
Discipleship 
A sermon for September 8, 2019 

Luke 14:25-33 
 

Rally Day is a big day. Folks are back from their last long weekends for 
a little while-- sorry to remind you. New families are bringing kids to 
Sunday school and others are returning after surprisingly busy summer 
schedules. As we get back into the swing of fall activities at church and 
school, there would be no better time for an uplifting scripture passage.  
 
The Gospel reading isn’t playing along. When the reading was finished, 
and we said “the word of the Lord,” I imagine there were many of us 
that didn’t really feel like saying, “thanks be to God.” More like 
“yeouch!”  
 
The lectionary, which is the schedule of readings that I’m following, 
doesn’t seem to care that it’s Rally Day. 
 
It’s actually hard to imagine a more dense collection of what some have 
referred to as “the hard sayings” of Jesus. In case you missed them, 
here’s a sampling: 

● Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother (etc… 
cannot be my disciple.  

● Whoever does not carry the cross [their own execution device!] 
and follow me cannot be my disciple. 
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● None of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your 
possessions. 

These are hard words, to be sure. It’s not the type of pitch that most 
people are going to hear and say, “Why didn’t I think of that? That’s so 
helpful!”  
 
And so the temptation is to soften what Jesus says. The temptation is to 
give it what Biblical scholar N. T. Wright calls the “salt water” 
treatment: first you water it down, and then you take it with a grain of 
salt. That would certainly be much more helpful to the Rally Day cause. 
 
So why would Jesus say these things? 
 
C. S. Lewis is one of my favorite people to quote, if you haven’t realized 
that by now. He said that "Christianity, if false, is of no importance, and, 
if true, of infinite importance. The one thing it cannot be is moderately 
important." 
 
I come from the point of view that Christianity is in fact true. And so, 
whether we like what Jesus has to say or not, it’s really important. 
Infinitely important, even. 
 
So let’s look at a little more context of what was going on. It says Jesus 
was followed by large crowds. If these sayings of Jesus were the only bit 
of Jesus’ story you’d ever heard, you’d definitely be asking, “why in the 
world would crowds follow him?” With some more context, though, it’s 
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not too hard to imagine. The crowds were amazed by the deeds of power 
that Jesus did. They were receiving the good news of the kingdom of 
God and all that that meant-- healing, evil being defeated, forgiveness, 
reconciliation with God. That was what they wanted.  
 
This situation is not dissimilar to ours. Many among the “crowd” here 
today are here because of the wonderful things that they’ve seen Jesus 
do in their own lives in in the lives of others. To be sure, Jesus continues 
to do amazing things for those who meet him.  
 
Sometimes it can seem that, for us, following Jesus is easy. It may not be 
obvious to us as Christians in America that following Christ costs 
anything. According to a 2014 Gallup poll, 75% of Americans still 
identify themselves as Christians.  There is a sense in which identifying 1

as Christian is, well, going with the crowd. 
 
But it’s worth knowing that this chapter of Luke’s Gospel is right in the 
middle of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem. It’s in Jerusalem where Jesus will 
eventually be abandoned by all his followers and endure a painful death.  
 
To follow Jesus is to follow him to the cross.  
 
 
Jesus knew that in receiving the good news about the kingdom of God, 
the crowds were likely to miss the cost. They were likely to miss that it’s 
not just Jesus who’s going to Jerusalem to die, but it’s everyone who 

1 http://www.gallup.com/video/180305/trend-line-three-quarters-americans-christian.aspx 
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follows him, in some way or another. One way to put it is that Jesus is 
saying, ‘you can’t have the kingdom without the cross.’ 
 
There are lots of decisions we have to make every day, some large but 
many very small, where we have to choose if we’re going to follow 
Jesus or the way of the world:  

● the words we say,  
● how we spend our time or our money, 
● what we watch,  
● how we treat someone on the street,  
● whether we hold onto that grudge.  

But in our passage today Jesus picked three big things that will make it 
difficult for us to follow Jesus. These things are so important to us that 
Jesus knows that we need to be prepared. If we’re not building and 
strengthening our faith in the good times when things seem easy, if 
we’re not preparing for the hard decisions, then when the hard decisions 
come we’ll choose something else over Jesus. 
 
He doesn’t want us to be shocked when following him comes into 
conflict with our other allegiances. He wants us to follow him with our 
eyes wide open.  “See that?” he says, “That is what you need to prepare 
to encounter if you follow me. When the road gets rough, will you 
choose me?” 
 
Being a disciple of Jesus requires everything that we have and 
everything that we are. When we fall deeply in love with Jesus, we 
realize we have a choice to make: it’s Jesus first, or Jesus not at all.  
 

4 



*phew!* This stuff isn’t for the faint hearted, is it? But that’s exactly 
Jesus’ point. Being a disciple of Jesus is not easy. It means confronting 
every loyalty and hope that we have and removing anything that comes 
before Jesus. 
 
Countless examples throughout the nearly 2,000 years of Christianity 
could be lifted up to illustrate the cost of discipleship. 
 
I have a friend who grew up in a non-Christian home. She found herself 
drawn to the person of Jesus in college and she chose to become a 
Christian. She didn’t hate her family-- she loves her family. But 
following Jesus would cause a rift in her family. From her family’s point 
of view, choosing Jesus was like hating them. Katie and I, as well as 
other friends from the United Methodist Campus Ministry stood with her 
at her baptism because she had given up family to become a Christian.  
 
Another dramatic example is that of Matthew Loftus, a family physician 
who trained with Katie in Baltimore. Called to work in a missions 
hospital in Africa, Matthew, Maggie, and their family gave up nearly all 
their possessions. We were at their home in Baltimore the night they 
were giving away the remaining things that couldn’t fit in the one 
suitcase each family member was allotted.  
 
 
When World War II war broke out in 1939, German theologian Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer was in America on a lecture tour. Together with many 
faithful Christians in Germany, he found that his allegiance to Jesus 
conflicted with allegiance to the government of his county, and indeed 
with much of the German church. He had refused to align with the 
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nationalism of the Nazis and so they had banned him from Berlin and 
forbidden him to teach. But Christ called him away from the safety of 
the states back to Germany-- back to the plight of his people. And so he 
went. He ended up working with a German resistance movement as it 
tried to contact and coordinate with allied forces. In 1943 he was 
arrested and sent to a concentration camp. In 1945, he was hanged, just 
two weeks before his camp was liberated by allied forces. 
 
I doubt that Bonhoeffer knew exactly how his discipleship would cost 
him, but What I don’t doubt, however, is that he knew that it was costly. 
 
So who in the world signs up for this? Who makes a decision to pick up 
their cross and follow Jesus? 
 
The more that we strive to live for our own comfort and satisfaction 
rather than to live wholeheartedly for God, the more we find that our life 
is lacking. “Is there more to life than this?” we ask. We want the 
Kingdom, but we don’t want the cross. The message of Jesus is that the 
Kingdom is nothing less than the way of the cross. 
 
I know that people sometimes like to look at the trials of their lives and 
say, “well I guess that’s just my cross to bear.” But Jesus never places a 
cross on us.  My college friend chose to become a Christian, knowing it 
would cost her her family. Matthew Loftus chose to become a 
missionary, knowing he was literally leaving his possessions and so 
much more. Bonhoffer chose to stand up for what was right, knowing 
that the Nazi’s were putting people that did so into concentration camps.  
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Jesus isn’t asking us to go manufacture suffering for ourselves. He’s 
asking us to be faithful, no matter the cost.  
 
Pastor John Wimber said that “the economy of the Kingdom of God is 
quite simple. Every new step in the Kingdom costs us everything we 
have gained to date. Every new step may cost us all the reputation and 
security we have accumulated to that point. The disciple is always ready 
to take the next step. If there is anything that characterizes Chrsitian 
maturity, it is the willingness to become a beginner again for Christ. It is 
the willingness to put our hand in his hand and say, “I’m scared half to 
death, but I’ll go with you, Lord. I’ll risk everything to go with you. You 
are the pearl of great price.”  2

 
The cross to pick up will look different for each of us because each of us 
are different. My cross looks different than your cross, but all of our 
crosses mean sacrificing something. 
 

● Some people are not following Jesus at all. They feel drawn by the 
reality of the kingdom-- the forgiveness of sin and the possibility 
that God would save them from the messes they’ve made. For that 
person, it’s a cross to count the cost and say, “Yes, Lord Jesus, I’ll 
follow you.” 

● For another, perhaps you’ve been coming to church for a while, 
but you know that you should get up early to come to the 8:30 
service regularly so that you and your kids can attend 9:30 sunday 
school classes. It’s a sacrifice. 

● Maybe you feel led to chaperone the youth as they serve at the 
night of peace homeless shelter on a Sunday night. The only thing 

2 John Wimber, “Utter Obedience” quoted at https://joelbidderman.com/blog/2019/07/26/whatdoyousay/ 
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is that you’re a huge ravens fan, and you wouldn’t be able to watch 
the game live. 

 
Do you see what I’m saying? Pursuing God’s will costs us something. 
You know it’s sacrifice when it’s not pleasant to think about doing. 
What is the Lord calling you to NOW? Will you pick up your cross? 
 
The amazing thing is that when we make the decision to pick up the 
cross, we learn the truth of Jesus’ paradoxical words: “my yoke is easy, 
and my burden is light.” When we hitch ourselves up with Jesus and lift 
the load, the life and strength of Jesus come into us. We find that it is not 
our own strength that carries the load, but the strength of Jesus. 
Somehow the sacrifice becomes joy. We find that we can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens us. We find that we actually can carry 
our cross.  
 
Will you allow God to shape and mold you by the cross? There’s no bait 
and switch here. It’s not easy. If you think it’s easy, you’ve missed it. 
But this I can promise you: it’s worth it.  
 
What do you say? Will you follow Jesus? 
 
Let’s pray. Lord Jesus forgive us for ever thinking that being a Christian 
requires nothing of us. You carried your cross for our sake. Shape and 
mold our hearts so that we can carry ours with faith and in obedience to 
your word. For we ask it in your name. Amen. 
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