of Him. In short, Jesus put the fear of God in 'em. 

What had gotten into Jesus? Had He abandoned all caution in the heat of the moment? Had He thrown caution to the wind without considering what the reaction would be? Didn't He unwisely miscalculate the reaction that would follow? 

The thing we must remember is that Jesus was on a God-given mission.  He was to accomplish our salvation, and He knew that this week was the time it would happen.  He was sending messages throughout this week that would be interpreted by all future generations in the light of his impending redemptive work.  The fact is that Jesus did demonstrate some of the key attributes of caution.  He performed a thorough reconnaissance.  He gave it an evening of prayerful consideration.  He thought it through. He counted the cost.  He considered the impact. He knew His audience.  He knew what the Word had to say about it.

And this brings me to the point. Jesus was indeed cautious, but He did not allow his cautiousness to keep Him from what He was called to do.  His cautiousness served His mission, but it would not derail His mission. 

This is a vitally important concept for all Christians to grasp.  Cautiousness is a character quality pressed into the service of a mission that is inherently bold.  To retreat from the mission in the name of caution is to void the gospel.  It is not an either/or proposition for us.  It is a both/and situation. It is not either cautiousness or boldness.  It is cautiousness and boldness.  Caution serves the ministry, but never determines the ministry. 

Snapshot Three – Gethsemane  [Matthew 26:36-46, 47-54, & John 18:1-11]

In this final snapshot we find the Son of Man in great agony of soul in the Garden of Gethsemane.  He prayed to the Father, My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me: yet not as I will, but as Thou wilt. [Mt. 26:39]  In this passage we see Jesus caution in what He did not do.  It is quite telling to note that despite the great agony that Jesus could clearly see before Him, He never removed His own suffering from God's table of options.  He never took suffering off the table of negotiation.  His physical and emotional fear should be expected in the light of Jesus' humanness.  He did not want to endure the physical torture.  He did not want to endure the spiritual separation from His Father as he bore the sins of the whole world. It was a horrible scenario.  He was about to be mutilated before the world.  Who would choose such a path?  Jesus demonstrated that as a human being He would certainly not choose this path if there were any other way.  But, I will bring your attention to it again, He never took suffering off the table.  If the Father said that suffering was the only way, Jesus would endure whatever lay before Him. 

This reveals a level of caution that we seldom demonstrate in our prayers.  We are afraid to get real with God.  We are afraid to fully submit.  So we never bring up the topic of sacrifice in our prayers.  We ask God to "bless" us.  We ask for "revival," without engaging in repentance.  We dance around the issue of suffering, or avoid the issue of suffering, and in so doing we try to deprive God of the option.  How imprudent on our part to attempt to deprive the Most High of one of His most powerful tools in our spiritual formation. Jesus was not so unwise.  He left the scalpel in the hands of the surgeon.  He was careful to willingly and purposefully leave all the tools necessary to accomplish God's will within God's hands.  He was careful to give the Father every advantage over His own life, and if that meant that Jesus had to suffer, then so be it.  He would not be so uncautious as to step out of God's will in the interest of self-preservation.  His greatest protection would be His submission. 

We see also in this snapshot the approach of Judas Iscariot, the betrayer.  In verse 49 he said "Hail, Rabbi!" and kissed Him. Jesus' responded to him, "Friend, do what you have come for."  On the surface this seems like a cut to the chase response.  "Let's abandon the sham, shall we and get it over with." But I cannot get away from the fact that Jesus addressed him as "Friend. " 

Again and again throughout this Passion week Jesus had opportunities to burn bridges on relationships that he refused to burn.  Peter was going to deny Him but Jesus prayed for him that his faith would not fail. Judas betrayed him, but Jesus offered the conciliatory sop in the upper room, and now this.  He called Judas "friend."  Pilate, who would unjustly condemn Him to death asks if Jesus is a King, and Jesus probes him with a question that would enable him to see if the Holy Spirit was a work in Pilate's life, "Did you come to this conclusion yourself, or did others say this about me?"  Then he seemed to let Pilate off the hook somewhat when he vindicated Pilate's authority, and said that others had the greater sin.  At the cross He asked the Father to forgive those who sneered and demeaned Him, and promised paradise to a crucified criminal who admitted his sin and sought His grace.  And after the resurrection he restored both Thomas and Peter to the fellowship they so desperately desired. 

It is so easy for us to bum bridges to those who have wronged us, but how careless we are when we do it.  We seal ourselves off from having any redemptive impact on the lives of our attackers and consign ourselves to be benchwarmers in the struggle for their souls.  We are so lacking of caution for the souls of others.  It is time for us to repent.  It is time for us to serve as watchmen over the souls of men.  It is time for us to follow Jesus' example. 

Conclusion 

We have learned through the example of our Lord that we must be cautious to not attempt to do God's work through human means.  We have learned that the proper place of cautiousness is to serve the mission rather than derail it.  We have seen how important it is for us to be careful to remain in the center of the Lord's will, even if it involves personal suffering, for suffering is one of His most powerful tools in the accomplishment of His plan.  And we have found that the person who cares for the souls of lost men and women will be cautious to not bum bridges, even if they have hurt him. 

Cautiousness as defined by the Scriptures is indeed a majestic virtue that enables us to fulfill the plan and purposes of God. 

Lord, make us cautious.  Lord, make us bold. 
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Cautiousness is planning for the success of a venture by following the ways of God rather than my natural inclinations.

1

