Luke 9:57-62
“The Requirements of Discipleship”

Introduction:
     Mark Twain once said that:

“It ain't the parts of the Bible that I can't understand that bother me, 
it’s the parts that I do understand.”

Mark Twain’s words actually mirror what goes on in the hearts of most people, at least from time to time.  There are things that the Bible says that are unsettling.  They challenge us and represent a truth that makes us either afraid or that contradict cherished ideas.  The question is, whether we will choose to heed the words of Scripture in the faith that God will enable us to do what He says, or we will find a way to rationalize our disobedience to what He says.  Luke records in this passage some of Jesus’ teaching on following Him that falls in this category.  He challenges us with an unsettling presentation of what is required of those who would be His disciples.
     In this brief passage, Luke does not record for us anything about the prospective disciples, nor does he inform us what their ultimate response was to Jesus’ instruction.  This demonstrates that this passage is not about the persons involved; but is instead about the nature of following Jesus.

I. The Interpretation:
   In order to obey the instruction that Jesus gives us in this passage, we must first correctly understand it.  Therefore, this study begins with interpreting Jesus’ instruction here in context.  The passage contains three separate short interactions between Jesus and three prospective disciples.

   A. Unreserved Sacrifice (vs.57-58)
        In regard to the first would-be disciple, Luke writes; “Now it happened as they journeyed on the road, that someone said to Him, ‘Lord, I will follow You wherever You go’” (vs.57).  The opening words “now it happened” convey that what follows is not connected either chronologically or logically to what came before.  This is simply a new account that advances the theme of this portion of Luke’s Gospel.  The Greek word translated here as “road” can also be translated as “way”.  The rendering that the NKJV translators employ suggests that Luke is speaking about the physical journey that Jesus was on.  However, it is helpful to know that in the Book of Acts (also written by Luke) the Christian faith is referred to frequently as the “Way” (9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22).  Since, Luke does not include a direct reference to a physical destination here, it is likely that in this context, we are to understand that these men approach Jesus concerning His spiritual journey, seeking to follow Him in it.  This first man, without a prior invitation from Christ, offers that he would willingly follow Jesus anywhere He might lead.  There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of the man’s assertion.  However, Jesus’ answer will reveal that there is something lacking in the man’s understanding of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.
     Luke then records Jesus’ response to the man; “And Jesus said to him, ‘Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head’” (vs.58).  Jesus was saying that unlike even wild animals, He had no home of His own.  But what would that have to do with this man’s desire to be one of Jesus’ disciples?  Jesus often speaks not only in response to the words of others, but addresses what is going on in their hearts.  Jesus’ answer to this man indicates that Jesus knew that the man did not understand the sacrifice that was involved in being a follower of Jesus.  Given the times, and the perspective of even Jesus’ closest disciples, it is likely that this man was thinking that following Jesus would in a matter of time result in great earthly reward.  As noted, many times in these notes, the prevailing belief in first century Judaism was that the Messiah would be a conquering king who would defeat all of Israel’s enemies, and establish a glorious kingdom on earth, in which God Himself would be present and that would bring great blessing to the people of God.  This man seems to have come to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, but also seems to have misunderstood, just like the inner twelve, precisely what Jesus’ messianic work was.  So, Jesus is challenging the man to count the cost of following Him.  Not having a home spoke of a life of service and worldly impoverishment.  The man needed to know that where Jesus was going would involve significant sacrifice.  Further Jesus doesn’t simply use a personal pronoun, as in “I have nowhere to lay My head”, instead He speaks of Himself using the messianic title, Son of Man.  The point is that Jesus was saying that it was His messianic role that required that He live a life of sacrifice, and the same would be true for those who followed Him.

   B. Unwavering Commitment (vs.59-60)
       Next, Luke records Jesus’ interaction with the second would-be disciple; “Then He said to another, ‘Follow Me.’  But he said, ‘Lord, let me first go and bury my father’” (vs.59).  In saying “follow Me”, Jesus was extending an invitation to the man to be one of His disciples.  In response, the man addresses Jesus as “lord”.  However, though the title implies one’s subservience to the one a person calls “lord”, the man goes on to say why he cannot accept Jesus’ invitation at that time.  When the man says he must first go and bury his father, it sounds like all he is talking about is making a few funeral arrangements, and then he will be back.  However, the way death was handled in first century Palestine was different than how it is handled in twenty-first century America.  In that time, the dead were buried as soon after a person’s death as possible, almost always on the same day.  If this man’s father were already dead, he would not have been out following Jesus and listening to His teachings; he would have been attending to the details of the burial.  Since he was out and about, the man was saying that he wanted to remain with his aged father until he died.  Then, after his father was dead and properly buried, the man would begin following Jesus.  
     Luke then records Jesus’ response to the second man; “Jesus said to him, ‘Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and preach the kingdom of God’” (vs.60).  Obviously, Jesus’ words cannot be literal, one physically dead person cannot bury another physically dead person.  Instead, Jesus is speaking of death in another sense.  Jesus was speaking about those who were spiritually dead.  This indicates that the father did not share this man’s desire to follow Jesus.  In essence Jesus was saying that this man should leave worldly responsibilities to those who are worldly.  There would be others who could attend to the father when it came time for him to die.  Among the Jews of the time, the proper burial of a parent was seen as a sacred responsibility that superseded almost all others.  Though this was a teaching in Judaism, it was not rooted in the actual teachings of the O.T. (rabbinic references merely cited O.T. examples rather than any actual admonitions that would have made this such a priority).  Jesus was teaching the man that he was faced with the higher priority of spreading far and wide the good news about the coming of the kingdom of God.  This man did not understand that following the Messiah transcended all other priorities.  Until this man not only understood what the true priority was, and acted upon it, he was not ready to be a follower of Jesus.

   C. Undivided Devotion (vs.61-62)
        Concerning the third prospective disciple, Luke writes; “And another also said, ‘Lord, I will follow You, but let me first go and bid them farewell who are at my house’” (vs.61).  This third man says he wishes to follow Jesus, but asks that he might first say farewell to his family.  As with the other two men, the request seems reasonable on the surface, but Jesus’ answer will reveal that the man’s attitude reveals the ignorance of a third requirement for those who truly desire to be Jesus’ disciples.
     Then Luke records Jesus’ response to this third would-be disciple; “But Jesus said to him, ‘No one, having put his hand to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God’” (vs.62).  There is historical evidence that this basic proverbial idea was not original to Jesus.  It was originally a proverb about literal plowing.  It relates to the truism about the human body, that our bodies follow our eyes.  Therefore, if one is plowing, and one looks backward or even to the sides, one will tend to swerve while plowing which will result in curving furrows.  The practical problem with curved furrows is that it will reduce the amount of sowing one can do in one’s fields.  Jesus took this idea and applied it to spiritual realities and refers to how distracted plowing makes one unfit for the kingdom of God.  To be “fit” means to be suited, appropriate to, or useful for something.  Jesus’ point is that the individual is not really ready for a life focused on God’s kingdom, because of his backward glances.  People look toward the things that attract them, or that they are attached to.  Therefore, when Jesus speaks of the man “looking back” and uses a tense that indicates that this is a pattern rather than a quick single look, He is saying that the man’s heart was actually focused on the things he was leaving behind, and not on the kingdom of God.  Jesus was saying that this man had a divided heart.  Though he did want to follow Christ, his household was more important to him than following Jesus.  Therefore, he would never give himself completely to following Jesus.
     Together, these encounters teach us that there are three basic requirements for being a genuine disciple of Jesus: the willingness to sacrifice what might be gained in this world, in order to pursue God’s redemptive purpose in our lives and the lives of others; ordering our priorities around the teachings of Christ, rather than our own preferences or desires; and making Christ and the Father the highest objects of our devotion, above anyone or anything else.

II. The Application:
     In regard to how we are to apply this lesson, there are two different views in Evangelicalism.

     A. This Teaching Applies to Service & Reward
         The belief among the majority of Evangelical pastors and congregations is that Jesus was teaching about His expectations for our service as Christians, and what hangs in the balance are the degrees of reward in Heaven that individuals can expect to receive.  It is suggested that a richer and fuller life in eternity will be experienced by those who take the principles that Jesus teaches here to heart.  However, they assert that this passage is in no way a warning that those who do not obey this teaching will be eternally lost.  It is said to be a passage about how to have a richer experience of one’s eternal life, and not about requirements to gain eternal life.  There are three arguments advanced to support this position:    
1. The words “disciple” and “follow” are not used in any of the New Testament Epistles that are addressed to the Church when speaking about how one gains salvation.  Instead, the focus is on believing in order to be saved.
2. In this teaching, Jesus speaks about preaching the kingdom, and this is a matter of service and not salvation.  Engaging in preaching the Gospel saves no one, but it is a responsibility that Christians are to fulfill.  Therefore, Jesus is describing the activities of Christians, not how lost people are saved.
3. The New Testament specifically teaches that salvation is by grace, through faith and not by works (Eph.2:8-9).  Obedience to the call of discipleship, if it were a condition of salvation, would be salvation by works.  Since the Apostle Paul specifically teaches against salvation by works, Jesus cannot be teaching about attaining salvation in this passage.

     B. This Teaching Applies to Eternal Salvation
          Another viewpoint that is the minority viewpoint among Evangelical pastors and congregations is that Jesus is speaking here about what is required of those who will inherit eternal life as true followers of Jesus Christ.  It should be noted that among serious New Testament scholars, this is by far the majority viewpoint among both Calvinistic and Arminian theologians.  The arguments for this view are:
1. The first argument of the service and rewards view is far weaker than it seems at first.  This is because the word “disciple” doesn’t appear at all in the New Testament letters to the churches.  The change in vocabulary is simply due to the change in the historical realities.  Jesus was no longer on the earth to be literally followed, and in that age, discipleship was built specifically around following one’s master as he taught one a way of life.  However, there is enormous similarity throughout the letters to what Jesus said was required in the lives of disciples, it is simply applied to therein to the more appropriate term “believers”.  To “follow” is used at times in the letters, but there the idea is following the example of the Apostles.  The reason it is not applied to Jesus, is the same reason as the absence of the word “disciple”. Therefore, the comparison made above involves a misunderstanding of the terminology used in the NT. 
2. Within the Gospels, the invitation to Jesus is a general invitation to all, including those who are clearly not believers beforehand (Mk.10:21; Lk.18:22).  Though at times (for instance in the case of the Apostles) it is used of those who will be in full time service, this does not mean that this changes the basic sense of the term to mean something different than it meant was said to those who weren’t invited to serve as Apostles.  “Following” always involved committing oneself and one’s destiny to Jesus as one’s Savior.
3. The argument that the reference to preaching the Gospel makes this a reference exclusively to service is also weak.  Becoming a Christian involves service.  There is no evidence that Jesus or the disciples ever speak of the need for salvation apart from teaching that the salvation will result in service to God.  That service does not save a person, but the mere mention of a responsibility that characterizes a believer does not rule out that salvation is in view here.
4. In this very chapter of Luke, Jesus Himself is recorded as saying that following Him is the way of gaining life; the most basic language of the Gospel regarding how one is saved.  In these verses (9:23-26), Jesus in challenging His disciples to follow Him, speaks about the decision as one with life or death consequences.  He speaks about destruction and being lost as the result of pursuing the things of this world in contrast to following Him.  Finally, Jesus closes with a warning that to be ashamed of Him, and thus choosing not to follow, carries with it the consequence of being denied by Jesus at the time of judgment.  The passage could not be clearer that in talking about following Him, Jesus is referring to the way of gaining salvation. 
5. It is true that salvation is by grace, and through faith alone.  This is asserted in Ephesians 2:8-9.  However, if one continues to read on into verse ten, one finds that Paul writes; “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.”  The conjunction “for” introduces an explanatory clause; in other words, Paul explains why salvation is not by our works.  Paul writes that we are not our own work, but God’s work.  Our salvation is accomplished by God and not by us.  And as a part of that work, Paul says that God intended prior to our salvation that we were to be re-created in order to do good works that He produces in us.  Therefore, in the very passage cited by others who see no place for works in a discussion of salvation, we read that Paul asserts that they do have a place.  We are saved so that we will be righteous and do righteous things; it is the nature of being holy as God is holy (I Pet.1:15-16).  The issue is that we do not do them in order to be saved; we do them as an expression of the transforming work that God does as the outgrowth of our re-birth by the Spirit of God, and the grace of God.  Therefore, life-change is the evidence of regeneration; and that is precisely what Jesus is talking about in this passage.  The willingness to abandon oneself to the purposes of God so that He can change us into what He wants us to be, rather than remaining the sinful, rebellious souls we are when we first hear Christ’s invitation to follow Him.

III. The Implications:
      What does it mean for how we understand the faith that Jesus is speaking about salvation in this passage?  It should have a practical impact in three separate areas of our understanding and practice of the Christian faith.
     First, it should impact the way we see ourselves.  A professing believer should take Jesus’ words seriously and evaluate whether or not our lives reflect the requirements for discipleship that Jesus speaks of in this passage.  If we are not committed to sacrificing success in this life, so that we may succeed in our quest of holiness and faithfulness with the next life in view then we should be concerned.  We should also be concerned if the advancement of God’s redemptive purposes is not the priority in our lives it should be, or if our primary devotion does not actually belong to God, but is directed toward the things of the world.  It does not immediately mean we are lost, but it does mean that our hearts don’t reflect Christ.  It should motivate us to repent.  If we have no interest in truly repenting, then it might mean that we really have never truly believed in Christ and His Gospel. 
     Second, it should impact how we respond to other professed believers, particularly those who are close to us.  It has become common to reassure people about their conversion on the basis of some decision they made or some prayer they uttered, even if there is no evidence of life-change.  But that approach is not only contrary to what this passage and the entire NT teaches; it is also dangerous.  If a person is encouraged to have assurance of salvation when they demonstrate no evidence of salvation, it could result in their condemnation (humanly speaking).  We should be more concerned with a person’s actual conversion than we are about offending them, or straining a relationship.
     Third and finally, it should impact the way we engage in evangelism.  We should not engage in encouraging or pressuring people to make emotional or impulsive decisions.  Jesus teaches us here that we are to challenge people with the truth of both their need of salvation, and the cost of following Him.  There is nothing in the NT to suggest that God wishes us to persuade people to make decisions based on manipulative measures, promises of worldly gain, heart-rending stories, or music designed to arouse an emotional response.  The goal of such techniques is to induce people to seize the moment, pray a prayer, and make a decision to accept Christ.  But Jesus never tried to move people emotionally into a moment of crisis in which they would accept Him.  There is no record in the New Testament of Jesus or His Apostles encouraging people to make decisions or to say a prayer in order to be saved.  Instead, as we read here the focus is always on exhorting people to make a calculated decision to commit one’s life to Christ completely in light of one’s genuine belief that salvation is to be found only in Him.

Conclusion:
     In this passage, Jesus in a sense warns these potential disciples about the cost involved in being one of His disciples.  There are many who believe such ideas will merely frighten people away, and thus are unproductive toward successfully convincing people to put their trust in Jesus. 
     However, what is missed, is what we are told should be one’s motivation for accepting Christ.  It is not in how we can be enriched in this life.  The real reason that anyone should put their faith in Christ is illustrated in the account below:

“Then Jesus said to them, ‘Most assuredly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you.  Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.  For My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed.  He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him.  As the living Father sent Me, and I live because of the Father, so he who feeds on Me will live because of Me.  This is the bread which came down from heaven — not as your fathers ate the manna, and are dead. He who eats this bread will live forever.’  These things He said in the synagogue as He taught in Capernaum.  Therefore, many of His disciples, when they heard this, said, ‘This is a hard saying; who can understand it?’  When Jesus knew in Himself that His disciples complained about this, He said to them, ‘Does this offend you?  What then if you should see the Son of Man ascend where He was before?  It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing. The words that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life.  But there are some of you who do not believe.’  For Jesus knew from the beginning who they were who did not believe, and who would betray Him. And He said, ‘Therefore I have said to you that no one can come to Me unless it has been granted to him by My Father.’  From that time many of His disciples went back and walked with Him no more.  Then Jesus said to the twelve, ‘Do you also want to go away?’  But Simon Peter answered Him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.  Also we have come to believe and know that You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’”
                                                                                     John 6:53-69

[bookmark: _GoBack]The true motivation for turning to and believing in Christ, as well as the reason for persevering in our faith, is that outside of Christ we face the wrath of God and eternal damnation.  But in Christ alone we can gain eternal life.  That eternal prize is easily worth whatever temporal cost Jesus may ask of us.
