EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#8 The Two Builders: What’s It Cost?
October 31st, 2010 – Luke 14:25-34
Is there a difference between a disciple and a believer? There is no such thing as an instant disciple. A Russian comedian, Yakov Smirnoff talks about when he first moved to America, he was amazed at the variety of instant products he could buy in the store. There’s powdered milk: just add water and you have milk. There’s powdered orange juice: just add water and you have orange juice. Then he saw Baby Powder and thought, What a great country! If you want a baby, just add water! Some people think that’s how discipleship works. You take a child, get them baptized, and “poof” you have a fully-devoted follower of Jesus–a real disciple. 

 Luke 14: 25: Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them… Jesus turns to them, which was actually a very dramatic act. It has the idea of twisting forcefully with a deliberate effort. What would you say if Jesus spun around this morning, pointed at you and asked: Why are you following me? Some of them just wanted to see a miracle or get another free meal. A sign in the window of a company: We have been established for over 100 years and have been pleasing and displeasing customers ever since. We have made money and lost money, suffered the effects of coal nationalization, coal rationing, government control, and bad payers. We have been cussed and discussed, messed about, lied to, held up, robbed, and swindled. The only reason we stay in business is to see what happens next. Folks are very curious. We enjoy checking things out for ourselves. Ever noticed that an auto accident on a four-lane highway slows traffic on BOTH sides? People tend to slow down to see what happened. That was the crowd in Jesus day.  Like the crowd we at times want to see what happens next! In life or in the kingdom!
The crowd is about to become much smaller. Jesus starts describing what a real discipleship is all about. It was not popular then and it is not popular now. We are challenged to grow toward maturity in Christ while bringing others along with you. A hog and a hen sharing the same barnyard heard about a church’s program to feed the hungry. The hog and the hen discussed how they could help. The hen: We’ll provide bacon and eggs for the church to feed the hungry. The hog: There’s only thing wrong with your bacon and eggs idea. For you, it only requires a contribution, but from me, it will mean total commitment!  It requires total commitment. The real question is: What’s It Cost? 

People choose to follow Jesus on several different levels of relationship. It’s like a set of concentric circles. On the outside you have the community. They have no church home. Dropped out or have no relationship to Jesus Christ. Next, you have the crowd. The mob following Jesus knew who He was, but they would soon be gone. Today, the people who express an interest in Jesus represent the crowd, but they seldom ever worship with other believers. 
A deeper level of commitment is the congregation. These are people who attend church on a fairly regular basis.     They have affiliated with a local church and have a deeper level of intimacy with Christ and His body. But there is a level deeper than that which we could call the committed core. These are the ones within the church who are real disciples. Like in many organizations, in the church about 20% of the people do 80% of the work and give 80% of the financial support of the church. That’s the committed core. Which circle represents where you are today?    Where would you like to be? The job of a disciple is to become part of the committed core and then move out into the community to make more disciples. This morning we look at five marks of discipleship:

                                             A FAMILY: LOVE JESUS SUPREMELY

Verse 26: 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. These words from Jesus are quite strong and intended for all of us.  Imagine how offensive this statement would have been to those listening in a culture where honor of parents was the highest obligation and family was one’s greatest joy.  One pastor entitled his message on this text: How to hate your wife. Jesus often used figures of speech to give His words a greater impact. Here, He simply employed hyperbole. Hyperbole is an intentional exaggeration to emphasize a point. Wives use hyperbole all the time when they say something like: I’ve told you a million times to put the seat down.  Point well made.

The Greek word means something totally different than our English word for hate. The word means to prefer above. What Jesus is saying is that to be a disciple, we must love Him more than we love anyone else–even family.         Our love for Jesus should be so powerful that in comparison, it seems as if you hate everyone else. It is also true that sometimes your love for Jesus will alienate you from others, even your family.
Dayna Curry and Heather Mercer were arrested by the Taliban and held prisoner for 128 days in Afghanistan.       Both are committed Christians. Dateline interviewed Heather’s mother. It was the kind of story the media likes because they discovered Heather’s mother was totally opposed to her decision to work in Afghanistan. The media really tried to play up the story to show Heather’s commitment to Christ had divided her family. They wanted to keep asking here how she could do something her mother opposed. That’s what Jesus meant in verse 26.

In her book, Prisoners of Hope, Heather wrote: We answered hard questions posed by our families and friends. Extraordinary are the parents who don’t balk at the idea of their child moving to a third-world, war-ravaged, drought-stricken country–and, in this case, a country serving as a hub for international terrorist activity. That we had decided to go as Christian aid workers to a country where a harsh, unpredictable regime severely curtailed religious freedom gave most of our loved ones pause at best, and otherwise prompted serious alarm. We were asked: ‘Aren’t you being foolish? Why would you jeopardize your own safety?  If you truly follow the Lord, you won’t have to look for people to ridicule you and oppose you, they will find you–and they may be your family. 

A CROSS: DEATH TO SELF
Verse 27: And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. This can be a confusing statement.  I’ve had someone say to me: I have lower back pain, but I guess it’s just the cross I must bear. The cross we associate with putting up with an obnoxious relative or living with an illness or some other affliction. Today, the image of the cross has lost its horror. Today, the cross has become a piece of harmless jewelry.  What if we began to wear little miniature models of an electric chair.  What if someone made a syringe of poison and started offering it as jewelry to wear? Can’t you hear someone walking up to you: I love your electric chair, where did you get it?  
The true message of the cross is death. In Jesus’ time, it was a horrible, agonizing tortuous mode of execution.         It was the noose, the electric chair, the lethal injection of His day. In the time of Jesus when you saw someone carrying a cross it meant one and only one thing–they were as good as dead.  A few years ago a book came out: Dead Men Walking.  It referred to a death row prisoner walking from his cell to the place to be executed. While he passed by the cells, the other prisoners would say: Dead Man Walking. He’s alive and walking but he’s as good as dead. That’s a good description for the disciple of Christ. We must put to death the self-directed life. 
Dietrich Bonheoffer wrote a classic book on discipleship: The Cost of Discipleship. He was a German pastor during WWII. Because he opposed Hitler and the Nazis, he was imprisoned where he died before the war ended.   He wrote: The cross is laid on every Christian. As we embark upon discipleship we surrender ourselves to Christ in union with his death–we give over our lives to death. The cross is not the terrible end to an otherwise god-fearing and happy life, but it meets us at the beginning of our communion with Christ. When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die. In many ways, a dead man is set free. We are not truly free until we understand what it is to be crucified with Christ. This involves death to sin and self – our independence, agendas and expectations.
Wilbur Reese writes with biting sarcasm: I would like to buy $3 worth of God, please.  Not enough to explode my soul or disturb my sleep, but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk or a snooze in the sunshine.  I don’t want enough of him to make me love a black man or pick beets with a migrant.  I want ecstasy, not transformation.  I want the warmth of the womb not a new birth.  I want about a pound of the eternal in a paper sack.  I’d like to buy $3 worth of God, please. That’s pretty well how many approach discipleship, isn’t it? They want to pick and choose 
what that discipleship will involve. Many want the blessings of God without being transformed by Him. Come and die is much more difficult than come and be blessed isn’t it? When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.
A TOWER: FINISH STRONG
Verse 28-30:  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. They make great plans but do not count all of the costs.  They come up short in the end and do not finish strong. Folks must have laughed at the man with the half-finished tower. The older I get, the more I realize there can never be any “coasting” in the Christian life. There is no such thing as spiritual retirement. Not everyone in the Bible finished well. Noah ended as a drunken man who got naked and cursed his son.  Solomon’s many wives turned his heart from God. Did not finish well!
Billy Sunday was a professional baseball player from 1883 to 1890 for Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia.      He held the National League record for running bases in fourteen seconds.  His record of ninety-six stolen bases in one season was exceeded only by Ty Cobb's mark of ninety-eight. He was one of the most famous preachers of his day. He laid the ground work for Billy Graham in Crusade Evangelism. He said: Stopping at third adds no more to the score than striking out.  It doesn’t matter how well you start if you fail to finish. Sometimes in our Christian lives, we are guilty of this. We start off as balls of fire ready to do whatever God tells us to do. As time go by, we become a little lax in our duties. We begin to become so comfortable with the Christian life that we begin to lose our passion of walking with Christ. Before long, we begin to coast in our Christian lives and make no more strides to grow. This leads to a life that does not finish strong. 

Philippians 1:6: Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion.      The good news is none of us are finished yet. It doesn’t matter what has happened in the past, you still can finish well. The finish line is still ahead. Are you sitting down on the track? Are you going to barely drag yourself across the finish line, or are you going to finish well?  A real disciple finishes strong.
A WAR: SURRENDER EVRYTHING

Verse 31-33:  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. Jesus describes two kings. One is outnumbered, so he wisely approaches the stronger king and makes peace before the battle ever begins. You and I are one of the kings and God is the other. Guess which one we are? Because we can never win against God, we must surrender to Him. In Jesus’ time a surrendering king could be made into a slave of the opposing king, so it required great humility to bow down and ask for terms of peace. It takes humility to surrender all to Jesus.
We must give up control of our lives to Jesus and allow Him to lead. And that’s hard to do. We don’t like to give up. It’s like a lifeguard who sees a drowning man from the beach.  Just when it seems the man is going down for the last time, the lifeguard swims out, grabs the man and brings him back to shore. People on the shore: You saw he was drowning, why didn’t you go out sooner? The lifeguard: You could see that he is much bigger and stronger than me. If I had gone out sooner, he was thrashing and kicked so violently that he would have probably drowned both of us. As long as he was trying to save himself, I couldn’t save him. But when he got tired, and gave up, then I knew I could save him. As long as we think we can control our lives we sink pretty fast. We must learn to give up control.

John Griffith was the controller of a great railroad drawbridge across the Mississippi River. One day in the summer of 1937 he decided to take his eight-year-old son, Greg, with him to work. At noon, John put the bridge up to allow ships to pass and sat on the observation deck with his son to eat lunch. Time passed quickly. Suddenly he was startled by the shrieking of a train whistle in the distance. He quickly looked at his watch and noticed it was 1:07 – the Memphis Express, with 400 passengers on board, was roaring toward the railroad bridge! He leaped from the observation deck and ran back to the control tower. Just before throwing the master lever he glanced down for any ships below. There a sight caught his eye that caused his heart to leap into his throat. Greg had slipped from the observation deck and had fallen into the massive gears that operate the bridge. His left leg was caught in the cogs of the two main gears! Desperately John’s mind whirled to devise a rescue plan. But as soon as he thought of a possibility he knew there was no way it could be done. The train whistle shrieked in the air.
That was his son down there – yet there were 400 passengers on the train. John knew what he had to do, so he buried his head in his left arm and pushed the master switch forward. That great massive bridge lowered into place just as the Memphis Express began to roar across the river. When John Griffith lifted his head with his face smeared with tears, he looked into the passing windows of the train. There were businessmen casually reading their afternoon papers, finely dressed ladies in the dining car sipping coffee, and children pushing long spoons into their dishes of ice cream. No one looked at the control house, and no one looked at the great gearbox. With wrenching agony, John Griffith cried out at the steel train: I sacrificed my son for you people! Don’t you care? The train rushed by, but nobody heard the father’s words. Our Heavenly Father says: I sacrificed my Son for you! I do care? Will you surrender all for me? I surrender all. I surrender all. All to thee, my blessed Savior, I surrender all. 
A MINERAL:  SANCTIFIED FOR SERVICE!
Verse 34-35:  Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is thrown out. He who has ears to hear, let him hear. Salt was very valuable. It was used to pay Roman soldiers. It was used as a preservative. It was also a form of fertilizer, and it could be used to help heal a wound. It had extreme value in this society because it was so useful.  In the religious life of the Jew, salt was a preservative. It signified God's holiness and the holiness of his people. Jesus is saying that Christians become preserving elements within society. We are sanctified - set apart to Proclaim Christ In a Changing World!
The problem with salt in Jesus day was that you couldn’t just go to the store and buy a pure bag of it. The salt they got came from the Dead Sea. When the water evaporated, it left salt, but sometimes the salt would mix with other minerals. It still looked, tasted and poured like salt, but it wasn’t salty. Since it had lost its saltiness, it was no longer useful. The only thing they could do was throw it out. The modern application would be 'running out of gas. You don’t get very far. You’re stuck. The salt less disciple, loses the ability to make a difference for Jesus. Salt does not just gradually lose its savor. The process can be so gradual that no one really notices. 

Many trees appear to be healthy when we see them in summer. But, in the winter, after their leaves have all fallen off, some find a parasitic plant called mistletoe. This slowly sucks away some of the tree’s vitality. As Christians sometimes have hidden sins, which – like the mistletoe – slowly suck away our spiritual vitality. We must always examine ourselves for those small, often unseen, parasites of sinful habits that will sap our vitality.  We humbly come to the cross where the blood of Jesus washes us white as snow. No one wants polluted salt that is of no use, and no one wants impure disciples that are of no use. How’s your serve? We are sanctified, set apart for service!
A very wealthy man lost his wife when their--only child was very young, so the man hired a housekeeper who would take care of the house and also, care for the young boy. The boy and the housekeeper became very close.   The boy died before be reached manhood. Afterward the father died from a broken heart. They could not find the will so items were auctioned off at the estate sale. The house keeper bought the picture of the little boy that hung on the wall since no one else wanted it.  As she was taking the picture apart, some very important looking papers fell out of the back of the picture. The will.: I leave all my wealth to the one who loved my son enough to buy that picture. The house keeper counted the cost of her love for that son and was willing to spend some of her hard earned money to keep the memory of that son alive. Do you love Jesus more than anyone else, even your family? Are you a dead man walking, carrying your cross? Are you committed to finishing strong for Jesus? Are you constantly surrendering everything you have to Him? Are you willing to live a repentant life so we can serve others?           Take some time to count the cost this week. The benefits are out of this world. AMEN!
