Restoring the Reality of the Gospel #5

“Salvation Is Never On Sale!”

Luke 14:25-33
Everywhere you turn there is a sale.

From “Grand Openings” to “Going Out Of Business,” shoppers are enticed to browse among discounted items.  Every holiday on the calendar has become a reason for a sale.  At the beginning of each new season, there is a sale.  At the end of each season, there is a clearance sale.  Now there are “Back To School” sales days after school is dismissed, and Christmas sales begin the day after Halloween.  (Makes one wonder whatever happened to Thanksgiving.)

Why are sales so prominent?  Competition.  So many stores compete against each other for the business of the American customer that they must provide a compelling reason for us to even enter their stores.  The bottom line on these sales is numbers—numbers of customers coming in, translating into numbers of dollars being made.

The Discounted Advertising of the Gospel

Has the “sale” mentality crept into the church?  Have the abundance of local congregations induced a sense of competition between them, so that each church has to “out-do” the next church?  Are we afraid that the price is too high, and that people will “shop” at another church or just stay in the world where they are?  Keith Green answers “yes” as he writes,

Our gospel reduces the good news to a “come and get it while you can” sale.  We make every effort to take the bones out—everything that might offend someone, might make him hesitate or put off their decision.

A. W. Tozer agrees,

[Today’s evangelist] seeks to key into public interest by showing the Christianity makes no unpleasant demands; rather, it offers the same thing as the world does, only on a higher level.

In our age of mass marketing and salesmanship, the Christian message has become slanted to the direction of what is “in vogue” in order to make it acceptable to the public.
  The bottom line for many churches is, like the secular business world, numbers.  The more customers—or “members,” which sounds more spiritual— the more prestige, the more money, the more power, the more success.

The Demanded Allegiance to the Gospel

But is this the kind of success that pleases the Lord?  Are we truly operating in the manner in which we were commissioned?  Would we find Jesus taking the same approach is He were here on earth?

The answer is an emphatic “No!”  The gospels are clear that Jesus never did this.  He never lowered the requirements of salvation for anyone.
  Salvation was never on sale!   Jesus plainly taught that discipleship had a high cost.  One such passage which illustrates this is Luke 14:25-33,

Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them he said: “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.  And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.  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? For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’  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?  If 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.  In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.

The lesson is plain:  Jesus does not want followers who rush into discipleship without thinking about what is involved.  And He is clear about the price—it will cost a person everything.
 This was not a popular message; in fact, more people turned away from Christ than those who actually followed Him.

Jesus is not, of course, discouraging discipleship.  He is warning against an ill-considered, faint-hearted attachment in order that men might know the real thing.
 And what is “the real thing”?  True discipleship means that we give our first loyalty to Jesus Christ; to be nothing less than wholeheartedly devoted to Him.

Such commitment to Christ is summarized in the words, “carry his cross and follow me.”  Jesus did not say, “Carry My cross and follow Me.”  We cannot do what Jesus did when He died for the sins of mankind.  Rather, He challenges His potential disciples to “carry his [own] cross and follow Me.”

What does He mean by “carrying his cross”?  We must understand the term “cross” the way His audience in the first century would have understood it, not the way we look back on it from our twentieth-century vantage point.

The word “cross” did not call to the minds of Jesus’ listeners the idea of long term difficulties or troublesome burdens, as we often hear the word used in modern testimonies.  Nor does the phrase “carry the cross” mean to wear a pin on our lapel or put a sticker on our car!  Instead, when Jesus said, “take up your cross” to them, they thought of a cruel instrument of torture and death.  They understood that He was calling them to die for Him.  They knew He was asking them to make the ultimate sacrifice, to surrender to Him as Lord in every sense.

Such a price is deemed too high by many.  Even for Christians, such a commitment is often seen as something to “put up with.”  But, as Bonhoeffer writes, 

If our Christianity has ceased to be serious about discipleship, if we have watered down the gospel into emotional uplift which makes no costly demands and which fails to distinguish between natural and Christian experience, then we cannot help but regard the cross as an ordinary everyday calamity, as one of the trials and tribulations of life.

The Devoted Abandonment of the Gospel

How do we understand the practical meaning of this statement?  Another passage that uses this terminology is Luke 9:23, and this verse helps us to comprehend an important element of discipleship:  Then he said to them all: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” 

In Luke’s version of Christ’s call (found also in Matthew 10:37-38) the adverb “daily” is added.  Every day the Christian is called to die.  Every day he renounces the sovereignty of his own will.  Every day he renews his unconditional surrender to Jesus Christ.
 There is nothing self-indulgent about being a Christian.

Returning to our original text in Luke 14, Jesus makes the statement that “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.”  Is Jesus advocating the hatred of one’s family?  No, but He is stating that He demands priority over everyone else, even those closest to our hearts.  Just as Abraham was told to sacrifice his only son Isaac—which certainly appears to be an act of hatred—so the Lord demands that we be willing to sacrifice anything and everything to Him.  As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “If the Lord went to the cross for us, the least we could do is carry a cross for Him.”

Such thoughts sound uncomfortable, but can be tolerated as long as they are not specific.  Looking at the life and ministry of Jesus, though, He was painfully specific about those things that must be sacrificed in order to be His disciple.

In addition to loyalty to family, the cost of discipleship included comfortable and lucrative occupations.  Jesus called Simon, Andrew, James, and John away from not only their families but their fishing nets.  Zaccheus and Matthew were both making good money as tax collectors until they left it all to follow their Lord.

To the rich young ruler, Jesus demanded that he sell all that he owned before following the Master.  No, Christ does not demand this exact action from every disciple, but don’t get too comfortable.  The Scriptures do command us to tithe—to set aside ten percent of our resources exclusively for the Lord’s work (see Leviticus 27:30-32, 2 Chronicles 31:5-6, and Malachi 3:8-10).  Are we doing that?  Are we giving sacrificially to Him and His work, or do we give conveniently, whatever is left over after we spend on other things?

Beyond material possessions, Jesus called His disciples to sacrifice themselves.  Nearly every one of the first followers of Jesus was subjected to ridicule, torture, and ultimately death.  We may not face the same likelihood of being whipped or stoned or crucified because of our faith as they did, but are we willing to take a costly stand at home, work, and the community?  Are we willing to lose friendships due to our association with Jesus Christ?  This is the cost of discipleship, and salvation is never on sale!

What Christ is demanding can be illustrated from an Old Testament text.  The books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles detail the history of the Israelites as a nation, but these writings are far from dusty, boring history.  Lessons can be learned for our lives today, as with the incident recorded in 1 Kings 20:1-4,

Now Ben-Hadad king of Aram mustered his entire army. Accompanied by thirty-two kings with their horses and chariots, he went up and besieged Samaria and attacked it. He sent messengers into the city to Ahab king of Israel, saying, “This is what Ben-Hadad says: ‘Your silver and gold are mine, and the best of your wives and children are mine.’“ The king of Israel answered, “Just as you say, my lord the king. I and all I have are yours.” 

Ben-Hadad demanded absolute surrender; Ahab gave just that—absolute surrender.

The enemy king conquered Ahab and demanded possession of everything, including his money, his family, his land, and his people.  Ahab came under the complete control of Ben-Hadad.

In the same way, the follower of Christ commits himself entirely to his Lord.  According to the Word of God, making a commitment means to turn something over to another person.  It implies yielding it to their control, surrendering to them, abandoning it to them, entrusting it to them, and placing it at their disposal.

There is no room for half-heartedness or reservations in this demand.  There is no such thing as “partial commitment.”  No one can be “sort of committed.”  Those who are totally committed are counted as Jesus’ disciples; those who are not cannot claim Him as their Lord or Savior.

Andrew Murray summarizes the desire of the true disciple,

I want to use these words: “My lord, O king, according to thy saying, I am thine, and all that I have,” as the words of absolute surrender with which every child of God ought to yield himself to his Father.

What about us?  What about the gospel we preach?  Are we preaching a popular message, trying to “sell” Jesus at a discount price?  Keith Green writes, 

Paul said, “I am determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). Nowadays it’s “Jesus Christ and what He can do for you!”  You cannot have more exact opposites than the Bible’s Christ-centered gospel, and our modern, cross-less, me-centered gospel.

We need to restore the reality of the gospel.  We must present salvation in its truest sense, price tag and all.  More importantly, we must evidence the reality of the gospel in our own lives, demonstrating a death to self that shows that we are truly “carrying our cross” as we follow Him.

Notes on Luke 9:57-62

57 As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 
58 Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

59 He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

60 Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

61 Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

62 Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”
Hindrances to Discipleship (9:57–62) 
9:57 In these verses, we meet three would-be disciples who illustrate three of the main hindrances to whole-hearted discipleship. The first man was quite sure he wanted to follow Jesus anywhere and everywhere. He did not wait to be called, but impetuously offered himself. He was self-confident, unduly eager, and unmindful of the cost. He did not know the meaning of what he said. 

9:58 At first, the answer of Jesus does not seem to be related to the man’s offer. Actually, however, there was a very close connection. Jesus was saying, in effect, “Do you know what it really means to follow me? It means the forsaking of the comforts and conveniences of life. I do not have a home to call my own. This earth affords no rest to me. Foxes and birds have more in the way of natural comfort and security than I. Are you willing to follow Me, even if it means forsaking those things which most men consider to be their inalienable rights?” When we read the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head we are apt to pity Him. One commentator remarks: “He does not need your pity. Pity yourself rather if you have a home that holds you back when Christ wants you out upon the high places of the world.” We hear no more of the man, and can only assume that he was unwilling to give up the common comforts of life to follow the Son of God. 

9:59 The second man heard Christ’s call to follow Him. He was willing, in a way, but there was something he wanted to do first. He wanted to go and bury his father. Notice what he said. “Lord, let me first go....” In other words, “Lord ... me first.” He called Jesus by the name of Lord, but actually he puts his own desires and interests first. The words “Lord” and “me first” are totally opposed to each other; we must choose one or the other. Whether the father was already dead or whether the son planned to wait at home until he died, the issue was the same—he was allowing something else to take precedence over Christ’s call. It is perfectly legitimate and proper to show respect for a dead or dying father, but when anyone or anything is allowed to rival Christ, it becomes positively sinful. This man had something else to do—we might say, a job or an occupation—and this lured him away from a pathway of unreserved discipleship. 

9:60 The Lord rebuked his double-mindedness with the words, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and preach the kingdom of God.” The spiritually dead can bury the physically dead, but they can’t preach the gospel. Disciples should not give priority to tasks that the unsaved can do just as well as Christians. The believer should make sure that he is indispensable as far as the main thrust of his life is concerned. His principal occupation should be to advance the cause of Christ on earth. 

9:61 The third would-be disciple resembled the first in that he volunteered to follow Christ. He was like the second in that he uttered the contradiction, “Lord ... me first.” He wanted first to say goodbye to his family. In itself, the request was reasonable and proper, but even the common civilities of life are wrong if they are placed ahead of prompt and complete obedience. 

9:62 Jesus told him that once he put his hand to the plow of discipleship, he must not look﻿ 31 back; otherwise he was not fit for the kingdom of God. Christ’s followers are not made of half-hearted stuff or dreamy sentimentality. No considerations of family or friends, though lawful in themselves, must be allowed to turn them aside from utter and complete abandonment to Him. The expression not “fit for the kingdom” does not refer to salvation but to service. It is not at all a question of entrance into the kingdom but of service in the kingdom after entering it. Our fitness for entering into the kingdom is in the Person and work of the Lord Jesus. It becomes ours through faith in Him. 

And so we have three cardinal hindrances to discipleship illustrated in the experience of these men: 

1. Material comforts. 

2. A job or an occupation. 

3. Family and friends. 

Christ must reign in the heart without a rival. All other loves and all other loyalties must be secondary. 
 

As the Lord and his disciples traveled to Jerusalem a man said to Jesus, “﻿I will follow you wherever you go﻿” (﻿Luke 9:57﻿). How often we have heard and made such professions. It is easy to make promises in the flush of joy and enthusiasm, but not so easy to keep them in difficult times.
Jesus sobered this man by saying, “﻿Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.﻿” In other words, “﻿If you want to follow Jesus you must leave behind earthly security.﻿”

Then Jesus invited another man, “﻿Follow me.﻿” But the man replied, “﻿Lord, first let me go and bury my father.﻿” If this man﻿’s father were already dead he would probably have been at the house mourning; more likely he meant his father was near death.

Jesus answers with one of his most difficult sayings: “﻿Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.﻿” Jesus knew that this man was procrastinating. One of the most important things a man could do in Judaism was to attend to the burial of his family members, but Jesus was saying that life holds greater claims than does death (vv. ﻿59–60﻿).

Understand that Jesus was not setting down a law for all times, as if we are not supposed to try to provide homes for our families, or as if we are to neglect sick and dying family members. Rather, he was pointing to the immediate urgency of that uniquely historic moment on the road to Jerusalem and the crucifixion. When the kingdom of God is at stake, there is only one place for the Christian—the front lines.

This is also the context in which we must take the last incident recorded in this passage. Another man said, “﻿I will follow you, Lord, but first let me go back and say good-bye to my family.﻿” To give farewells would have only taken a few minutes, but Jesus is making a larger point in his response to this request for delay. Jesus said that anyone joining him at that moment had no time to look back, even for a moment (vv. ﻿61–62﻿).

Three men could have become disciples, but they would not meet the conditions that Jesus laid down. The first man was a scribe (Matt. 8:19) who volunteered to go until he heard the cost: he had to deny himself. Apparently he was accustomed to a comfortable home.
The second man was called by Jesus (what an honor!), but he was rejected because he would not take up the cross and die to self. He was worried about somebody else’s funeral when he should have been planning his own! Jesus is not suggesting here that we dishonor our parents, but only that we not permit our love for family to weaken our love for the Lord. We should love Christ so much that our love for family would look like hatred in comparison (Luke 14:26).

The third man also volunteered, but he could not follow Christ because he was looking back instead of ahead. There is nothing wrong with a loving farewell (1 Kings 19:19–21), but if it gets in the way of obedience, it becomes sin. Jesus saw that this man’s heart was not wholly with Him, but that he would be plowing and looking back (see Gen. 19:17, 26; Phil. 3:13–14).

No wonder the laborers are few!
 

Here we have the words of Jesus to three would-be followers.
(i) To the first man, his advice was, “﻿Before you follow me, count the cost.﻿” No one can ever say that he was induced to follow Jesus under false pretences. Jesus paid men the compliment of pitching his demands so high that they cannot be higher. It may well be that we have done great hurt to the church by letting people think that church membership need not make so very much difference. We ought to tell them that it should make all the difference in the world. We might have fewer people; but those we had would be really pledged to Christ.

(ii) Jesus﻿’ words to the second man sound harsh, but they need not be so. In all probability the man’s father was not dead, and not even nearly dead. His saying most likely meant, “﻿I will follow you after my father has died.﻿” An English official in the East tells of a very brilliant young Arab who was offered a scholarship to Oxford or Cambridge. His answer was, “﻿I will take it after I have buried my father.﻿” At the time his father was not much more than forty years of age.

The point Jesus was making is that in everything there is a crucial moment; if that moment is missed the thing most likely will never be done at all. The man in the story had stirrings in his heart to get out of his spiritually dead surroundings; if he missed that moment he would never get out.

The psychologists tell us that every time we have a fine feeling, and do not act on it, the less likely we are to act on it at all. The emotion becomes a substitute for the action. Take one example—sometimes we feel that we would like to write a letter, perhaps of sympathy, perhaps of thanks, perhaps of congratulations. If we put it off until to-morrow, it will in all likelihood never be written. Jesus urges us to act at once when our hearts are stirred.

(iii) His words to the third man state a truth which no one can deny. No ploughman ever ploughed a straight furrow looking back over his shoulder. There are some whose hearts are in the past. They walk forever looking backwards and thinking wistfully of the good old days. Watkinson, the great preacher, tells how once at the seaside, when he was with his little grandson, he met an old minister. The old man was very disgruntled and, to add to all his troubles, he had a slight touch of sunstroke. The little boy had been listening but had not picked it up quite correctly; and when they left the grumbling complaints of the old man, he turned to Watkinson and said, “﻿Granddad, I hope you never suffer from a sunset!﻿”

The Christian marches on, not to the sunset, but to the dawn. The watchword of the kingdom is not, “﻿Backwards!﻿” but, “﻿Forwards!﻿” To this man Jesus did not say either, “﻿Follow!﻿” or, “﻿Return!﻿” he said, “﻿I accept no lukewarm service,﻿” and left the man to make his own decision.
 

True Discipleship
9:57–58. Disciples usually sought out their own teachers. Some radical philosophers who eschewed possessions sought to repulse prospective disciples with enormous demands, for the purpose of testing them and acquiring the most worthy. Many Palestinian Jews were poor, but few were homeless; Jesus had given up even home to travel and is completely dependent on the hospitality and support of others.

9:59–60. Family members would not be outside talking with rabbis during the mourning period, the week immediately following the death. The initial burial took place shortly after a person’s decease, and would have already occurred by the time this man would be speaking with Jesus. But a year after the first burial, after the flesh had rotted off the bones, the son would return to rebury the bones in a special box in a slot in the tomb wall. Thus the son here could be asking for as much as a year’s delay.

One of an eldest son’s most important responsibilities was his father’s burial. Jesus’ demand that the son place Jesus above this responsibility would thus sound like heresy: in Jewish tradition, honoring father and mother was one of the greatest commandments, and to follow Jesus in such a radical way would seem to break this commandment.

9:61–62. One needed to keep one’s eyes on the path of the plow to keep its furrow from becoming crooked. The hand-held plow was light and wooden and often had an iron point.

When Elijah found Elisha plowing, he called him to follow but allowed him first to bid farewell to his family (1 Kings 19:19–21). Jesus’ call here is more radical than that of a radical prophet.
 

Yeshua challenges the excuses of those whose commitment is weak. To the excuses of those who reject him altogether, as at 14:18–20, he responds with fury and withdraws his offer. In perspective, either kind of excuse seems foolish, like the excuses people put forth today: “I can’t believe in Yeshua because I’m Jewish”—but all the early believers were Jewish, as well as many since. “I’ll have to give up too much”—yet far less than what is to be gained. “I’ll lose my friends”—see Yeshua’s answer to this one at Mk 10:29–30. To all the excuses the Bible has answers, but there is no guarantee people will accept them.
 
I believe that a true “sinner’s prayer” will gush out of anyone who is truly seeking God and is tired of being enslaved to sin (Matt. 5:6). The very act of “leading someone in a prayer” is utterly ridiculous. You will find nothing even remotely like it in the Bible, or among the writings and biographies of those in Church history. It completely savors of crowd and peer pressure tactics, and (please forgive me) brainwashing techniques. I do not believe that Jesus wants to have His disciples “repeat after Me,” I believe He wants them to follow after Him! (Matt 4:19, 8:22, 9:9, 16:24, 19:21; Luke 9:59; John 12:26, 21:19,22: 1 Peter 2:21; Rev. 14:4)

57–58. The first man expresses his readiness to follow Jesus. There is nothing wrong with the way he puts it: he is ready to go anywhere Jesus leads. But the reply shows that he has not reckoned with what this means. Animals and birds have their places of habitation, but the Son of man has nowhere to lay his head. This is an incidental glimpse of the cost of the incarnation. And it shows that the follower of Jesus must not reckon on luxurious living.
59–60. The second man was called by Jesus. In response he asked leave first to bury his father. Some hold that, had the father been a corpse at home, the man would probably not have been with Jesus at all; he would have been occupied with duties connected with the funeral. On this view his request was to stay at home until his father died. This might have meant an indefinite delay and the affairs of the kingdom cannot be put off. But the words have an even greater urgency if the father was dead. The Jews counted proper burial as most important; to leave the father unburied ‘was something scandalous to a Jew’ (Marshall). The duty of burial took precedence over the study of the law, the temple service, the killing of the Passover sacrifice, the observance of circumcision and the reading of the Megillah (Megillah 3b). But the demands of the kingdom are more urgent still. Jesus could not wait until the man got through all that burial meant. So he says, Leave the dead to bury their own dead. Jesus has called the man. He is to proclaim the kingdom of God. Let those without spiritual insight perform the duties they can do so well; burial is very much in keeping for the spiritually dead. But the man who has seen the vision must not deny or delay his heavenly calling.
61–62. The third man, like the first, offered his services. But he interposed the condition that he first say farewell to those at home (as Elisha did when he followed Elijah, 1 Kgs 19:20f.). This seems not unreasonable (cf. 5:29). But following Jesus means more than following Elijah and in this case the request evidently concealed some reluctance to take the decisive step. Jesus points out that the kingdom has no room for those who look back when they are called to go forward.
 

To the first would-be follower, Jesus points out that the security of hearth and home which one expects in normal life has to take second place where commitment to the Son of man is concerned. To the next, who simply wanted, it seems, to fulfil the normal custom of looking after his parents until their death, and would then reckon himself free to follow, Jesus gives the same harsh answer. Similarly to the third: the normal courtesies of family affection must give way to the overriding demands of the kingdom of God.
The uncompromising words of 9:62 are sometimes taken as a warning that those who have entered the kingdom may yet forfeit their place in it. It is not however his followers’ final salvation which is uppermost in Jesus’s mind here. He is simply pointing out that, once they begin to plough, the only way to drive a straight furrow—one that is ‘fit for the kingdom’—is to keep looking ahead, and not back. It is he himself who is ‘ahead of them’,﻿3﻿ and on whom their eyes must be fixed. Going his way takes precedence over everything else.

Now we are not to misunderstand this. Ordinary security, accepted customs, home ties, are still the norm. Jesus approves of them, since they are part and parcel of the social life of mankind as his Father created it, and that is normally the way his followers are led to live. But the crucial question, and the one he is asking here, concerns what happens at the parting of the ways. ‘Suppose I were to lead you towards work in which your income would be lower, your prospects (humanly speaking) more uncertain, and your accustomed standard of living non-existent? Or suppose I were to ask you to do something for me which according to most people of your class and background is simply ‘not done’? Or suppose I were to summon you to my service with such a peremptory call that your nearest and dearest would have to be left without an explanation? Would you even then come my way?’

Regularly God tests the earnestness of men’s hearts by bringing them to this fork in the road. When it becomes necessary to choose between two ways, which do we follow? Comfort or convention or custom—or Christ? The test from the very outset (see, for example, 5:27) has been ‘Follow me’.
 

If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me (Luke 9:23).

 

When you read this invitation of Jesus there is a tendency to read it as being poetic. Even as we break it down word for word, the dramatic and radical nature of the invitation tends to draw an emotional response. But as you step across the line and commit to being a follower, it’s important to understand and think through the personal and more practical implications.

At the end of Luke chapter nine, after Jesus offers an invitation to follow him, we are introduced to three people who initially seem eager to be followers. However, as they process how following Jesus will impact their specific situations, they begin making excuses. As they try to negotiate the terms of their commitment to Jesus, it becomes clear that they were really just fans.

We meet the first of these fans in verse 57. He approaches Jesus and his disciples:

 

They were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go” (Luke 9:57)

 

Those words certainly sound impressive. He seems to understand what Jesus was looking for. He knows the right words to say. He states his commitment to Jesus and says, “I will follow you wherever you go.” Wherever. That sure sounds like a follower. No restrictions. No boundaries. No borders. Wherever. But look at verse 58: 

 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.”

 

Jesus turns to this man, and I’m guessing with a bit of a smile, says, “Hey bro, I’m homeless.” My guess is that this revelation was often a deal breaker for a lot of would-be followers. Jesus is making it clear up front that following him won’t mean going from town to town staying at the Ritz and ordering room service.

The man says, “I will follow you wherever.” And Jesus points to a place that will be a threat to this man’s comfort and security and asks, “What about there?” We’re left with the impression that this wannabe follower quickly rescinded his offer. “Did I say ‘Wherever’? That was meant to be more of a poetic expression. Figuratively speaking, I will follow you ‘Wherever.’“
It’s much easier to speak about following Jesus when you are making a general statement without any specific commitments. But the most obvious and basic definition of following Jesus will mean making some significant life changes. Following Jesus literally means that you go where Jesus goes. When you think of it that way, suddenly those poetic words have some huge implications.

This man in Luke 9 was happy to say wherever, until God said, “There.” One of the reasons we don’t follow Jesus wherever is that when he says there we take that more as a suggestion than as a command. Larry Osborne points out that in many areas of our lives we treat God like our personal consultant, rather than the Lord of our lives. He writes:

 

Now, a consultant is someone whose wisdom we highly value and listen to, but at the end of the day, we make the final decision. That’s why they’re called consultants. Here’s the problem: God doesn’t do consulting. Never has. Never will. He does God. When we treat him as a consultant, he simply stops showing up for the meetings. [Larry Osborne, A Contrarian’s Guide to Knowing God (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2007).]

 

Jesus wants followers who will say yes to him before they even know the request. A follower of Jesus says, “My answer is yes, now where did you want me to go?” Jesus may point to Burma, or he may point across the street.

The most literal way to define a “Follower of Jesus” is “Someone who goes where Jesus goes.” I’m not sure how you can call yourself a follower of Jesus if you refuse to go where Jesus went. If you are following Jesus “wherever,” he will take you towards a sinner that others wouldn’t want to be seen with. You will find yourself among the sick that others tried to avoid. If you follow Jesus, expect to find yourself being criticized by some of the religious people in your life. If you follow Jesus you may find that your family thinks you’re crazy…his did. You may find yourself being unfairly accused and unjustly treated by those in political office. Ultimately if you follow Jesus “wherever,” you won’t just end up covered in his dust, you will end up covered in his blood.

Jesus spoke the same two words that he spoke to Matthew and the other disciples. He offers this man this same two-word invitation that has been offered to you and me, “Follow me.”
This man seems willing. It appears that he wants to accept the invitation to follow. The first word out of his mouth is “Lord.” He refers to him with the same title a slave would give to his master. That’s an indication that he knows what Jesus is asking of him. But the second word out of his mouth is the word “first.” He wants to follow Jesus, but now isn’t a good time. He tries to offer an excuse that can put Jesus off for a little while.

Jesus doesn’t seem to be interested in this man’s excuse, but I have to tell you, his excuse seems reasonable to me. He wants to have a funeral for his father. Isn’t Jesus being a little too hardcore? Let the guy go bury his dad. It should be pointed out that the guy’s dad was likely still living, and other than a head cold or perhaps a bum knee, was probably in good health. When the man says, “Let me go and bury my father,” it’s another way of saying, “When my parents die. I will follow you.” We’re not sure why he was waiting for them to die.

 

· Would they not approve of their son following this unconventional and controversial rabbi?

· Was he afraid of telling them he wouldn’t be carrying on the family business?

· Was he waiting to receive his share of a significant inheritance?

 

Whatever the reason, there is a sense in which most of us resonate with his excuse. It’s not that he isn’t willing; it’s just not good timing. He isn’t saying “No”; he’s saying “Not right now.” I suspect there are a lot of fans who feel okay about a half-hearted relationship with Jesus, because they have every intention of one day going all-in and being completely committed. They don’t feel convicted about not following Jesus because in their minds they know that one day they will. They let themselves off the hook for a lukewarm faith because they didn’t tell Jesus no; they’re just waiting till later. 

So how does Jesus respond to this man’s excuse to first go and bury his father? Jesus did not say, “I understand. You’ll know when the time is right.” He did not say, “I don’t want to put any pressure on you. Take your time.” He did not say, “Whenever you’re ready I’ll be waiting right here.” What he said was, “Let the dead bury their own dead.” That gives some indication of how Jesus feels about our excuses and procrastination.

Discipleship without Jesus Christ is a way of our own choosing. It may be the ideal way. It may even lead to martyrdom, but it is devoid of all promise. Jesus will certainly reject it.

The first disciple offers to follow Jesus without waiting to be called. Jesus damps his ardour by warning him that he does not know what he is doing. In fact he is quite incapable of knowing. That is the meaning of Jesus’ answer—he shows the would-be disciple what life with him involves. We hear the words of One who is on his way to the cross, whose whole life is summed up in the Apostles’ Creed by the word “suffered.” No man can choose such a life for himself. No man can call himself to such a destiny, says Jesus, and his word stays unanswered. The gulf between a voluntary offer to follow and genuine discipleship is clear. 

The second would-be disciple wants to bury his father before he starts to follow. He is held bound by the trammels of the law. He knows what he wants and what he must do. Let him first fulfil the law, and then let him follow. A definite legal ordinance acts as a barrier between Jesus and the man he has called. But the call of Jesus is stronger than the barrier. At this critical moment nothing on earth, however sacred, must be allowed to come between Jesus and the man he has called--not even the law itself. Now, if never before, the law must be broken for the sake of Jesus; it forfeits all its rights if it acts as a barrier to discipleship. Therefore Jesus emerges at this point as the opponent of the law, and commands a man to follow him. Only the Christ can speak in this fashion. He alone has the last word. His would-be follower cannot kick against the pricks. This call, this grace, is irresistible. 

The third would-be disciple, like the first, thinks that following Christ means that he must make the offer on his own initiative, as if it were a career he had mapped out for himself. There is, however, a difference between the first would-be disciple and the third, for the third is bold enough to stipulate his own terms. Unfortunately, however, he lands himself in a hopeless inconsistency, for although he is ready enough to throw in his lot with Jesus, he succeeds in putting up a barrier between himself and the Master. “Suffer me first.” He wants to follow, but feels obliged to insist on his own terms. Discipleship to him is a possibility which can only be realized when certain conditions have been fulfilled. This is to reduce discipleship to the level of the human understanding. First you must do this and then you must do that. There is a right time for everything. The disciple places himself at the Master’s disposal, but at the same time retains the right to dictate his own terms. But then discipleship is no longer discipleship, but a programme of our own to be arranged to suit ourselves, and to be judged in accordance with the standards of a rational ethic. The trouble about this third would-be disciple is that at the very moment he expresses his willingness to follow, he ceases to want to follow at all. By making his offer on his own terms, he alters the whole position, for discipleship can tolerate no conditions which might come between Jesus and our obedience to him. Hence the third disciple finds himself at loggerheads not only with Jesus, but also with himself. His desires conflict not only with what Jesus wants, but also with what he wants himself. He judges himself, and decides against himself, and all this by saying, “suffer me first.” The answer of Jesus graphically proves to him that he is at variance with himself and that excludes discipleship. “No man, having put his hand to the plough and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”

Only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.

Hindrances To Discipleship
Anyone who sets out to follow Christ can be sure that many escape routes will loom up before him. He will be given numerous opportunities to turn back. Other voices will call to him, offering to cut inches off the cross. Twelve legions of angels stand ready to deliver him from the path of self-renunciation and sacrifice.

This is remarkably illustrated in the account of three would-be disciples who allowed other voices to take precedence over the voice of Christ.

And it came to pass, that, as they went in the way, a certain man said unto him, “Lord, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest.” And Jesus said unto him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.” And he said unto another, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my father.” Jesus said unto him, “Let the dead bury their dead: but go thou and preach the kingdom of God.” And another also said, “Lord, I will follow thee; but let me first go bid them farewell, which are at home at my house.” And Jesus said unto him, “No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:57-62).

Three unnamed men came face to face with Jesus Christ. They felt an inner compulsion to follow Him. But they permitted something else to come between their souls and complete dedication to Him.

Mr. Too Quick

The first man has been called Mr. Too Quick. He enthusiastically volunteered to follow the Lord anywhere. “I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest.” No cost would be too great. No cross would be too heavy. No path would be too rough.

The Savior’s reply at first seems to have no connection with the willing-hearted offer of Mr. Too Quick. Jesus said, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.” Actually the Lord’s answer was most appropriate. It was as if He said, “You claim to be willing to follow me anywhere, but are you willing to do without the material comforts of life? Foxes have more of this world’s comforts than I have. The birds have a nest they can call their own. But I am a homeless Wanderer in the world my hands have made. Are you willing to sacrifice the security of a home to follow me? Are you willing to forego the legitimate comforts of life in order to serve me devotedly?”

Apparently the man was not willing, because we hear no more of him in the Sacred Scriptures. His love for earthly conveniences was greater than his dedication to Christ!

Mr. Too Slow

The second man has been called Mr. Too Slow. He did not volunteer, like the first man; rather the Savior called him to be a follower. His reply was not an outright refusal. It was not that he was completely disinterested in the Lord. Rather there was something he wanted to do first. This was his great sin. He put his own claims above the claims of Christ. Notice his reply, “Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my father.”

Now it is perfectly legitimate for a son to show common respect to his parent. And if a father has died, it is certainly within the bounds of the Christian faith that he should be given a decent burial.

But the legitimate courtesies of life become positively sinful when they take priority over the interests of the Lord Jesus. The real ambition of this man’s life is exposed by his naked request, “Lord…me first…” The other words he spoke were mere camouflage to hide his underlying desire to put self first.

Apparently he did not realize that the words “Lord…me first” are a moral absurdity and impossibility. If Christ is Lord, then He must come first. If the personal pronoun “I” is on the throne, then Christ is no longer in control.

Mr. Too Slow had a job to accomplish, and he let this job have first place. It was therefore fitting that Jesus should say to him, “Let the dead bury their dead: but go thou and preach the kingdom of God.” We might paraphrase His words as follows: “There are certain things which the spiritually dead can do just as well as believers. But there are other things in life which only a believer can do. See that you do not spend your life doing what an unconverted man could have done just as well. Let the spiritually dead bury the physically dead. But as for you—be indispensable. Let the main thrust of your life be to advance my cause on earth.”

It seems that the price was too great for Mr. Too Slow to pay. He passes off the stage of time into a nameless silence.

If the first man illustrated material comforts as a hindrance to discipleship, the second might speak of a job or an occupation taking precedence over the main reason for a Christian’s existence. It is not that there is anything wrong in secular employment; God’s will is that man should work in order to provide for his needs and those of his family. But the life of true discipleship demands that the kingdom of God and His righteousness be sought first; that a believer should not spend his life doing what the unregenerate could do as well, if not better; and that the function of a job is merely to provide for current necessities while the main vocation of the Christian is to preach the kingdom of God.

Mr. Too Easy

The third man has been called Mr. Too Easy. He resembled the first in that he volunteered to follow the Lord. But he resembled the second in that he used those contradictory words, “Lord…me first…” He said, “ Lord, I will follow thee; but let me first bid them farewell, which are at home at my house.”

Once again we must admit that, taken by itself, there was nothing basically wrong with his request. It is not contrary to God’s law to show a loving interest in one’s relatives or to observe the rules of etiquette when leaving them. What then was the point on which this man failed the test? It was this—he allowed the tender ties of nature to supersede the place of Christ. 

And so with penetrating insight, the Lord Jesus said, “No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.” In other words, “My disciples are not made of such self-centered, flabby stuff as you have exhibited. I want those who are willing to renounce home ties, who will not be distracted by sentimental relatives, who will put me above everyone else in their lives.”

We are forced to conclude that Mr. Too Easy left Jesus and walked sadly down the road. His over-confident aspirations to be a disciple had dashed themselves to pieces on the rocks of congenial family bonds. Perhaps it was a weeping mother who sobbed, “You’ll break your mother’s heart if you leave me to go to the mission field.” We do not know. All we know is that the Bible graciously refrains from giving the name of this faint-hearted fellow who, by turning back, missed the greatest opportunity of his life and earned the epitaph, “Not fit for the kingdom of God.”

Summary

These then are three of the primary hindrances to true discipleship, illustrated by three men who were not willing to go all the way with the Lord Jesus Christ.

Mr. Too Quick—the love of earthly comforts.

Mr. Too Slow—the precedence of a job or occupation.

Mr. Too Easy—the priority of tender family ties.

The Lord Jesus still calls, as He has ever called, for men and women to follow Him heroically and sacrificially.

The escape routes still present themselves saying with solicitous words, “Spare thyself! Be it far from thee!”

Few are willing to respond.
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