Restoring the Reality of the Gospel #6

“The Cost of Discipleship”

Matthew 19:16-26
“What does it cost?”

Whether referring to a house, a car, or a can of green beans, we want to know what something is going to cost before we buy it. Occasionally I will find an item at a store that has no price tag, no sale sign, no indication at all of a cost, and I’ll turn to my wife and say, “Look, this is free!” (Of course, if I tried to take it out of the store without paying, the store manager might have a different opinion!)

Over the past few weeks we have considered the concept of restoring the reality to the Gospel of Christ. I’m not suggesting that there is anything wrong or missing from the Gospel—just in the way it is often presented. When we share the good news about Jesus to those around us, at some point they are going to ask that same question: “What does it cost?”
For many Christians, the immediate reply is, “Nothing! Becoming a Christian is free! Jesus paid it all!” But is that really the gospel according to Jesus? Is that the way He presented His offer to men and women when He walked the earth? Let’s take a closer look at the cost of discipleship.

The Ultimate Decision

When Jesus Christ appeared on the scene of history some two thousand years ago, He confronted all He met with a decision. There was no ambiguity, no room for uncertainty, and no middle ground. He called men and women to be His disciples, and He commissioned those who followed Him to carry His call of discipleship to the rest of the world.

The Church has, in succeeding years, echoed the call of Christianity to the world through evangelism and missions outreach. But are we echoing the call of Christ? John MacArthur writes,

Modern evangelism is preoccupied with decisions, statistics, aisle-walking, gimmicks, prefabricated presentations, pitches, emotional manipulation, and even intimidation. Its message is a cacophony of easy-believism and simplistic appeals. Unbelievers are told that if they invite Jesus into their hearts, accept Him as personal Savior, or believe the facts of the gospel, that’s all there is to it. The aftermath is appalling failure, as seen in the lives of multitudes who have professed faith in Christ with no consequent impact on their lives.

Certainly the ministry of Jesus was not marked by the “appalling failure” of those who claim (and may firmly believe) that they are Christians but whose lives show no change, no effect whatsoever from what they claim to believe.

What does it mean to be a Christian? The apostle Paul writes in Romans 10:9, “That if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” He further states in 1 Corinthians 12:3, “Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.”
That seems simple enough. By making a statement of faith and believing in the heart, a person is saved, right? But consider what is being confessed and believed in each passage: it is the same thought, “Jesus is Lord.” What is meant by the word “Lord”? It is not, as some might suppose, a part of the name of Jesus. Rather “Lord” is a title, just as one would say “President Biden” or “Governor Pritzker.” These titles refer to a position and authority, implying certain powers and privileges. In this case, “Lord” means “master” or “boss.” He has the authority to control the lives of those who follow Him.

Such was the understanding of the early disciples. John Stott comments on this in light of the more modern thought,

The astonishing idea is current in some circles that we can enjoy the benefits of Christ’s salvation without accepting the challenge of his sovereign lordship. Such an unbalanced notion is not to be found in the New Testament. “Jesus is Lord” is the earliest known formulation of the creed of Christians. In days when imperial Rome was pressing its citizens to say, “Caesar is Lord”, these words had a dangerous flavor. But Christians did not flinch. They could not give Caesar their first allegiance, because they had already given it to the Emperor Jesus.

For those early Christians, the lordship of Christ became a matter of life and death. In fact, for men and women of all ages and all places, the lordship of Jesus Christ is a matter of life and death—eternal life or eternal death.

“Well, sure,” someone might say, “I can believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and that He is in control of the universe. If that’s what it means to say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ then sign me up!” But there is a difference between Jesus being the Lord and being my Lord.
 There must be a personal commitment each person makes concerning his or her own life.

Furthermore, 1 Corinthians 12:3 does not refer to just saying the words, “Jesus is Lord.” It includes acknowledging Him as Lord by obeying Him, by surrendering one’s will to His lordship, and by affirming Him with one’s deeds as well as with one’s words.
 Nowhere are we led to believe that we can use Jesus as our Savior and not own Him as our Lord. As A. W. Tozer puts it bluntly, “It is either all of Christ or none of Christ!”

The Ultimate Demand

Inherent in this decision concerning Christ are certain demands He makes. Previous studies have brought to light the demands of repentance, obedience, and sacrifice. These demands are summarized in the event recorded in Matthew 19:16-26,

Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?” 

“Why do you ask me about what is good?” Jesus replied. “There is only One who is good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments.” 

“Which ones?” the man inquired. 

Jesus replied, “‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor your father and mother,’ and ‘love your neighbor as yourself.’”

“All these I have kept,” the young man said. “What do I still lack?” 

Jesus answered, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 

When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth. 

This story is familiar to many. It is recorded in three of the gospels: Matthew, Mark and Luke. We usually call it the story of the Rich Young Ruler. All the gospels tell us that this man was rich, for therein is the point of the story. But only Matthew says that he was young (﻿Matthew 19:20﻿); and only Luke says that he was a ruler (﻿Luke 18:18﻿). It is interesting to see how, quite unconsciously, we have created for ourselves a composite picture composed of elements taken from all three gospels.

At first glance, this passage may surprise or confuse us. Here is a very willing, even eager person desiring to follow Jesus. But our Lord’s response is probably not what we would expect from Him.

Initially, Jesus turns the question around: “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only One who is good.” The other two gospels recording this incident phrase His question a bit differently. Upon being called “Good teacher” by the young man, Jesus asks, “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone” (Luke 18:19). Either way you read it, the same message comes through. Jesus is not saying that He is not good; He is saying we cannot refer to Him merely as a “good teacher.” He is either who He claims to be—God—or He is not good. We cannot have it both ways.

Then Jesus tells the young man, “If you want to enter life, obey the commandments.” Really? Is Jesus really suggesting that a person can be saved by keeping the Law? Absolutely not! Paul writes very clearly in Galatians 2:16, “by observing the law no one will be justified.” No, Jesus did not introduce the Law to show the young man how to be saved, but to show him that he needed to be saved. The Law is a mirror that reveals what we are.
 

You see, this young man had it all wrong. I like how William Barclay puts it:

This story teaches one of the deepest of all lessons for it has within it the whole basis of the difference between the right and the wrong idea of what [Christianity] is. The man who came to Jesus was seeking for what he called eternal life. He was seeking for happiness, for satisfaction, for peace with God. But his very way of phrasing his question betrays him. He asks, “﻿What must I do?﻿” He is thinking in terms of actions. He is like the Pharisees; thinking in terms of keeping rules and regulations. He is thinking of piling up a credit balance-sheet with God by keeping the works of the law. He clearly knows nothing of a religion of grace. So Jesus tries to lead him on to a correct view.


Unfortunately, he didn’t catch on. Instead of seeing his spiritual need, the young man claimed to have kept all of the commandments…since his youth! I’m sure when he heard Jesus say, “Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal,” he thought to himself, “No problem! I’ve never done any of those!” I wonder, though, if he was really listening when Jesus added, “Honor your father and mother, and love your neighbor as yourself.” Now, who in their right mind can claim to have always honored their parents and loved their neighbor all their life? 

But this young man insisted that he had kept the commandments. And yet he knew that something was lacking…else he would have turned away, satisfied with himself. “What do I still lack?” he asked. He faced the age-old question, “How good is good enough?” And what is the Bible’s answer to that? “There is none righteous, not even one” (Rom. 3:10); “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). No one’s “good” is “good enough.”

 So we read on in Matthew, Jesus answered, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” Let’s be clear about one thing: Jesus was not suggesting that someone could buy their way into Heaven by selling all of their possessions. Neither is He saying that every Christian should impoverish himself in order to be saved. Nor is He teaching that being wealthy is wrong. Many Christians down through the years have been blessed with tremendous wealth that they in turn used to further the Kingdom of God, such as R. G. LeTourneau, who made millions making large construction equipment. He tithed 90% of his earnings to the church and to missions and lived on 10%! The tragedy here wasn’t that the young man possessed wealth but that his wealth possessed him.
 And so he turned away.
I must admit, when I first read this passage I thought that Jesus was turning away an eager candidate for discipleship. But Jesus did not turn away this potential disciple. The rich young man turned away himself once he was confronted with the demand of Christ. The cost of discipleship was too high for him, as this incident depicts.

Do we literally have to give away everything we own to become Christians? No, Jesus does not require this identical action from all of His followers. (Consider Nicodemus or Joseph of Arimethea, who were both wealthy.) But we do have to be willing to forsake all, meaning that we cling to nothing that takes precedence over Christ.
 Jesus stated in Luke 14:33, “In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.”
Discipleship can tolerate no conditions that might come between Jesus and our obedience to Him.
 As Charles Stanley writes, “There is no such commodity as part acknowledgement of His lordship.”
 He demands that we bring every aspect of our lives—public and private—under His control. That is what it means to make Jesus Christ my Lord. Stott comments, “There can be no resistance, and no attempt to negotiate our own terms, but rather an unconditional surrender to the lordship of Christ.”

Such is the high cost of discipleship. For the rich young man in Matthew 19, the cost was too high. His wealth was too valuable for him to lay it at the disposal of Jesus. Perhaps for others it is a career, status, or just the thought of keeping control of their own lives. Like this young man, they walk away and do not follow Christ.

Even the twelve disciples wondered about this high cost of discipleship. Reading from Matthew 19:27, Peter spoke on behalf of the group, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?”
Jesus answered, I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first.
Is the life of discipleship worth the high price required? Jesus answers, “Yes.” The quality of life we receive both on earth and for eternity is worth any sacrifice it might entail.

The Ultimate Demonstration

How do we know if Jesus is truly Lord of our lives? A verbal statement is not sufficient evidence; how, then, is His lordship demonstrated in our lives on a daily basis.

Charles Stanley outlines eight evidences of the lordship of Christ in the life of a believer:

Jesus is my Lord when—

· I obey the initial promptings of the Holy Spirit without hesitation or argument.

· I am committed to fulfilling His will for my life before I even know what He will require of me.

· I am available to serve Him without regard to space, time, or circumstances.

· I recognize His ownership of my total life and all of my possessions—and submit to that ownership.

· Pleasing Him exceeds my desire to please others.

· I look to Him as the source of all my needs and desires.

· I am turning my difficulties and my failures into opportunities for spiritual growth.

· To know Him intimately becomes the obsession of my life.

Do these statements describe my life? Probably not perfectly. Jesus does not demand perfection from His disciples, but He does look at the direction of our lives. We must be headed in the direction of submitting to the lordship of Christ, and this will be demonstrated—albeit imperfectly—in our daily lives. While discipleship is more than desire or a verbal statement of faith, Scripture allows room for spiritual growth in the Christian life. No one fits this description at the time they decide to follow Christ. It is doubtful whether any disciple ever fully fits that description as long as he or she is on this earth!

We must each examine our own lives in light of the message that Christ preached. Are we true disciples of Jesus? Have we turned from our sins in repentance, committed ourselves to obeying His word, and are willing to sacrifice anything and everything for Him? Any message that presents a Savior who is less than Lord of all cannot claim to be the gospel according to Jesus.
 Let us restore the reality of the gospel in how we present Christ to others and in how we practice our daily lives.
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