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The Cost of Following Jesus
Luke 14:25-35
Key Verse: 14:35
“It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is thrown out. "He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

Bill Walsh, the head coach of the San Francisco 49ers who won five super bowls, usually starts his speeches to corporate executives with this question, “Do you know how to tell if you’re doing the job?” As people start whispering back and forth, he provides these clues: “If you’re up at 3 a.m. every night talking into a tape recorder and writing notes on scraps of paper, have a knot in your stomach and a rash on your skin, are losing sleep and losing touch with your wife and kids, have no appetite or sense of humor, and feel that everything might turn out wrong, then you’re probably doing the job.” Walsh says that this always gets a laugh, but not a very big one because those executive in the audience recognize there is a significant price to pay to be the best and that price is not something they laugh at. Those executives know that in order to attain a certain level of greatness, it costs. And most of them are willing to pay that cost, that’s why they invite men like Bill Walsh to come and speak to them. Similarly, in today’s passage Jesus teaches about the cost of being His disciple. Have you ever given much thought to the cost of being Jesus’ disciple? If so, are you willing to pay that cost? Let’s think about this a little deeper. 

The end of chapter 14 marks a turning point in Jesus’ ministry. He begins to take the focus of his ministry off of the general public and place it onto his disciples. He begins to focus his effort on solidifying and refining the faith of those closest to him because he knows what awaits him in the near future. Many people traveling with him claimed to be his disciples. In this throng of popularity how does Jesus address them? Let’s read verses 25-26. “Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them he said: 26"If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple.” How do you explain Jesus telling his followers to hate their families one time and to love them at another? Is he not consistent? Does he employ situation ethics? That is the question of everyone who reads these verses. Jesus speaks to the crowd in the strongest possible terms: unless you are willing to hate your closest family members, even their own life, they can’t be his disciple. 

When Jesus says this, he means it to be shocking, jolting and provoking. Hating is not neutral. It means to actively despise. Jesus is using hyperbole, an overstatement in order to make a point in a striking and unforgettable way, a way that challenges us and forces us to react. Who can hate their children? If it doesn’t mean to hate our closest family members then what does he mean by this statement? He is contrasting our allegiance to Jesus in the strongest possible way. No earthly tie, however close, must take precedence over our allegiance to and obedience of Jesus. He is Number One -- by far! No person should even come close.

Following Jesus means that He has to take first priority in our life, even if it is painful, difficult, and misunderstood. Our parent's wishes don't come first; Jesus' direction does. Our spouse's and children's desires don't come first; Jesus' direction does. Yes, there have been a lot of well-meaning flaky people who have used this as an excuse not to care for their families, but their poor examples do not negate or invalidate Jesus' words.  You have to deny your natural human relationships that would hold you back from full commitment to Jesus just as you have to deny yourself. For if you allow any human relationship hold you back from following Jesus, from serving submissively under His Lordship, you're not worthy to be His disciple. Why is Jesus so strong about this? Because He wants to chase away the uncommitted people and false disciples. He didn't want them because they are a discouragement to those who are committed to Him. So He chased them away by the strength of the call to commitment. You can’t be a disciple if you are not willing to put your relationship with Jesus above all others.
Take a look at verse 27. “And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” This takes me to the second point. You can’t be Jesus’ disciple if you are not willing to suffer for him. People say, “Why should we have to suffer in our lives?” We are willing to suffer for the things we like. In fact people do it all the time. They are willing to stand outside in the pouring rain all night just to get tickets to a show they want to see. Be it a concert, Oprah, or to see Conan Obrien’s last Tonight show. We’re willing to suffer working long hours to pay off debt to have the things we want. So the question isn’t if we are willing to suffer, but rather for what we are willing to suffer. 

In the first century a cross meant one thing; death. Jesus is talking about giving up everything, even your own life. If you try to hold on to your life and not follow Jesus because you don’t want to risk being thought of as weird because others don’t like Jesus, or if you deny Jesus when you’re persecuted, then you don't have a transformed life because one with a transformed life would never do that. You lose your soul if you do that because you're not a true disciple. But the one who is willing to lose his life for Jesus’ sake gives evidence that he has a changed life. Genuine disciples don't shrink back from anything even death. Daniel in the Bible was a good example of someone who was willing to carry his cross and follow Jesus. He was put in a situation where he had to make a decision. To make a long story short, Daniel’s opponents tricked the king to make a law that made it illegal to worship God. Daniel had to decide if he was going to risk breaking the law and worship God, or follow the law and abandon God. In other words, was he going to take up his cross and follow Jesus. I believe that in every sincere Christian’s life, there will come a time that we will have to make a decision like Daniel. It’s inevitable. We will be challenged to make a decision to either; go with the flow, abandon God and avoid persecution, or to go against the flow follow God and endure persecution. The Bible tells us this. 2 Timothy 3:12 says, “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted,” We see examples of this throughout the Bible. Tests of faith are going to come and we’re going to pass some (as was the case of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego – Dan 3) and fail some (as was the case of Peter – Jn 18). God doesn’t expect us to be perfect. So if we fail we have to be willing and repent and get back on the road to following Jesus. 
We must accept the death of our own self-directed life, die to ourselves daily, and be willing to face whatever physical, emotional, or social persecution that follows. Being a disciple demands full commitment; nothing less will do. In order to illustrate this point Jesus tells two parables.

Take a look at verses 28-32. “28"Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it? 29For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, 30saying, 'This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.' 31"Or suppose a king is about to go to war against another king. Will he not first sit down and consider whether he is able with ten thousand men to oppose the one coming against him with twenty thousand? 32If he is not able, he will send a delegation while the other is still a long way off and will ask for terms of peace.” If you're like me, you have a number of unfinished projects in various states of completion. Some started with great intentions, but then other things came up or I lost interest. Sometimes I say to myself, “I’ll get to that someday.” But usually I never do.  However this attitude isn't good enough for discipleship. 
Downtown, near Navy Pier stands a huge hole in the ground. It’s the construction site of the Chicago Spire. Started in 2005, the Spire was designed to be 2000 ft tall and forever change the Chicago skyline. Construction started in 2007 with laying the foundation. They dug a huge hole, 120ft deep with 34 caissons drilled into the bedrock. But in 2008 construction was suspended due to the recession and loss of funds. Millions of dollars have been invested and all they have to show for it, is a really deep disgusting swimming pool that no one can swim in. Now all the people who were involved with the building are in litigation and all fighting to get their money back. It’s a complete mess because they were not able to finish what they started and has become a monument to failure. 

How many of you have heard about General George Armstrong Custer? He attended West Point and built a solid reputation during the Civil War. However he is not known for that. What he is famous for is the Battle of Little Big Horn in 1876. He will forever be remembered for his huge mistake. Leading a little under 500 men he attacked an Native American camp which he thought was small. As it turned out they were greatly outnumbered by some accounts of nearly 10 to 1. Who in their right mind would attack 5000 men with less than 500? Because of this he has become the butt of many jokes. 

If we claim to be Jesus’ disciples and don’t understand the cost of living such a life, we run the risk of failing. As a result, we dishonor God and become a laughing stock for the whole world. Just look at how many Christian leaders that have made the news because they underestimated the cost of following Jesus and dishonored God. This is the sad reality. These parables teach us that we must count the cost and make a decision of faith to invest our lives in following Jesus. Let’s read verse 33. “In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.” Here Jesus states as plain as he can that if we want to follow Jesus, we must be willing to give up everything we have. It’s an incredibly high price. Sometimes I wonder how can anybody do it. But Paul said, “What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ.” (Php 3:8) Paul was willing to give up everything he had, and he did, because he knew that what he would gain would be more valuable than what he gave up. 

Do you remember the executives I talked about in the beginning? They were willing to pay the price. Why? Because they perceived the benefit was greater than the cost. If they didn’t think so they wouldn’t do it. They’re not dumb. Or are they? Many are willing to give up anything to be successful. The owner of one of the companies I worked for was willing to give up his family for his company. That is a high cost but he was willing to pay it, in the hope that his company is successful. But what will happen to his company when he can’t run it any longer? Who will get it when he dies? 

Are you a disciple of Jesus? Are you willing to pay the cost to be a disciple of Jesus? It may cost you your time, money,sleep, family, friends, job and ultimately your life because once you become a disciple of Jesus, you can’t do what you want to do. You have to do what Jesus wants you to do. Saturday’s are my only day off. I want to enjoy my free time and have some fun or get some of those unfinished projects done. Or take my wife out for a romantic evening. But often I can’t do what I want to do because I have to finish the message. And sometimes it’s bone crushing just to get it done. And I have to get up at 5 in the morning on my day off when I would like to sleep in. I’m not saying this because I want some praise or for you to feel sorry for me. I just want to show you that when we decide to believe in Jesus, we have to follow Him. And often it is to a place that we normally wouldn’t want to go, so we have to deny ourselves and pick up our cross and go. It is not always in big ways, but in small ways as well, like getting up early just to pray to God. 

People are willing to pay the cost for worldly things, then why not spiritual? Simply because they don’t value spiritual things. People ridiculed the guitarist from the band Korn when they found out that he was willing to give up his life and follow Jesus.  The band recorded six albums with many top selling hits. But prior to starting work on their seventh record, Brian "Head" Welch announced that he had "...chosen the Lord Jesus Christ as his savior, and will be dedicating his musical pursuits to that end," and was formally leaving Korn. Initial speculations that this was a hoax or practical joke were proven wrong; he has become highly spiritual, even being baptized in the Jordan River and speaking openly about his faith and conversion.

Just recently I read the story of Grant Desme, a 23-year-old minor league outfielder in Oakland's system. He is ranked in the top 40 baseball prospects and yet he just announced that he is retiring from baseball to follow his calling by God. "I'm doing well in baseball. But I had to get down to the bottom of things, to what was good in my life, what I wanted to do with my life. Baseball is a good thing, but that felt selfish of me when I felt that God was calling me more. It took awhile to trust that and open up to it and aim full steam toward him ... I love the game, but I'm going to aspire to higher things." The comments from readers were mixed and there were so many who ridiculed him for following Jesus. 

What Brian Welch and Grant Desme realized is that what they get is better than what they gave up. This ties into last weeks passage. When we follow Jesus, we know Him and He knows us and we get invited to the heavenly wedding banquet. We don’t have to crash the party like the White House party crashers because we are on the guest list. They heavenly reward will be worth it all like the hymn states. However our decision requires commitment. Staying power. Let’s read verses 34-35. “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? 35It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is thrown out. "He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” What Jesus is saying here is that a disciple without commitment is like salt without saltiness. What good is salt that is not salty? It’s good for nothing. You can’t even use is for the crap pile. If a basketball player is not committed to basketball, then he’s not really a basketball player. If we don’t have commitment at our job, then we are not an asset to our boss. We are more of a liability because our boss has to chase after us to make sure we are doing our job. However in all this Jesus is giving the call to those who have ears to hear. Will you take his call? Will you pay the price? Will you follow Jesus?
