You Are Invited #7

“Come, But Think It Over First”

Luke 14:25-33
I am not a fan of the hard sell.

You know what I mean, right? It happens when you walk into a showroom or store and you are met with aggressive high-pressure salesmanship (literally the dictionary definition of “hard sell”
). You are coerced to buy something right then, without thinking about it or comparing it to other similar items. Some salesmen will not let you leave without making a decision to purchase.

Some Christians and preachers are that way when it comes to evangelism. They are so keen on bringing others to Christ (a good thing, to be sure) that they can become pushy, which usually leads only to pushing others away.

I’m glad to announce this morning that Jesus was never that way. If anything, He was sometimes the exact opposite. We will see one such incident this morning. Yes, He invited the people of His day—as well as us in our own day—to come, follow Him. But He did not want hasty, emotional decisions. If anything, Jesus said, “Come, but think it over first.” 
The Uncompromising Demand

Luke 14 records a time when Jesus was the guest of a prominent Pharisee. We read in verses 25-27 of the uncompromising demand He made,

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.
When Jesus left the Pharisee’s house, large crowds followed Him, but He was not impressed by their enthusiasm. He knew that most of those in the crowd were not the least bit interested in spiritual things. Some wanted only to see miracles, others heard that He fed the hungry, and a few hoped He would overthrow Rome and establish David’s promised kingdom. They were expecting the wrong things.
 He was, in fact, disturbed by His own popularity. He knew that much of the crowd’s enthusiasm was superficial, and He had no wish for them to be swept off their feet by waves of irresponsible emotion.
 And so Jesus turned to the crowd and said things that deliberately thinned out the ranks. He made it clear that, when it comes to personal discipleship, He is more interested in quality than quantity.

This is clearly an invitation—Jesus said, “If anyone comes to me…”—but to what are folks invited? Jesus was inviting them (and us) to be His disciples. A “disciple” is a learner, one who attaches himself or herself to a teacher in order to learn a trade or a subject. Perhaps our nearest modern equivalent is “apprentice,” one who learns by watching and by doing. The word “disciple” was the most common name for the followers of Jesus and is used 264 times in the Gospels and the book of Acts.

Some claim there is a difference between a Christian and a disciple of Jesus. I do not agree. Every Christian is a disciple. In fact, the Lord’s Great Commission was to go into all the world and “make disciples…teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19–20). That means that the mission of the church and the goal of evangelism is to make disciples. Disciples are people who believe, those whose faith motivates them to obey all Jesus commanded. Any distinction between “Christian” and “disciple” is purely artificial.

Now don’t get me wrong. The conditions should not be understood as works necessary for salvation but as evidence of commitment following conversion. In other words, Jesus listed these conditions as a kind of litmus test of genuine discipleship.

The first part of Jesus’ uncompromising demand seems severe: “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.”
Seriously? We are supposed to hate our own family members? No, there is no place in Jesus’ teaching for literal hatred. He commanded his followers to love even their enemies, so it is impossible to hold that He is here telling them literally to hate their earthly nearest (cf. 8:20f.). Devotion to Christ cannot be less than whole-hearted. Discipleship means giving one’s first loyalty to Jesus.

In order to interpret the Lord’s words correctly, one must be familiar with the ancient Near Eastern concept of “hate,” which is very different from our modern, Western use of the term. In twenty-first-century America, hate is “intense hostility and aversion usually deriving from fear, anger, or sense of injury; extreme dislike or antipathy.” In the ancient literature of Near Eastern cultures, hate is a matter of priorities. For example, Esau “despised” his birthright when he chose a bowl of soup over his covenant blessing (Genesis 25:29–34). Esau didn’t have intense negative emotions about his birthright—he certainly didn’t “hate” it as we would use the term—in fact, he fought hard to regain what he had lost and was inconsolable when he failed. Jesus didn’t want His disciples to cultivate a deep loathing for people or to treat others cruelly. He called for them to a make a clear, definable, decisive choice to make Him their number one priority over all other relationships, including love for self.
 So the word hate does not suggest positive antagonism but rather “to love less.” Our love for Christ must be so strong that all other love is like hatred in comparison.

The parallel passage in Matthew helps explain. In Matthew 10:37-38, Jesus said, “Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” The point is that Jesus deserves priority over every other relationship. If you must choose between Jesus and a family member, then, Jesus wins. Our love for him must be so strong that unbelieving family members think our love for them might as well be hate, because we chose to obey Jesus rather than do what they want. This is the call to and cost of discipleship.

In a practical sense, discipleship requires placing all other goals, objectives, plans, and personal desires under those of the Father. The truly committed follower releases their own will while embracing the Father’s will. Later, in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus would prostrate Himself before His Father and pray, “Father, if You are willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Yours be done” (Luke 22:42).

Jesus also demands that His disciples “carry the cross.” What does that mean? It means daily identification with Christ in shame, suffering, and surrender to God’s will. It means death to self, to our own plans and ambitions, and a willingness to serve Him as He directs. A “cross” is something we willingly accept from God as part of His will for our lives. The Christian who called his noisy neighbors the “cross” he had to bear certainly did not understand the meaning of dying to self.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who famously wrote in his book The Cost of Discipleship, “When Christ calls a man or woman, he bids them die,” went on to write,
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.

That is not what Jesus meant by carrying one’s cross. He was telling them that becoming his disciple would involve some form of suffering. Not every Christian disciple’s suffering is the same, but every Christian disciple will suffer. To bear your cross and follow Jesus means to identify with Him. And as Jesus told his disciples in John 15:20, “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.”

The Underlying Decree

This whole bit about hating one’s family and carrying one’s cross seems a bit severe, doesn’t it? Where did Jesus come up with such extremism? Believe it or not, this is nothing new. The underlying decree of Jesus’ demands is found in Exodus 20:3, the first of the Ten Commandments: “You shall have no other gods before Me.” From the very beginning God demanded first place in the lives of His people.

We might think, “Well, that’s one commandment I don’t have to worry about! We don’t have idols anymore!” We read verses like 1 John 5:21, “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols,” and suppose it doesn’t apply to us. But when we read the same verse in the New Living Translation it says, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.” 

Uh-oh.

That hits close to home. And that’s exactly what Jesus was talking about with His uncompromising demand. No one and nothing should take precedence over Jesus. When it comes to our devotion, He will not settle to be one of many; He must be the one and only. Nothing less will do.

The Ultimate Decision
This brings us to the ultimate decision. Again, Jesus was not using hard sell tactics here. He did not want disciples who did not realize what they have let themselves in for. Counting the cost is important.

So in verses 28-33 Jesus offered two analogies to illustrate conscious, eyes-wide-open commitment. Both depict people making all-or-nothing decisions before proceeding. Jesus didn’t want foolhardy promises; fickle disciples do more harm than good to the cause. No, He wants only those who take on the hardships with a reasonable understanding of the cost.

“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.
These are a clear warning to those who want to have Jesus without counting the cost. He counseled the frivolous multitudes to calculate the cost carefully before following Him. He sought only those willing to invest all they had in his kingdom.

The point here is not that we all have to take vows of poverty and sell everything we own. It is to avoid an emotional attachment to money or possessions. Again, it’s a matter of priorities. In the realm of relationships, Christ comes first. When planning your life, subject all of your plans to the will of your King. And in terms of your possessions, commit them to God’s service, whether they remain in your possession or not. Disciples must let no thing possess them. Hold everything loosely.

That means recognizing that you are a steward of all you have; you are not an owner. God has given you possessions to manage. You are to thank Him for them, use them for His glory, and bless others with them. What you must not do is claim ownership. The call of discipleship is the seriously calculated decision to surrender all that you are and all that you have to the lordship of Jesus Christ.

That is what Jesus meant when He spoke of taking up one’s own cross to follow Him. And that is why He demanded that we count the cost carefully. He was calling for an exchange of all that we are for all that He is. He was demanding implicit obedience—unconditional surrender to His lordship. It is the only response that will open the gates of the kingdom. Seen through the eyes of this world, it is as high a price as anyone can pay. But from a kingdom perspective, it is really no sacrifice at all.

These words condemn all half-heartedness. Jesus is not, of course, discouraging discipleship. He is warning against an ill-considered, faint-hearted attachment in order that those who follow Him may know the real thing. He wants them to count the cost and reckon all lost for His sake so that they can enter the exhilaration of full-blooded discipleship.

Unfortunately, this is not the gospel being preached today. As John Stott put it,

The Christian landscape is strewn with the wreckage of derelict, half-built towers—the ruins of those who began to build and were unable to finish. For thousands of people still ignore Christ’s warning and undertake to follow him without first pausing to reflect on the cost of doing so. The result is the great scandal of Christendom today, so-called “nominal Christianity.” In countries to which Christian civilization has spread,  large numbers of people have covered themselves with a decent, but thin, veneer of Christianity. They have allowed themselves to become somewhat involved; enough to be respectable but not enough to be uncomfortable. Their religion is a great, soft cushion. It protects them from the hard unpleasantness of life, while changing its place and shape to suit their convenience. No wonder the cynics speak of hypocrites in the church and dismiss religion as escapism.

Jesus Christ makes total demands on His followers. If you are determined to live a life of easygoing self-indulgence, then take my advice and steer well clear of Christianity. Jesus is definitely not for you.

Jesus says, “Come, but think it over first.” He doesn’t want half-hearted followers whose commitment sways with every emotional wind. You are either a loyal disciple of Christ or you are a lost sinner. You are one or the other—there’s no middle category.
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