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“Counting the Cost” 

Text: Luke 14:25-33 

 

Sometimes I look back at my choice of sermon Scriptures, I want to kick myself for those quick 

decisions. When you start digging into study, you begin to realize how challenging some of these 

texts are, for us as preachers, as well as for us as followers of Jesus. He’s got a doozy for us 

today, so let’s prepare our hearts with prayer. 

 

Lord,  

We want your yoke to be easy and our burden light, so why in the world does this story exist in 

the Scripture? Help us wrestle with all your Spirit will speak to us. Your word today truly is solid 

food. Help those of us who subsist on spiritual milk to transition well to the next stage. And more 

than anything, may we see that we are your beloved and nothing can separate us from your love. 

Amen. 

 

During our vacation a few weeks ago, the cruise ship stopped at the island of Cozumel, Mexico. 

Even though we’d also had ports in Key West and Grand Cayman, this was the first time we 

ventured beyond the confines of our home country or ship-coordinated excursions on this 

journey. Early in the day we participated in a fantastic workshop where we learned the Mayan 

and Aztec heritage around chocolate. As an added bonus, we formed our own chocolate bars by 

hand-grinding roasted cacao beans with cinnamon bark, then working sugar and vanilla into the 

paste.  

 

After trying 10 different types of chocolate produced on the island, we headed back to the ship 

with the tour but planned to return to the city beyond the gated shops of the port. Everything 

inside the gated shops was priced in US dollars. There was no need for currency exchange or 

fumbling with a calculator app to find the value of the items we wanted to buy. But as we 

ventured farther from the main tourist area, we encountered something different. 

 

At breakfast, we’d spoken to a well-traveled couple who enjoyed frequenting Cozumel on their 

cruise adventures. They recommended a restaurant that we later realized simply catered to 

American tourist palates. Being travelers who look for more authentic experiences, our 

destination quickly became a highly-rated taqueria, located farther off the beaten path. It was a 

spot without air conditioning, but teeming with character, from the gracious bilingual host who 

asked what language we’d like to speak, to the beautifully bright murals adorning the walls.  

 

We were awed by the blue corn tortillas made on demand and the wide variety of tasty toppings 

available for the tacos. But we had a little trouble with the menu since the sign only posted prices 

in pesos. We had no idea of the exchange rate. And we had no pesos. The clerk happily took our 



dollars, and we received pesos in change. We enjoyed a delicious, authentic lunch, but we didn’t 

really know how much it cost. After spending time in the cashless economy on the cruise ship, 

our vacation was a question mark of actual costs for goods and services rendered. In a traveling 

haze, we were happily oblivious to the price of our vacation incidentals. Fortunately, the taqueria 

lunch was a fantastic value and we were left with enough cash to get a cab back to the ship and 

to buy a few souvenirs along the way. But things could have quickly gone sideways under 

different circumstances. 

 

In our Scripture today, Jesus doesn’t want the people following him to behave like unaware 

tourists. His stern warning to the gathered crowd is to be soberly mindful as they ponder their 

decision to follow him. The audience Jesus is speaking to is a large crowd likely full of folks 

who’ve heard the word that a fantastic teacher and miracle maker is in town. I get the sense that 

Jesus is somewhat irritated by these hangers on and he wastes no time in testing their resolve by 

listing all the reasons they shouldn’t become disciples. 

 

Jesus is the opposite of the winsome pastors that we often see on Christian TV, whose messages 

seek to woo audiences toward all the benefits of becoming a Christian. God will bless you. You 

will know unending peace. Your church will become a better version of your family. The 

promises go one and on. Often times those sermons turn into a sales pitch where it’s all about 

what Jesus can do for you and little about the cost of following him. 

 

Jesus’ approach sounds much more like what often happens when someone wants to convert to 

Judaism.  According to Jewish law, rabbis are supposed to make three vigorous attempts to 

dissuade anyone who wants to convert. The first time you knock on the door, they are bound to 

send you away. The second time you knock on the door, they are bound to send you away again. 

The third time you knock on the door, they are bound to try to send you away, but if you will not 

go away then you may finally get through the door.  

 

According to Barbara Brown Taylor, in her sermon on this text: 

By turning away prospective converts at least three times, rabbis test the resolve of those 

who want to follow Torah. Enthusiasm is wonderful, but it can also lead people into 

water that is too deep for them. Before they jump, they need to count the cost of 

following. They need to make a sober assessment of their strengths and weaknesses— 

not only for themselves but also for the community they seek to join. Above all, they 

need to understand that there is no extra reward involved…If they decide to take the leap, 

then the following itself will be their reward. 

 

We know that Jesus was not presenting this teaching as a traditional rabbi, since this rabbinic 

tradition did not begin until many years after his death. However, we can see that Jesus wasn’t 

trying to sell what became Christianity to anyone with his lecture! More than anything, he seems 

to be trying to turn interested followers away. 

 

The first thing Jesus implores his audience to do in his lesson is to hate their families. This 

statement is shocking to us now, but it was even more shocking to his original listeners. In that 

culture, your bloodline dictated everything about your place in society: status, wealth, work, 

identity. It designated where you fit. By separating yourself from family you were adrift and 



without pedigree. For most of those at the top of the food chain, this was a cost too high to ask. It 

meant you were saying no to all the privileges of your name and wealth. To follow Jesus meant 

leaving behind everything that formed your identity and place in society. 

 

Hate is a harsh word. Many commentators point out that the word that’s translated hate in our 

NRSV can also mean things like disregard, indifference, or loving something less than 

something else. Jesus is using hyperbolic language to make a point here. He makes it clear to us 

that the call to follow him is a choice to love him even more than cherishing our families. True 

discipleship means following at all costs, knowing that everything is on the table. 

 

It's sobering. Then Jesus presses even harder, saying that those who follow him must carry their 

cross. Though he hasn’t experienced crucifixion yet, it was a practice well known to his 

audience. To be crucified meant you were humiliated. It was a tool of the Roman Empire to keep 

those who violated the authority of the state in line. In the honor/shame culture of first century 

Palestine, being humiliated through crucifixion was a stain on your reputation as well as your 

entire family line. Jesus is saying that we’d better be willing to risk shame in the eyes of the 

world because letting go of worldly status is a prerequisite to the abundant life Jesus offers. Are 

we willing to be humiliated for the name of Christ? 

 

After Jesus lands that heavy second punch, he tells two stories, one about building a tower and 

the other about a king going to war. The details of these stories are not as important as a single 

phrase found in both parables--“sitting down.” When we are making decisions about something 

as important as discipleship, we ought to take some time to seek wisdom. This is not the moment 

for impulsivity. We need to ponder deeply what it means to follow. We need to weight the pros 

and cons of following Jesus. 

 

Jesus’ admonition here makes me wonder. At other times in his ministry, he asked people to 

respond immediately to his call to follow. I wonder if the immediacy or caution in the decision 

had to do with the social status of the person who was called. We don’t know this definitively 

from our text today, but the large audience gathered to hear this sermon may have been wealthy. 

The illustrations Jesus used in these short parables pertained to people who could afford to build 

towers and understood the machinations of going to war. I wonder if those of us with more 

worldly things to lose have more to consider when we choose to follow Jesus? For the fishermen 

and tax collectors, they only had everything to gain, so why not go immediately? 

 

The final nail in our discipleship coffin is Jesus’ admonition to give up ALL our possessions. I’m 

not sure I know any folks who call themselves disciples of Jesus who actually do that. Even the 

Catholic priests and nuns I’ve met typically still have a few things of their own, despite their vow 

of poverty. 

 

After hearing this litany, I challenge anyone listening to this sermon today to raise their hand and 

say that they still qualify as a disciple. According to the requirements Jesus gives here, none of 

us do. The cost is too high and none of us can afford it. 

 



I think that conclusion can leave us feeling one of two ways: defeated or hopeful. We might feel 

defeated because we can’t live up to Jesus’ expectation of perfection. There is no way to live like 

Jesus says, so why even try? 

 

Or we might choose to see a glimmer of hope. In Twelve Step programs, the First Step is to 

admit you are powerless over whatever addiction you might have. What if we admit we are 

powerless over our need for perfection, status, wealth, or whatever is holding us back from 

following Jesus? Powerlessness is not the end, but rather our beginning point. 

 

That sounds a lot like grace to me. We usually think of grace and mercy only residing in the 

realm of salvation. But Jesus isn’t talking to us about salvation in this text. He’s talking about 

what happens after that—our process of following him. I think Jesus is making it abundantly 

clear that we need far more grace than we expect in that enterprise as well. So many of us live as 

if once we’ve made a decision to follow Jesus we are done needing grace. But we must keep 

leaving behind all the things that hinder us from following him. It’s an ongoing practice that 

requires us to continually surrender to God’s grace and mercy. And it’s clear to me that we can 

do it only by the power of the Spirit. 

 

What if we consider this cost of following Jesus and determine it’s too high? I think that’s a valid 

question. However, I’d like to posit that the cost of NOT following Jesus is even higher. In his 

book, Spirit of the Disciplines, Dallas Willard lists the things we lose if we don’t follow Jesus 

with our whole being: “Non-discipleship costs abiding peace, a life penetrated throughout by 

love, faith that sees everything in the light of God’s overriding governance for good, hopefulness 

that stands firm in the most discouraging of circumstances, power to do what is right and 

withstand the forces of evil. In short, it costs exactly that abundance of life Jesus said he came to 

bring.” 

 

It sounds to me that when we say no to following Jesus, we give up much more than when we 

choose to carry our crosses. We give up the opportunity to experience the life to the full that was 

promised us. We give up hope that all will be made new one day. So what’s our real choice here? 

I don’t think there’s any contest.  

 

But there is the reality that I’m not a perfect disciple. And neither are you. What do we do with 

that? 

 

We know we can’t do it alone. We lean on the Spirit. And we gather in worship each Sunday, in 

our homes, in our small groups, in local establishments, to encourage one another toward love 

and good deeds. We are here to hold one another accountable for the ways that we allow other 

loves to come before our first love in Christ.  

 

And it’s why we come to the Table each month, remembering as we do to count the cost of 

following the One who gave all on our behalf. So as we remember again, consider what Christ 

has done and offer yourself again today as a disciple, committed to following the Savior 

wherever he leads, even if it costs you your very life. Amen. 

 


