You Are Invited #2

“Come, Follow Me”

Matthew 4:18-22
Just because something is simple doesn’t mean it is easy. We often confuse those concepts as being identical, but they are not.

Take, for instance, the call of Jesus to “follow Me.” Those words appear on at least ten separate occasions in the Gospels. Sometimes the inviting word “come” is added to read, “Come, follow Me.” Simple words, right? Nothing too hard to understand. The implication of these words, though, is anything but easy.

The first instance of this phrase from Jesus appears in Matthew 4:18-22,

As Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men.” At once they left their nets and followed him. 

Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John. They were in a boat with their father Zebedee, preparing their nets. Jesus called them, and immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him.
Then we read in John 1:43, “The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, ‘Follow me.’” In Mark 2:14, “As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax collector’s booth. [We know him as Matthew.] ‘Follow me,’ Jesus told him, and Levi got up and followed him.” Here we have six of the Twelve responding to a similar invitation: “Come, follow Me.” Simple enough, right?
In Luke 9:57-62, Jesus invites others to follow Him. The results, though, are not the same as we read earlier:

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 

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

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

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

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

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

Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”

Wow, that sounds tough! Would Jesus really turn away an enthusiastic seeker?

Consider the rich young ruler in Luke 18:22. He seemed to have it all going for him. Yet Jesus said to him, “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.” Simple words to understand; anything but easy to undertake.

Jesus’ invitation to “Come, follow Me,” does not merely refer to proximity. Yes, the original Twelve literally followed Jesus wherever He went for three years or more. But this invitation implies a complete life change. Following Jesus means surrendering control, embracing purpose, and trusting Him with the unknown adventure ahead.

A New Allegiance 

Jesus first calls us to a new allegiance. This is seen clearly in Luke 9:23-24, “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.” Those who follow Jesus must pledge a new allegiance.

Many of us know the pledge of allegiance to the American flag by heart. But did you know that before a new citizen of the United States can legally state that pledge they must affirm another first? That oath begins, 

“I hereby declare, on oath, that I absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty, of whom or which I have heretofore been a subject or citizen….”

In order to pledge allegiance to one entity, we must renounce all other allegiances. This is true spiritually as well. And that means submitting to Jesus Christ not only as our Savior but as our Lord. A. W. Tozer wrote a generation ago about the message of the false gospel, “A notable heresy has come to being throughout our evangelical circles—the widely-accepted concept that we humans can choose to accept Christ only because we need Him as Savior and that we have the right to postpone our obedience to Him as long as we want to!”

Such teaching is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German theologian during World War II, called “cheap grace,” which he claimed was “the deadly enemy of our church.” He goes on to explain, “Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.”

Jesus’ message is summarized in two phrases: “A king is demanding your allegiance”, and “Repentance and active faith is required to enter this kingdom.” His message is then made personal to Simon, Andrew, James, and John. The mandate is simple: “Leave your old life and follow me.” The gospel Jesus proclaimed was a call to discipleship, a call to follow Him in submissive obedience.

This new allegiance means that we surrender control to Jesus. After washing the feet of His disciples, Jesus told them in John 13:12-17,

When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.

If we claim to follow Jesus, if we say He is our Master and Lord, then we must relinquish control of our lives to Him. There is no other way to follow Jesus.

Paul put it in military terms in 2 Timothy 2:3-4, “Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer.” We have a new allegiance, put simply in 2 Corinthians 5:9, “So we make it our goal to please Him.” As Jesus prayed in the garden, “Not My will but Yours be done,” we must take that same attitude with Him.

A New Agenda

Following Jesus also means embracing a new agenda for our lives. When Jesus came upon Simon, Andrew, James, and John, they were all fishermen. He said to them, “Come, follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.” He did not call them to become more successful in their present line of work. He called them to an entirely new agenda.

The Gospels record that these men left their families and their livelihood to follow Jesus. The same could be said of Matthew, who left his lucrative tax collecting business to be Jesus’ disciple. The same could be said of the other members of the Twelve.

This does not mean that every Christian must abandon secular work and become full-time preachers or missionaries. It means that whatever we do we have a new agenda. It’s not about how much money we can make, how high up the ladder of success we can climb, or how secure we can make our future. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:14-20,

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God.

Our new agenda is about building God’s Kingdom as Christ’s ambassadors.

Even our perspective has changed. Paul wrote in Colossians 3:1-4,

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.
Christ followers have a new agenda, one based on eternity rather than temporary things.

A New Assurance

Finally, following Jesus brings a new assurance. We can trust our unknown future to Jesus, knowing that He will see us through. Paul wrote at the end of his life and career in 2 Timothy 1:12, “I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.” (If that sounds vaguely familiar, you are probably remembering an old hymn based on the King James Version of that verse!)

This does not mean, however, that everything is easy and comfortable. Far from it! Consider the words of Jesus to Simon Peter in John 21:18-22,

“I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!” 

Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. (This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is going to betray you?”) When Peter saw him, he asked, “Lord, what about him?” 

Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me.”

Twice Jesus told Peter, “Follow Me.” The first followed an uncomfortable prediction of how Peter’s life would end—he would be called to lay down his life for his faith. According to church history he was crucified, though probably not head down, as legend has it.

Peter then turns and sees John and asks Jesus, “What about him?” How prone we are to compare! Perhaps Peter was thinking, “If I have to go through that, he shouldn’t get off so easily!” We don’t know for sure, but we do know what Jesus said: “That’s none of your business, Peter! (Loose paraphrase) Don’t worry about anyone else—you follow Me!” That’s a good lesson for all followers of Jesus. Don’t worry about anyone else, what they’re doing or how God will deal with them. God’s specific plans vary from person to person—keep your eyes on Jesus and follow Him.

Jesus’ call to discipleship is simple—“Come, follow Me”—but this is anything but easy. Following Jesus means surrendering control through a new allegiance, embracing purpose with a new agenda, and trusting Him with the unknown adventure ahead with a new assurance.

It’s not easy, but rarely in life are the best things easy. And following Jesus is the best way to live.
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