A Master Like No Other #14

“The Cost of Discipleship”

Luke 18:18-30; 19:1-10
“Show me your checkbook, and I’ll tell you something about your faith.”

Those aren’t the words of a Word-Faith preacher promising prosperity; rather they demonstrate how important our attitudes about material possessions are to our spiritual life. The same author writes, “Nothing announces our priorities more sharply than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.”

This principle is clearly illustrated in two encounters with Jesus found close to each other in the gospel of Luke. Two wealthy men with drastically different reputations find themselves on opposite ends of the kingdom of God…and their attitudes toward money have a lot to do with it.

We meet the first man in Luke 18. Verse eighteen begins, “A certain ruler asked him, ‘Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’” The scene begins promising enough. When we meet the rich young ruler, we see a likable person. Indeed, he is one of the most attractive people in all the Gospels ever to come in contact with Christ. There was something particularly attractive about him. He was wealthy, probably good looking, impeccably dressed. Doubtless he had excellent manners and a charming personality.
 Luke alone tells us that this man was a “ruler.” The term is a very general one and could refer to Roman and Jewish officials of all kinds; we cannot be specific about his office. Some suggest that he was a ruler of the synagogue yet, as Matthew tells us that he was young, this is unlikely.
 Perhaps he came from a family of rulers, or was in the process of being shaped into becoming one of the ruling class.

While his approach and inquiry seem to be proper, a problem arises when he asks Jesus, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” The Greek term “inherit” implies “acquire” or “earn.” This man is assuming that eternal life is something he can achieve by his own efforts.

Jesus’ response puzzles many. “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone.” Jesus was not denying his own goodness but was forcing the man to recognize that his only hope was in total reliance on God, who alone can give eternal life.
 In fact, calling Jesus “good” was an insult—not because it is inaccurate, but because it is inadequate. Jesus is much more than good; He is God. If He is not God, He is not good, either.

Since the young man put his question in terms of works, Jesus put his initial response in similar terms: “You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit adultery, do not murder, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor your father and mother.’” Sound familiar? Of course, these are taken straight from the Ten Commandments. They were just as familiar to the Jews of the first century as to us…probably even more so. They were the ABC’s of Jewish life.

So we are not surprised to hear the young man say, “All these I have kept since I was a boy.” Doubtless he was sincere, because for him keeping the law was a matter of external conformity. That the law also required inner obedience, which no one can fully satisfy, apparently escaped him completely. Paul speaks of having had a similar outlook before his conversion in Philippians 3:6.

But the young man knew there had to be something more. He had followed all the rules, yet his life was still empty. He had no assurance, no peace, no joy. He was living a life of religion, but he had no relationship to God. That’s why he came to Jesus in the first place.

Now Jesus lowers the boom. “You still lack one thing. Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” Jesus was not saying that you could be saved by giving everything you own to the poor. Rather, He was speaking to this one specific wealthy man, weighing the value of eternal life against the other possessions in his heart.
 There is an implied call to faith, for the man could not do what Jesus asked without trusting Him wholeheartedly. The call to give everything away was more than simply a dramatic challenge: it showed that the man had not understood the commandments he professed to have kept.
 Jesus was offering him a chance to prove that he loved his neighbor as himself. Go! Sell! Give! You say you love your neighbor as yourself? Prove it!
 

Nobody is saved by giving all his wealth to the poor, but nobody can be saved who will not repent of his sins and turn away from them. This young man was possessed by the love of money and he would not let go.
 Jesus still does this today. He finds the one thing that stands between us and Him and He puts His finger right on it and holds it there. It is not always wealth. Sometimes it is pride. Sometimes it is lust. Sometimes it is a godless friendship. What ever it is, Jesus will put His finger on it.
 He asks, “What is most important to you?” (That is just another way of saying, “Do not have any God before me—Commandment #1.) Salvation is only for those who are willing to give Christ first place in their lives.

We read of the young man’s choice in verse 23, “When he heard this, he became very sad, because he was a man of great wealth.” He turned and left sorrowfully because he wasn’t ready to value the Kingdom more than his cash and possessions. Sadly, many follow in his footsteps. When people refuse to come to Christ because of what they might have to give up to be a disciple, their choice reflects what they value most in life.

It’s important to realize that it is not possessing riches that keeps people out of Heaven; Abraham, David, and Solomon were wealthy men, and they were men of God. It is being possessed by riches and trusting them that makes salvation difficult for the wealthy. Wealth gives people a false sense of success and security, and when people are satisfied with themselves, they feel no need for God.

Nor does this mean that God only cares about the poor. Salvation, for rich or for poor, is always a miracle of divine grace, it is always God’s gift. God is not only more demanding than people care to think, but also more generous than they dare to hope.

The rich young ruler is a warning to people who want a Christian faith that does not change their values or upset their lifestyle. Jesus does not command every seeking sinner to sell everything and give to the poor, but He does put His finger of conviction on any area in our lives that comes before Him. As Warren Wiersbe concludes, “The rich young ruler may be the only man in the Gospels who came to the feet of Jesus and went away in worse condition than when he came.”

Amazingly, this rich young man, so eager to do whatever necessary to obtain eternal life, walked away. And, perhaps even more amazingly, Jesus let him walk. He didn’t chase him down and say, “Hey, hold up! Did I say ‘everything’? You don’t have to sell everything. I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement.” Jesus didn’t treat this as a negotiation.
 We might think, “What kind of evangelism is this? Jesus would have failed personal evangelism in almost every Bible college or seminary I know!”
 Maybe that says something about our ideas of personal evangelism.

Then we turn to Luke chapter nineteen. We are introduced to a man who could not be more opposite than the young man we just considered…except that this man was also wealthy. Verse one begins, “Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through.” On His last journey from Galilee to Jerusalem Jesus came to the city of Jericho. And in that city He met a man by the name of Zacchaeus. Luke describes him as “a chief tax collector and was wealthy.” In the original Hebrew, the name Zacchaeus means, “Despicable Me.” No, not really. It is Hebrew for “pure” or “righteous,” which must have made the residents of Jericho roll their eyes is disbelief. The title “chief tax collector” is not found anywhere else in the Bible, so its precise meaning is unknown, but it seems to point to the head of the local taxation department. Zacchaeus would employ others in the actual collecting of the taxes, while he passed on what the Romans required.

This is how it worked: Jewish tax collectors would go out on behalf of the Roman government—the occupying enemy—and they would take money from the Israelites—their own people. They would say to their people, “Taxes this year are $150.” And they’d give one hundred dollars to the Romans and then pocket fifty dollars for themselves. This is how tax collectors grew wealthy. Each tax collector would then give a percentage of the fifty dollars they’d pocketed to the chief tax collector. That was Zacchaeus. He wasn’t just a sinner; he sinned for a living. It was his job. It was what was on his business card: Certified [Public] Sinner.

Zacchaeus was good at what he did, and he was wealthy because of it. He was hated because of it, too. Verse three tells us that Zacchaeus wanted to see Jesus but he could not see over the crowd because he was short of stature. (I doubt that many of the citizens of Jericho were interested in helping him, either!) So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree in order to see him. This tree is described as being “very closely related to the mulberry.” It was an easy tree to climb and was often planted by the roadside.
 It was a sturdy tree from 30 to 40 feet high, with a short trunk and spreading branches, capable of holding a grown man.

This has all the makings of a comedy. Imagine the CEO of a successful business climbing up a tree in order to see somebody coming through town! The townsfolk would have laughed if they didn’t hate his guts so much. But the story takes an unexpected turn in verse five: “When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.’” Zacchaeus was delighted, while the crowd was disbelieving. In verse seven we read, “All the people saw this and began to mutter, ‘He has gone to be the guest of a “sinner.”’” That’s it! There goes the neighborhood!

While the people were shaking their heads, Zacchaeus was receiving an extreme makeover. Verse eight announces, “Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, ‘Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.’” Wow! This crook went from cheating to charity, from ripping people off to returning his ill-gotten gains to his victims! Unlike the rich young ruler, Zacchaeus was willing to part with his wealth in order to follow Jesus.

In verse nine Jesus states, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.” Zacchaeus was not saved because he promised to do good works. He was saved because he responded by faith to Christ’s gracious word to him. Having trusted the Savior, he then gave evidence of his faith by promising to make restitution to those he had wronged. Saving faith is more than pious words and devout feelings. It creates a living union with Christ that results in a changed life.

What about the phrase, “son of Abraham”? Wasn’t that an obvious fact? No, not the way Jesus meant it. Zacchaeus was a son of Abraham not because he was Jewish, but because he believed. Romans 2:28 says, “He is not a Jew who is one outwardly.” Then what makes a true Jew? Romans 4:11 says that Abraham is the father of all who believe. Galatians 3:7 says, “It is those who are of faith who are sons of Abraham.” All who trust in Christ are Abraham’s real offspring. Thus a true son of Abraham is the same as a believer.
 Zacchaeus became what we would call a Christian. He counted the cost and, unlike the rich young ruler, was willing to pay the price.

The story ends in verse ten, where Jesus says, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” John MacArthur notes, “There is no more glorious truth in the Bible than the words of Luke 19:10. From the human viewpoint, it may represent the single most important truth ever recorded in Scripture.
 

So, how does this translate into the twenty-first century? I believe a number of truths emerge from these texts that apply to our lives today. 

First, enthusiasm is not the same as commitment. The rich young ruler was full of enthusiasm, the kind many pastors and churches drool over. I can hear it now: “Oh, he’s rich…just think of how much he will give in the offering! He’s young…right in the targeted demographic for church growth! And he’s a ruler…let’s put him in charge!” He had so much potential…yet he had one glaring problem. He had a god, and it wasn’t our God. Enthusiasm is an emotion that quickly fades in the face of adversity. It is not the same as commitment.

Second, earned salvation is not salvation at all. We are saved by grace through faith, not by works…although true salvation is evidenced by works. The rich young ruler thought he had to perform in order to be saved. Zacchaeus was saved (by grace) and then he demonstrated his faith through his generous offer to repay his victims and to aid the poor.

Third, everything is the cost of discipleship. The problem with the rich young ruler was not that he owned wealth, but that his wealth owned him. Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:6-10, 

But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

The Christian landscape is littered with the wreckage of lives lost to the love of money. Money is not the root of all evil; the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Nor are rich people inherently evil; as we pointed out earlier, several biblical characters were wealthy and godly. Later in that same text in 1 Timothy 6 Paul writes, 

Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life (1 Tim. 6:17-19).

But this isn’t just about money and material possessions. Anything that we value more than God is an idol. And it doesn’t even have to be a thing…an idol can be a dream, a reputation, a relationship, or a pleasure. If we hold onto it more than we hold onto God, it is an idol. 

At some point Jesus will ask us to let go of anything that threatens Him in the top spot of our lives. For the rich young ruler, it was his wealth. For Abraham, it was his son. For the first disciples, it was their careers and families. 

We read in Luke 9:23-25,

“If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self?”
For each person, the cost of discipleship is unique; yet, in another way, the cost is universal. We must be willing to lay everything down at the feet of Jesus. 

Are you?
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