Restoring the Reality of the Gospel #5

“Salvation Is Never On Sale!”

Luke 14:25-33
Everywhere you turn there is a sale.

From “Grand Openings” to “Going Out Of Business,” shoppers are enticed to browse among discounted items. Every holiday on the calendar has become a reason for a sale. At the beginning of each new season, there is a sale. At the end of each season, there is a clearance sale. Now there are “Back To School” sales days after school is dismissed, and Christmas sales begin the day after Halloween. (Makes one wonder whatever happened to Thanksgiving.)

Why are sales so prominent? Competition. So many stores compete against each other for the business of the American customer that they must provide a compelling reason for us to even enter their stores. The bottom line on these sales is numbers—numbers of customers coming in, translating into numbers of dollars being made.

The Discounted Advertising of the Gospel

This makes me wonder: Has the “sale” mentality crept into the church? Have the abundance of local congregations induced a sense of competition between them, so that each church has to “out-do” the next church? Are we afraid that the price is too high, and that people will “shop” at another church or just stay in the world where they are? 

Keith Green answers “yes” as he writes,

Our gospel reduces the good news to a “come and get it while you can” sale. We make every effort to take the bones out—everything that might offend someone, might make him hesitate or put off their decision.

A. W. Tozer agrees,

[Today’s evangelist] seeks to key into public interest by showing the Christianity makes no unpleasant demands; rather, it offers the same thing as the world does, only on a higher level.

In our age of mass marketing and salesmanship, the Christian message has become slanted to the direction of what is “in vogue” in order to make it acceptable to the public.
 The bottom line for many churches is, like the secular business world, numbers. The more customers—or “members,” which sounds more spiritual— the more prestige, the more money, the more power, the more success.

But is this the kind of success that pleases the Lord? Are we truly operating in the manner in which we were commissioned? Would we find Jesus taking the same approach is He were here on earth?

The Demanded Allegiance to the Gospel

The answer is an emphatic “No!” The gospels are clear that Jesus never did this. He never lowered the requirements of salvation for anyone.
 Salvation was never on sale! Jesus plainly taught that discipleship had a high cost. One such passage which illustrates this is Luke 14:25-33,

Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them he said: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple. And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it? For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’ Or suppose a king is about to go to war against another king. Will he not first sit down and consider whether he is able with ten thousand men to oppose the one coming against him with twenty thousand? If he is not able, he will send a delegation while the other is still a long way off and will ask for terms of peace. In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.

The lesson is plain: Jesus does not want followers who rush into discipleship without thinking about what is involved. And He is clear about the price—it will cost a person everything.
 This was not a popular message; in fact, more people turned away from Christ than those who actually followed Him.

Jesus is not, of course, discouraging discipleship. He is warning against an ill-considered, faint-hearted attachment in order that men might know the real thing. And what is “the real thing”? True discipleship means that we give our first loyalty to Jesus Christ; to be nothing less than wholeheartedly devoted to Him.

Such commitment to Christ is summarized in the words, “carry his cross and follow me.” Jesus did not say, “Carry My cross and follow Me.” We cannot do what Jesus did when He died for the sins of mankind. Rather, He challenges His potential disciples to “carry his [own] cross and follow Me.”

What does He mean by “carrying his cross”? We must understand the term “cross” the way His audience in the first century would have understood it, not the way we look back on it from our twenty-first century vantage point.

The word “cross” did not call to the minds of Jesus’ listeners the idea of long term difficulties or troublesome burdens, as we often hear the word used in modern testimonies. Nor does the phrase “carry the cross” mean to wear a pin on our lapel or put a sticker on our car! 

No, when Jesus said, “take up your cross” to them, they thought of a cruel instrument of torture and death. They understood that He was calling them to die for Him. They knew He was asking them to make the ultimate sacrifice, to surrender to Him as Lord in every sense.

Such a price is deemed too high by many. Even for Christians, such a commitment is often seen as something to “put up with.” But, as Bonhoeffer writes, 

If our Christianity has ceased to be serious about discipleship, if we have watered down the gospel into emotional uplift which makes no costly demands and which fails to distinguish between natural and Christian experience, then we cannot help but regard the cross as an ordinary everyday calamity, as one of the trials and tribulations of life.

This is the demanded allegiance to the Gospel.

The Devoted Abandonment of the Gospel

How do we understand the practical meaning of this statement? Another passage that uses this terminology is Luke 9:23, and this verse helps us to comprehend an important element of discipleship: the devoted abandonment of the Gospel. “Then he said to them all: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.’” 

In Luke’s version of Christ’s call (found also in Matthew 10:37-38) the adverb “daily” is added. Every day the Christian is called to die. Every day he renounces the sovereignty of his own will. Every day he renews his unconditional surrender to Jesus Christ.
 There is nothing self-indulgent about being a Christian.

Returning to our original text in Luke 14, Jesus makes the statement that “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple.” Is Jesus advocating the hatred of one’s family? No, but He is stating that He demands priority over everyone else, even those closest to our hearts. Just as Abraham was told to sacrifice his only son Isaac—which certainly appears to be an act of hatred—so the Lord demands that we be willing to sacrifice anything and everything to Him. As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “If the Lord went to the cross for us, the least we could do is carry a cross for Him.”

Such thoughts sound uncomfortable, but can be tolerated as long as they are not specific. Looking at the life and ministry of Jesus, though, He was painfully specific about those things that must be sacrificed in order to be His disciple.

In addition to loyalty to family, the cost of discipleship included comfortable and lucrative occupations. Jesus called Simon, Andrew, James, and John away from not only their families but their fishing nets. Zaccheus and Matthew were both making good money as tax collectors until they left it all to follow their Lord.

To the rich young ruler, Jesus demanded that he sell all that he owned before following the Master. No, Christ does not demand this exact action from every disciple, but don’t get too comfortable. The Scriptures do command us to tithe—to set aside ten percent of our resources exclusively for the Lord’s work (see Leviticus 27:30-32, 2 Chronicles 31:5-6, and Malachi 3:8-10). Are we doing that? Are we giving sacrificially to Him and His work, or do we give conveniently, whatever is left over after we spend on other things?

Beyond material possessions, Jesus called His disciples to sacrifice themselves. Nearly every one of the first followers of Jesus was subjected to ridicule, torture, and ultimately death. We may not face the same likelihood of being whipped or stoned or crucified because of our faith as they did, but are we willing to take a costly stand at home, work, and the community? Are we willing to lose friendships due to our association with Jesus Christ? This is the cost of discipleship, and salvation is never on sale!

What Christ is demanding can be illustrated from an Old Testament text. The books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles detail the history of the Israelites as a nation, but these writings are far from dusty, boring history. Lessons can be learned for our lives today, as with the incident recorded in 1 Kings 20:1-4,

Now Ben-Hadad king of Aram mustered his entire army. Accompanied by thirty-two kings with their horses and chariots, he went up and besieged Samaria and attacked it. He sent messengers into the city to Ahab king of Israel, saying, “This is what Ben-Hadad says: ‘Your silver and gold are mine, and the best of your wives and children are mine.’“ The king of Israel answered, “Just as you say, my lord the king. I and all I have are yours.” 

Ben-Hadad demanded absolute surrender; Ahab gave just that—absolute surrender.
 The enemy king conquered Ahab and demanded possession of everything, including his money, his family, his land, and his people. Ahab came under the complete control of Ben-Hadad.

In the same way, the follower of Christ commits himself entirely to his Lord. According to the Word of God, making a commitment means to turn something over to another person. It implies yielding it to their control, surrendering to them, abandoning it to them, entrusting it to them, and placing it at their disposal.

There is no room for half-heartedness or reservations in this demand. There is no such thing as “partial commitment.” No one can be “sort of committed.” Those who are totally committed are counted as Jesus’ disciples; those who are not cannot claim Him as their Lord or Savior. Andrew Murray summarizes the desire of the true disciple,

I want to use these words: “My lord, O king, according to thy saying, I am thine, and all that I have,” as the words of absolute surrender with which every child of God ought to yield himself to his Father.

What about us? What about the gospel we preach? Are we preaching a popular message, trying to “sell” Jesus at a discount price? Keith Green writes, 

Paul said, “I am determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). Nowadays it’s “Jesus Christ and what He can do for you!” You cannot have more exact opposites than the Bible’s Christ-centered gospel, and our modern, cross-less, me-centered gospel.

We need to restore the reality of the gospel. We must present salvation in its truest sense, price tag and all. More importantly, we must evidence the reality of the gospel in our own lives, demonstrating a death to self that shows that we are truly “carrying our cross” as we follow Him.
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