How Committed Does a Christian Need to Be » Luke 9:23-27

One of the challenges of being a pastor is the
perception of having al thereligiousanswers. | have
been asked questions that range from the basic to
thebizarre. For example, one Sunday afourth-grade
boy told me that he wanted to be a pastor when he
grows up and asked what he should do to prepare.
My first mental response was that he needed to fin-
ish high school in the next eight years, go to four
years of college and three years of seminary and
talk to me again in fifteen years. But | was afraid
that might discourage him, so instead | suggested
that hereally get to know the Bible. Read it. Study
it. Master it. Memorize it. | told him that knowl-
edge of the Bible is one of the most important and
valuable things he could do to become a pastor. A
month later he stopped me in the hall and asked
what he should do next.

Then there was the evening a man called me at
home and asked how much money he should give
to God. | explained to himthat the Bible'sprinciple
of stewardship is that everything belongs to God
and we show our love and gratitude and commit-
ment by our financia giving. |

cept Christ as his Savior from sin. But he doesn’'t
live like a Christian. He never reads the Bible,
doesn’'t pray much or go to church or give money.
He swearsalot and can be very abusive. He pretty
much lives for himself. So tell me, Pastor, when
Uncle Harry dies will he go to heaven or hell?’
It'snot an easy question soit can’t have an easy
answer. | explain that | really can’t know another
person’s eternal destiny. That'sup to God, and I'm
not God. | do know that Jesus cameto save usfrom
sin and that those who truly accept him as Savior
and Lord will be saved from sin and will go to
heaven. But, when apersontruly believes, that per-
son is changed and it's not just someday in the fu-
ture, it starts here and now. | explain that Christ’'s
change shows more in some people than in others.
It shows faster for some and slower in others. And,
it's not just that Jesus saves us from what we are
but he saves us from what we might have become.
After the explanation the question usually
comes back to, “But what about Uncle Harry?
Could hereally be a Christian and never show any
evidence of being a Chris-

told him about proportionate
giving—that many Christians
use 10% as aguideline but that
the more we have the more we
should give. | suggested he
read 2 Corinthians 8-9.

He listened patiently and
then asked me how much he

...itissimply not possiblefor a
person to accept Jesus Christ
and become a Christian with-
out being changed. Jesus al-
ways changes people.

tian? And | haveto say, “I
really don’t know about
Uncle Harry, but | do know
that itissimply not possible
for a person to accept Jesus
Christ and become a Chris-
tian without being changed.
Jesus always changes

should give. | thought | had just

people. What | suggest is

explained the basic biblical

principles, but he wanted to how exactly how
much—to the dollar. It turned out that he and his
wife were working on their family budget and got
into a serious argument over how much to give.
They couldn’t settleit by themselves so they agreed
that they would let me decide for them.

But there are some questionsthat arereally hard
for me to answer. Often they are very personal and
highly specific. They are questions about the faith
and eternal destiny of someone loved and possibly
lost. The conversation may go something like this:
“My Uncle Harry (or Aunt Jennifer or husband
George or mother Mary or abrother or asister) once
professed to be a Christian. He even prayed to ac-

that you leave Uncle Harry
to God because God is alwaysfair and just and al-
waysdoeswhat isright. But, what about you—have
you trusted Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord? What
difference is he making in your life?’
That was Jesus' approach. Jesustalked about it
in Luke 9:23-27:

... "If anyonewould come after me, he
must deny himself and take up his cross
daily and follow me. For whoever wantsto
save hislife will loseit, but whoever loses
his life for me will save it. What good is it
for aman to gain the whole world, and yet
lose or forfeit his very self? If anyone is
ashamed of me and my words, the Son of
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Man will be ashamed of him when he comes
in his glory and in the glory of the Father
and of the holy angels. | tell you the truth,
some who are standing here will not taste
death before they seethe kingdom of God.”

That's quite a list of expectations: self-denial,
loss of life and absolute allegiance. It could be
enough to scare away anyonewho is seriously con-
sidering following Jesus anywhere. These are ei-
ther totally unreasonable and excessive demands or
the best deal anyone has ever been offered.

Jesusmakesit clear that Christianity hasacost.
To beafollower of Jesusisnot alwayseasy. Infact,
it is often difficult. Jesus begins with self-denial
saying, “ If anyone would come after me, he must
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow
me.” Self-denial isvoluntarily giving up something
we want and could have. It may be that a couple
sellstheir big house and movesinto a smaller one.
Perhaps an executiveresignsas CEO to take alower
salary with less prestige. A celebrity may chooseto
leave it al behind and go to some obscure place
that most of ushave never heard of. Maybe afriend
donates a kidney to save the life of someone else.
Or ateenager throws away a CD his parents hate
but don’t know he has.

Jesus invites usto be his disciples, asking that
weregularly practice self-denial. He may ask usto
put othersfirst and not insist upon having our own
way. He may want us to let go of anger and ani-
mosity when we have been wronged. Or perhaps
he expects us to sacrifice what we want in order to
benefit someone else.

For a Christian, thisisaway of life—not to be
anice guy or out of some misdirected masochism
but for the sake of Jesus Christ. Self-denial is sur-
rendering claim to something | could have kept.
“Taking up my cross’ is accepting and not com-
plaining about a burden | would rather not have.

What might this look like? We have been
wronged, but we give up the right to get even be-
cause we follow Jesus Christ. We would prefer to
watch more television at night or sleep later in the
morning, but instead we give up some of that time
in order to pray for the needs of others. We are sav-
ing up for avacation but we give away the savings
to help someone in need. We were cheated out of
part of our inheritance by a close relative but de-
cidenot to let that damage our rel ationship. We have
something wrong physically that is never going to

get better, but we chooseto love and trust God asiif
nothing werewrong. We are hassled because of our
Christian faith but decide to take the unfair criti-
cism and treatment without letting it take us down.

Theissueisnot so much how self-denial isex-
pressed but that it is expressed daily and for Jesus
sake. It must become a habit of life because of our
relationship to Christ. We must be absolutely con-
vinced that we would rather have less with Christ
than have more without him. It is part of thedeal in
becoming a Christian. We don't live for ourselves.
We live for Jesus. We are different because of him
and for him. Whatever the price, heisworth it!

Let me ask you directly: How are you denying
yourself for Jesus?If your honest answer is“| don’t
know” or “I can’t think of anything”, | have achal-
lenge for you. Try it starting today. Think of what
you want or aready have. Decide to deny yourself
what you want in away that will help othersin the
name of Jesus Christ. Try it once. Try it twice. Try
it every day for four monthsuntil it becomesahabit.
Jesussaid, “ If anyonewould come after me, he must
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow

If that doesn’t seem radical enough for you, lis-
ten to what Jesus asks next: “ . . . whoever wantsto
save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life
for me will save it. What good is it for a man to
gainthewholeworld, and yet lose or forfeit hisvery
self.”

There is a frequent phrase that comes up in
movies about the relationship between the presi-
dent of the United States and members of the Se-
cret Service. It asksif the agentsin the presidential
protection detail would “take abullet” for the presi-
dent. | can vividly remember seeing the films of
the assassination of John Kennedy and the shoot-
ing of President Ronald Reagan. Bodyguards im-
mediately tried to determine the source of fire and
then stood in the way. One of the reflex responses
isfor the agent to throw hisbody ontop of the presi-
dent.

I’vewondered if | could do that. Lifeisavery
important thing to risk. It seems to me that putting
my lifein theline of firefor someone elseis saying
that the other person is more valuable than | am.
It's saying, “It's good if he lives and okay if | die.
Infact, it's better for meto diethan it isfor him to
die”

To be a Christian is to put my life on the line
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for Jesus. It is an upfront admission that Jesus is
worth morethan | am. His reputation matters more
than mine. What he wants is more important than
what | want. He's more important than | am.

An interesting test of Jesus' teaching came up
during the persecutions of North African Christians
during the Roman Empire. Citizens were forced to
swear allegianceto Caesar and deny Christ in order
to get the documents they needed to work, buy food
and travel. There were many church memberswho
agreed to the government’sterms and denied Christ
for the sake of their jobs and homes. When the per-
secution was over they wanted to return to the
churches, but the Christians who had suffered were
convinced that anyone who denied Christ was not
really adisciple of Christ. Many were denied reen-
try to the church.

I’ ve wondered what | would have done. Would
| have been willing to die under the rule of the Ro-
man Emperor Nero or under the Chinese dictator
Mao Tse-tung? Am | enough of a disciple of Jesus
Christ to be willing to give up my life for him?

There is a sense in which al of this may be
easier when it’s harder and harder when it's easier.
In the absolute worst of times with a very clear
choice maybe we would be willing to step forward
and die for Jesus. But in modern comfortable
Americaitistoo hardto takeastand for Jesus Christ.

Understand that I’m not “ preaching” to you as
much as| amlettingyouinas| “preach” to myself.
| find it so easy to accumulate possessions, to take
careof myself, to build up my reputation, to protect
my life, to watch out for me. Far too often | fight
for things that really don’'t mat-

be ashamed of himwhen he comesin hisglory and
in the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.”

Jesus asks for absolute alegiance. He wants his
followersto be as devoted to him now aswe would
be if Jesus came back to earth as the judge of hu-
man destiny.

Have you ever known someone who is proud
of arichrelative when thereis something to get but
ashamed of that same relative the rest of the time?
Jesus wants absolute loyalty from Christians at al
timesand in all circumstances. He wants us to be-
lieve in him and what he says whether it's popular
or embarrassing, whether we will be rewarded or
punished, whether it's here and now or someday in
heaven.

Allegianceis an attitude, but allegianceis also
actions. We dare not say we are loyal to Jesus but
then use his nameto swear, ignore histeachingson
sexual morality, hold unforgiving grudges against
others or be greedy with our money. Allegiance is
alegiance. It'sloyalty to Jesus Christ in everything.

Maybe you are thinking what |I’'m thinking—
there must not be very many Christians. How many
of us measure up to this kind of commitment that
encompasses compl ete self-denial, loss of life and
absolute allegiance?

Most of usdon’'t measure up. Neither did Jesus
disciples standing around to first hear these words
inLuke9. Later in Jesus’ biography we hear Peter
denying three times in one night that he had ever
met Jesus. Thomas had his doubts that Jesus really
rosefrom the dead. Thesearetheguyswecall “ Saint
Peter” and “Saint Thomas’. If they flunked, what
kind of chancedo any of

ter very much and hold tena-
cioudly to things | really can't
keep. Worst of all, my life can
be so consumed with al that |
have and do that thereisnotime
left for Jesus and what isreally
important. How sad because“ .

.. whoever wantsto save hislife destiny.

Jesus... wantshisfollowersto
be as devoted to him now aswe
would beif Jesus came back to
earth as the judge of human

us have?

There is a really
strange but interesting
line at the end of this
teaching of Jesus in
Luke 9:27 when Jesus
said, “1 tell you the
truth, some of you who

will loseit but whoever loseshis

are standing here will

life for me will save it. What
goodisit for aman to gain the wholeworld and yet
lose or forfeit his very self?”

Are you ready for one more? To “self-denia”
and “loss of life for his sake’, Jesus adds his call
for absolute allegiance to him saying, “ If anyoneis
ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will

not taste death before
they see the kingdom of God.” It's a hard expres-
sion to figure out. It seems to be saying, “ You dis-
ciples are going to see the best of God before you
die” Many Bible scholars think that this refers to
the next story about Jesus going up the Mount of
Transfiguration with Peter, John and James and | et-
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ting them get a peak of what Jesuswill ook likein
heaven.

But | think there may be an additional mean-
ing. Jesusis saying, “You guys arein. You are my
disciples. | expect 100% fromyou. | know you think
thisistoo much and too hard, but I’m going to help
you. I’m going to get you there. Trust me. You guys
are going to see the kingdom of God. You guys are
in.”

These teachings about radical discipleship are
not to scare anyone. They areto show us how hig a
deal it is and how serious it is to be a Christian.
Jesusisserious. Hewantsall of our lives. For those
who are ready and willing, he'll help us get there.

Thetraditional marriage vows pledge obedience
and lifelong commitment—"for better, for worse,
for richer, for poorer, in sicknessand in health, un-
til death do us part.” Is that a good deal or a bad
deal? Is that a smart promise or a stupid promise?
You know the answer—it all depends on whomyou
marry! If you marry the right person who lovesyou
with all of hisheart and will alwaysdo right by you
and you are completely committed and love him
with all of your heart, it's a great promise.

That's what Jesus Christ offersto every Chris-
tian. He promises that he will love us always, that
hewill giveushisvery best, that hewill never leave
us or abandon us, through better and worse, richer

and poorer, in sickness and in health, for ever and
ever. And what does he ask in return? He asks that
we always put him first even when that means de-
nying ourselves and what we want, he asksthat we
love him more than our own lives and he asks that
wegive him absolute allegiance aways. It iscalled
being a Christian.
Father, help usunderstand what it means
to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. As Jesus
Christ is fully committed to us, may we be
fully committed to him. By your Spirit give
us the strength and the grace to be faithful
to your Son—just as he is faithful to us.
Amen.
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