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DISCIPLESHIP ...  BEWARE!
Luke 14:25-33

Why you are here today?  I would like to believe that you’re here for the preaching.  Rodney
and the choir and the band would like to believe that you are here for the music.  Why are you here 
today?  There’s probably at least one guy here who is in attendance because his wife made him 
come ... she went with him to a ball game in the last week, so it was only fair.  There is a young man 
here hoping that a very special young lady will pay him a bit of attention as they sit near one 
another.  Lots of reasons.  But of all the possible reasons why you are here this morning, let us 
assume, just as a working hypothesis, that you are all here because you are trying to follow Jesus.

You could have slept late ... lots of people do.  You could have gone to the beach or played 
golf ... it’s a good day for that.  But maybe you are here in worship because you’re trying, in your 
own little corner of the world, to follow Jesus ... to be a disciple.  And it is my job to help you do just that
... primarily by exposing you to what God has to say to us through scripture.

But wait ... did you pay attention to today’s gospel lesson?  For Pete’s sake ... another one of 
those “hard sayings of Jesus!”  And it’s definitely not what I’d call a “church growth” text, is it?  

Think about a Pastor Nominating Committee sitting with a candidate and they ask her:
“Reverend, tell us something about your understanding of church membership.”

“Well, let me see.  The first rule is you must hate your father and mother, your wife and 
children, your brothers and sisters ... yes, even your own life.  Then you must be prepared to die for 
the cause.  And as Jesus has said, anyone who is not prepared to give up EVERYTHING cannot be a 
member.”

“Uh-huh.  Well, thank you, Reverend.  We will get back to you as we continue our search.” Sure!

Is that the kind of church that would appeal to you?  A few, maybe.  But most would be 
drawn to something more in the vision of a Norman Rockwell painting: a third grade Sunday School 
class full of little girls with blond pigtails and little boys with slingshots in their back pockets, all of 
them bowing their heads in prayer; families lined up in a comfortable pew in a sanctuary, a 
spectrum of light flooding over them as it filters through the stained glass; a graying, gentle pastor
who is a friend to everyone and would rather die than ever hurt or offend.  That is what appeals to 
most.

Then we hear Jesus: unless we hate our families, carry our crosses, and give up all our 
possessions, we cannot be his disciples.  So why don’t we all ... you and me both ... just turn in our 
resignations right now?  Because clearly, none of us has what it takes.

Barbara Brown Taylor, in her book, “High-Priced Discipleship,” says this:
If Jesus were in charge of an average congregation I figure there would be 

about four people left there on Sunday mornings, and chances are those four would 
be fooling themselves. Jesus would greet newcomers by saying, ‘Are you absolutely 
sure you want to follow this way of life? It will take everything you have. It has to come 
before everything else that matters to you. Plenty of people have launched out on it 
without counting the cost, and as you can see they are not here anymore. The other 
thing is, if you succeed – if you really do follow me – it will probably get you killed. 
Why don’t you go home and think it over? I would hate for you to get in over your 
head.’ (Barbara Brown Taylor, “High-Priced Discipleship,” Bread of Angels, (Cambridge, 
MA: Cowley Publications, 1997), pp. 46)
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Just what are we dealing with here? 
How are we supposed to understand?  

The first thing is to look at the context.  The passage starts out by saying, “Now large crowds 
were traveling with him...”  This itinerant rabbi had become popular, and suddenly ... like a rock star
... the groupies had begun to gather.  They had heard about his preaching and teaching; they had 
especially heard about his miracles; they wanted to get close to this incredible character and 
experience the unusual energy that seemed to surround him.  Goose bumps!  Ooh!  Some of the 
more serious ones no doubt thought that maybe this was indeed the Messiah the nation had hoped
for, the one who would deliver them all from the hand of the Roman Empire.  One way or the other, 
time to Party...Par-tay!

But Jesus is less than encouraging.  He tells them they better be seriously thinking about the 
cost involved ... that there is a whole lot more to this disciple business than meets the eye.  So he 
suggests that maybe they should go home and do some serious thinking about whether or not they 
are ready for this kind of commitment.  To tell you the truth, my guess is that a lot of those folks who 
heard him that day were as puzzled by what he said as you and I are.


Well, what can we make of all this about hating our parents, our children, even our very lives?  

The best way to understand it is to realize that Jesus was using a figure of speech that we don’t use 
anymore.  In Aramaic, the word we translate “hate” has nothing to do with an emotion.  It was a way 
of expressing priorities.  So, if I say, “I love Ohio State and hate Michigan,” or to relate it to you true 
Floridians: “I love Florida State and hate Florida” (okay ... or vise-versa), it would not mean I feel true 
hatred or hostility toward one school or the other, but simply that one of those is my first choice.  In 
Jesus’ day, the way you stated a preference was by pairing two things and saying you loved one and 
hated the other.  It had nothing to do with feelings.  The issue here was priorities.

Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem and he knows what lies ahead.  With the benefit of 20/20 
hindsight, Luke knows even more.  Again, listen to Barbara Brown Taylor:

“When (Luke) wrote his gospel, Christians were already being persecuted for 
following Jesus. To have a Christian in the family was dangerous for everyone, because 
the Romans were thorough. If they found one believer in a household they would 
arrest everyone, so it really was true that turning toward Jesus meant turning away 
from your family, whether you wanted to or not. Once you made following Jesus your 
first priority, everything else fell by the wayside – not because God took it away from 
you but because that is how the world works.” ( ibid., p. 47) 

And so, YOU make the choice.


A while back Will Willimon, Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, got a call from an upset 
parent ... a VERY upset parent.  “I hold you personally responsible for this,” the parent stated.

“Me?”  Will asked.
This father was hot ... upset because his graduate school bound daughter had just informed 

him that she was going to chuck it all (“throw it all away” was the way the father described it) and go 
do mission work with the Presbyterians in Haiti.  “Isn’t that absurd!” shouted the father.  “A BS degree 
in mechanical engineering from Duke and she’s going to dig ditches in Haiti!”

“Well, I doubt that she’s received much training in the Engineering Department here for that 
kind of work, but she’s probably a fast learner and will probably get the hang of ditch-digging in a 
few months,” Will said.
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“Look,” said the father, “this is no laughing matter.  You are completely irresponsible to have 
encouraged her to do this.  I hold you personally responsible,” he said.

As the conversation went on, Dr. Willimon pointed out that the well-meaning but obviously 
unprepared parents were the ones who had started this ball rolling.  THEY were the ones who had 
her baptized; They were the ones who read Bible stories to her; they took her to Sunday School; they
let her go with the Presbyterian Youth Fellowship to ski in Vail.  Will said, “You’re the one who 
introduced her to Jesus, not me.”

Meekly replying, the father said, “But all we ever wanted her to be was a Presbyterian.”  
Hmmmmmmmm.


One of the keys to understanding scripture, especially difficult passages like this one today, 

is to remember who is speaking and what we know of him or her from previous encounters.  Here 
our speaker is Jesus ... one we have come to know as caring and compassionate ... one who goes out 
of his way to be welcoming, even to the outcasts of society.  And then suddenly, we’re hit in the face 
with words that sound like he’s pushing us away, putting up a wall that appears to be an impassable
barrier.  

How on earth are we supposed to understand?

I’ve thought a lot about it over the years as I’ve tried to follow Jesus, and the conclusion I’ve 
come to is: I think this is just a matter of Jesus refusing to lead us on. You see, he’s not going lie to us ... 
he refuses to make his way sound easier than it is.  No false pretenses.  Folks, discipleship makes a 
difference ... it makes a difference in the way we live and love and work ... in all the encounters of our 
lives.  If it doesn’t make a difference ... then you and I are doing something wrong!


Let’s talk for just a moment of the practicalities of discipleship:
Discipleship might mean giving up a financially stable career for service somewhere on the 

other side of the globe.  It could mean participating in a work trip in Mexico next year to help 
Christian brothers and sisters who have only limited resources themselves.  It could mean being part 
of a ministry in a dangerous neighborhood right here in Jax.  It could mean getting up early on a 
Saturday morning and coming here to work along side your church family members making this 
place look better on a “work day.”  It could mean something as simple as making certain you are here 
for Sunday School from week to week because you know, don’t you, that the Greek word we 
translate as “disciple” really means “learner.”  Bottom line: Being a disciple makes a difference in the 
way we live.


When we lived in Oklahoma I had the opportunity to hear one of our generation’s truly great 

preachers, Fred Craddock. At a gathering of ministers in our presbytery in Oklahoma City Fred 
shared a story from the early years of his ministry in Custer City, Oklahoma, a town of about 450 
souls ... as he described it.  There were only four churches: a Methodist church, a Baptist church, a 
Nazarene church, and a Christian church (where Fred served).  Each had its share of the population 
on Wednesday night, Sunday morning, and Sunday evening.  Each had a small collection of young 
people, and the attendance rose and fell according to the weather and whether it was time to 
harvest the wheat.

But the most consistent attendance in town was at the little café where all the pickup trucks 
were parked, and all the men were inside discussing the weather, and the cattle, and the wheat 
bugs, and the hail, and the wind, and if there’s gonna be a good crop this year.  All their wives and 
sons and daughters were in one of those four churches.  The churches had good attendance and 
poor attendance, but the café had consistently good attendance, better attendance than a couple of 
those churches.  They were always there at the café ... not bad men, but good men, family men, 
hard-working men.
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Fred says the patron saint of the group that met at that café was named Frank.  Frank was 
seventy-seven when they first met.  He was a good, strong man, a pioneer, a rancher and farmer, 
and a prospering cattle man too.  He had been born in a sod house; he had his credentials, and all 
the men there at the café considered him their patron saint.  “Ha!  Ol’ Frank will never go to church!”

Fred says, “I met Frank on the street one time.  He knew I was a preacher, but it has never 
been my custom to accost people in the name of Jesus, so I just was shaking hands and visiting 
with him, but he took the offensive.  He said, ‘I work hard, I take care of my family and I mind my own 
business.  Far as I’m concerned, everything else is fluff.’  You see what he told me?  ‘Leave me alone, I’m 
not a prospect.’  And so I didn’t bother Frank.  That’s why the entire church, and the whole town 
were surprised, and the men at the café church were absolutely bum-fuzzled when old Frank, 
seventy-seven years old, presented himself before me one Sunday morning for baptism.  I baptized 
Frank.  Some of the talk in the community was, ‘Frank must be sick.  Guess he’s scared to meet his 
Maker.  They say he’s got heart trouble.  Going up there and being baptized, well, I never thought 
Ol’ Frank would do that, but I guess when you get scared...’  Just all kinds of stories were buzzing 
around.”

Dr. Craddock goes on: “We were talking the next day after his baptism, and I said, ‘Uh, Frank 
... you remember that little saying you used to give me so much: “I work hard, I take care of my 
family, I mind my own business?”’

He said, “Yeah, I remember.  I said that a lot.”
I said, “You still say that?”
He said, “Yeah.”
I said, “Then what’s the difference?”
He said, “I didn’t know then what my business was.”


And so we come full circle.  As we began this morning, I asked why you were here.  I hope it’s 

because you know what your business is, that your priorities are straight ... or if they are not, you 
KNOW they’re not, but you want them to be.  If so, Good.  You’ve come to the right place.

To conclude, let me share a little secret with you: Here’s the danger of discipleship ... it changes 
you.  Suddenly, you see the world through new eyes ... the eyes of Jesus.  You see needs and you want 
to fill them; you see hurts and you want to heal them.  

Discipleship ... Beware!  There is a danger ... it changes you, and keeps on changing you ... for now
and always.

Amen and Amen!


