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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO COUNT THE COST?                                    LUKE 14:25-33 

 

Ohio State football fans will appreciate this story after the Buckeyes’ truly amazing 
season that witnessed the coming and going of three outstanding quarterbacks. Years 
ago now, another college team had a starting quarterback who was injured during a big 
game.  The number two quarterback had become quite ill before the game and wasn’t 
even there.  That left only a third string quarterback – a freshman – who did all the 
punting for the team, but had no experience as a college quarterback.  Sounding 
familiar yet?  The coach had no choice but to put him in the game.  It was first down, but 
the ball was on their own three yard line.  All the coach wanted to do was get the team 
away from their own goal line so he could punt the ball away.  The coach said to the 
young man, “Son, I want you to hand the ball off to Jones for the next two plays. Let him 
run up the middle and get us a few yards. Then I want you to punt the ball away.”  The 
young quarterback did as he was instructed.  On the first play, he handed the ball off to 
Jones.  Miraculously, Jones found a hole off tackle and ran for 50 yards before he was 
tackled.  The quarterback called the same play again and once again, miraculously, the 
hole opened up and Jones ran for 45 yards.  The fans were going nuts!  The ball was on 
the opponents’ 2 yard line – 6 feet from the goal line.  Confidently, the team lined up 
quickly and the young quarterback took the snap, stepped back and punted the ball into 
the stands.  The irate coach called a time out and angrily grabbed the young man as he 
came over to the sidelines.  “What in the world were you thinking about punting the ball 
away like that?”  The quarterback shrugged and said, “I was thinking what a dumb 
coach we have!”  Most quarterbacks – college or professional – don’t call their own 
plays.  Coaches make those decisions for them.   
 
God allows you and me to call our own plays in life.  God allows us to make our own 
decisions.  The most important decision a person will ever make in this life is whether 
you’ll become a follower – a disciple – of Jesus.  God won’t make it for you.  Your 
parents or your friends can’t make it for you.  It’s a decision that you – and only you – 
can make.  What does it mean to be Jesus’ disciple today?  That’s a question we’re 
asking and trying to answer in this message series.  I want you to look with me this 
morning at something Jesus said about following Him and being His disciple.  Now, 
we’re going to take a closer look at Jesus’ words there, but right now I want you to 
notice an assumption Jesus makes.  Being His disciple is your decision.  Here and 
elsewhere, Jesus lays out the pros and cons – so to speak – of following Him, but the 
decision is always yours to make.  He won’t make it for you.  No one else can make it 
for you.  When I read this passage in the Bible, I hear Jesus saying that truly following 
Him is, first of all… 
 

A THOUGHTFUL, NOT AN IMPULSIVE DECISION. 

 

Jesus uses two very short illustrations, analogies or parables to make this point.  He 
talks first about a builder who wants to construct a tower.  Everyone knows that you 
figure out what a project like this is going to cost, first of all, right?  If you just go out and 
build the foundation for the tower and then have to stop because you ran out of money, 
a lot of people are going to say, “What a dope!  He should have counted the cost of his 
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building project before he started.”  Then, Jesus talks about a king who is about to go to 
war with another king.  Any king who is going to put his troops and himself in harm’s 
way wants to know everything he can about his enemy.  How many soldiers are in his 
own army?  How many troops does his enemy have?  If he has less soldiers than his 
enemy’s army, is there a reasonable way to win the battle anyway?  If not, maybe he 
should send an ambassador to his enemy and see if they can work something out.  If he 
just goes charging out to do battle and gets annihilated, his own people would say, “We 
have a dope for a king!  He should have counted the cost before going to war.”   
 
Jesus was beginning to attract lots of attention. Large crowds of people were interested 
in what He had to say and the miracles He performed.  But Jesus was suspicious of 
popularity.  He realized that many of the people traveling with him had no idea 
whatsoever of what it meant to be His disciple.  Jesus wasn’t interested in being a 
media event and getting lots of attention.  He wanted people to understand what it 
meant to follow Him – both the good stuff as well as the stuff that many people would 
consider not so good.  There are several places in the Bible where Jesus seems to go 
out of His way to paint this kind of demanding and negative picture of what it meant to 
follow Him.  It feels like Jesus is trying to discourage people from being His disciples.  
But, really, what Jesus is trying to do is to make sure people understand that a decision 
has to be made about Him and that decision has to be a thoughtful one.  It can’t be 
impulsive or shallow.  Just like a builder about to construct a tower or a king about to go 
to war, you had better be sure you know what you’re getting into and what it all means.   
 
Sometimes they’re called “cost and cross” passages, because Jesus talks about 
counting the cost and carrying your cross if you want to be His disciple.  They can be 
among the most difficult of Jesus’ teachings to understand and to apply to your life and 
mine correctly.  For instance, yes, this is something you should think about carefully 
before you ever decide to receive Jesus as your Lord and Savior.  What’s the point of 
becoming a Christian, if you’re not really prepared to follow Jesus in the way that He 
said you must follow Him?  Then again, this is something you should keep on thinking 
about even after you’ve become a Christian.  The fact is that none of us can know or 
predict all the challenges we’re going to face and all the costs we’re going to be asked 
to bear as we follow Jesus for ten years, thirty years or seventy years.  Following Jesus 
isn’t just one thoughtful decision we’re called to make, but instead a whole bunch of 
them as we journey through life!  But, then, this isn’t a “one size fits all” decision.  
Counting the cost, denying yourself or carrying your cross doesn’t look the same for 
everybody.  For example, some people suggest that because Jesus told a rich, young 
ruler to give away all of his money to the poor that every true disciple of Jesus has to do 
that, too.  But Jesus didn’t ask Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy disciple of Jesus whose 
tomb He borrowed for three days, to give away all of his money.  The cost of following 
Jesus and the cross carrying involved in following Jesus is personalized and 
customized by our Heavenly Father who knows better than we do whatever it is that 
prevents us from giving Jesus our full allegiance.  Following Jesus is a thoughtful, not 
an impulsive decision.  Following Jesus is also, secondly… 
 
A COMPREHENSIVE, NOT A LIMITED DECISION. 
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It covers everything.  There’s not one corner of your life or mine that Jesus will leave 
well enough alone.  He wants and demands lordship over everything.  I come to that 
conclusion by the language and images Jesus uses here and elsewhere.  For instance, 
what does Jesus mean by carrying your cross?  “‘And if you do not carry your own cross 
and follow me, you cannot be my disciple.’”  (Lk 14:27 NLT)  You might have heard 
people say something like, “Oh, well, that’s just my cross to bear.”  Their “cross” might 
be a chronic illness, a negative experience, or a difficult person they have to put up with 
in life.  That’s not what Jesus meant here.  In His day and time, crucifixion was the worst 
and most painful form of execution out there.  If you were carrying a cross, it meant you 
had already been condemned to death and you were now carrying the means of your 
execution – the cross – to the place where you were going to be executed.  You were, 
for all intents and purposes, at that moment a walking dead man or a dead woman.   
 
So, what’s Jesus’ point, then?  When you become His disciple, your old life is over.  The 
old you is dead.  The old dreams, the old ambitions, the old goals, and the old way of 
looking at life and living are dead.  You’re a fundamentally new person.  It reminds me 
of what Paul, the great Christian leader, wrote, “This means that anyone who belongs to 
Christ has become a new person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun!” (2 Cor 
5:17 NLT)  Now Jesus’ way of putting it may sound more negative than how Paul puts it, 
but they both mean the same thing.  If you’re going to be a new person when you follow 
Jesus, then the old person has to die.  Carrying your cross was Jesus’ graphic way of 
pointing out that reality.  Carrying the cross also points to something else Jesus Himself 
experienced.  He decided to put His Father’s will before His own will.  Do you remember 
how Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane?  “‘Father, if you are willing, please 
take this cup of suffering away from me. Yet I want your will to be done, not mine.’” (Lk 
22:42 NLT)  When what God wants you to do contradicts what you want to do and you 
decide to submit to what God wants you to do, that’s carrying your cross.   
 
Jesus had other ways of describing same reality.  For instance, what does Jesus mean 
by denying yourself?  He says, “… ‘Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.’” (Lk 9:23 NIV)  We live in a 
country where we are afforded certain rights – the right to worship God or not to worship 
God, the right of free speech, the right of assembling with others -- just to name a few.  
One way to think of denying yourself is to give up to God any rights that you think you 
have.  For instance, when you deny yourself, you give up the right to run your own life 
as you see fit.  All of us have ambitions, desires, goals, and dreams about what we want 
to do or what we want to accomplish in life.  They’re not all necessarily evil or wrong.  
But when Jesus becomes your Lord, you voluntarily surrender all of that to Him.  He 
may keep some of them.  He may trash all of them.  You give up the right to yourself. 
 
By the same token, sometimes we want to retain the “right” to indulge certain sins that 
we enjoy even after we’ve decided to follow Jesus:  pride, lust, trying to control others, 
anger, resentment, contempt for people we don’t like –- just to name a few.  Some 
people have decided not to follow Jesus because they just can’t imagine a life without 
the opportunity to indulge some sin regularly and often.  If you’re truly a disciple of 
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Jesus, I guarantee that the Holy Spirit will go after each and every sin that you think you 
still have a “right” to enjoy until it is expelled forever from your life.  Along with your sins, 
denying yourself means giving up the right to pursue other things more than Jesus.  
People can pursue wealth more than Jesus, pursue possessions more than Jesus, 
pursue career advancement more that Jesus, and pursue “success” – as this culture 
defines it – more than Jesus.  That doesn’t mean having wealth, possessions, career 
advancement or success excludes Jesus from your life.  It’s about who and what you 
pursue, who or what you trust in, and who or what you truly follow.   
 
Jesus touches on yet another aspect of denying yourself in our passage today.  “‘If you 
want to be my disciple, you must hate everyone else by comparison—your father and 
mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters—yes, even your own life. Otherwise, you 
cannot be my disciple.’” (Lk 14:26 NLT)   When you become a follower of Jesus, you 
even give up the right to give greater allegiance to other people than you give to Jesus.  
Jesus often used strong words to make His point.  He’s not asking you literally to start 
hating your family members!  After all, He told us to love our enemies.  He asked John, 
one of the twelve disciples, to take care of His mother, Mary, after He went back to 
Heaven.  Jesus is saying, however, that nobody should demand your allegiance or 
loyalty more than Jesus.  Not Mom or Dad.  Not your spouse.  The distance between 
your allegiance to Jesus and your allegiance to any other human being should be as 
wide as the distance between love and hate.  There are many places all over the world 
– and sometimes in our own country – where to become a follower of Jesus means your 
family disowns you or considers you dead.  That’s terribly sad when it happens, 
because you’re giving up a lot of human affection.  But, so be it.  That can be a part of 
denying oneself.  That can indeed be a part of the decision to follow Jesus.  

Several years ago, Haddon Robinson, a seminary professor, helped lead a tour in 
Turkey of the churches mentioned in the Book of Revelation. On the last night, they 
were having dinner at a nice hotel.  Their guide had been in the United States at least 
ten years and spoke English flawlessly.  As they were eating, he began to ask serious 
questions about the Christian faith.  Robinson said to him, "If you're a follower of Islam, 
and if you died tonight, would you be sure you could stand in the presence of Allah?" 
"No," the guide replied. "There are five things that Muslims should do. I've only done two 
out of those five."  They began to talk about the gospel.  They talked about it long into 
the night.  Before Robinson got up to leave, he said to him, "Look, you're serious about 
our conversation, I know.  It wouldn’t be faithful of me not to ask you if right now you'd 
like to put your trust and confidence in Jesus Christ."  The guide said, "You don't know 
what you're asking me.  Do you know what would happen if I did that?  If I announced it 
to anybody, my wife would leave me.  My family would disown me.  My boss would fire 
me.  I may want to go back to the United States, and the government would not give me 
an exit visa.  I'd give up everything.  You go back home tomorrow.  I would not expect 
you to support me, and I would starve to death in my own culture."  As far as Robinson 
knows, that man never became a follower of Jesus that night.  But there are people who 
have made that decision and suffered all of that loss and endured all of those hardships 
because they want to be Jesus’ disciples. 
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Jesus sometimes talked about losing oneself or giving up everything to be His disciple.  
What does Jesus mean by losing your life or giving up your life?  He says here, “‘In the 
same way, those of you who do not give up everything you have cannot be my 
disciples.’” (Lk 14:33 NIV)  On another occasion, Jesus said, “‘For whoever wants to 
save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will save it.  What good is it 
for someone to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit their very self?’” (Lk 9:24-25 
NIV)   Jesus isn’t advocating self-extinction.  He doesn’t want to destroy the real you.  
He doesn’t want to erase your identity as one of His creatures.  Jesus isn’t advocating 
self-hatred.  It’s not God’s will to despise yourself or see yourself as some worthless 
piece of garbage.  You’re made in God’s image. You’re someone for whom Jesus gave 
His life.  You have infinite value to God.  But, then, Jesus isn’t advocating self-
actualization either.  That’s kind of a pop psychology word that’s used to encourage you 
to develop yourself fully by making yourself the center of your own life.  Here’s what 
Jesus was advocating:  self-surrender.  Jesus doesn’t want you to extinguish yourself, 
hate yourself, or develop yourself. Instead, Jesus wants you to surrender yourself to 
Him.  Jesus wants you to make Him the center of your life -- of yourself.   
 
C.S. Lewis, the author, put it like this years ago.  “That is why he (Jesus) warned people 
to ‘count the cost’ before becoming Christians.  ‘Make no mistake,’ He says, “if you let 
Me, I will make you perfect.  The moment you put yourself in My hands, that is what you 
are in for.  Nothing less, or other, than that.  You have free will, and if you choose, you 
can push Me away.  But if you do not push Me away, understand that I am going to see 
this job through….  I will never rest, nor let you rest, until you are literally perfect – until 
My Father can say without reservation that He is well pleased with you, as He said He 
was well pleased with Me.  This I can do and will do.  But I will not do anything less.’”  
Following Jesus is a decision.  It needs to be a thoughtful, not an impulsive decision. It 
needs to be a comprehensive, not a limited decision.  But I want to close with this 
additional thought.  It’s very important.  Please understand that following Jesus is also… 
 
A JOYFUL, NOT A MISERABLE DECISION. 

By this time, you might be feeling as if this is an impossible decision.  All of this stuff 
about carrying your cross, denying yourself, losing your life, hating your family, and 
surrendering yourself!  If this is what it means to count the cost, you might be feeling like 
you can never follow Jesus or be His disciple.  And maybe you don’t want to!  That’s 
why we need all of God’s Word to fully understand one part of God’s Word.  That’s why 
we need all of what Jesus said to fully understand one part of what Jesus said.  On 
another occasion, Jesus told two other stories about what it meant to be His disciple.  
He said, “‘The Kingdom of Heaven is like a treasure that a man discovered hidden in a 
field.  In his excitement, he hid it again and sold everything he owned to get enough 
money to buy the field.  Again, the Kingdom of Heaven is like a merchant on the lookout 
for choice pearls.   When he discovered a pearl of great value, he sold everything he 
owned and bought it!” (Mt 13:44-46 NLT)    

Like the stories we looked at earlier, these two stories have essentially the same 
message.  In the first story, a farmer accidentally finds a treasure chest full of treasure 
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in a field he’s renting.  Realizing the immense value of what he’s just found, he hides 
the treasure in the field.  Then he empties his bank account and sells everything he has 
so he can buy the field where the treasure is hidden.  In Jesus second story, a 
businessman who knows well the value of jewelry comes across a pearl of priceless 
value in the marketplace.  He goes off and empties his bank account, too.  He cashes 
out all of his possessions so that he can buy that one pearl.   Both the farmer and the 
businessman gladly and joyfully gave up what was worth far less so they could get their 
hands on what was worth far more.  Well, of course!  Who wouldn’t do that?    

So, what’s the point of Jesus’ stories?  Being a disciple of Jesus is worth far more than 
any other possession in all of life.  It’s far more precious and valuable than your right to 
yourself.  What does being your own lord get you in the end?  What you get by being 
Jesus’ disciple is infinitely more valuable than any cost of being His disciple!  Not even 
the cost of carrying your cross, denying yourself or losing everything is equal to what 
you get in return!   Wouldn’t you gladly and joyfully give up what isn’t worth all that much 
(your right to yourself) in order to get your hands on what is worth everything (an eternal 
relationship with God through His Son, Jesus)?  So, don’t think for a minute that Jesus 
is inviting you into some miserable, limited, narrow, or sad existence when He calls you 
to follow Him.  He’s calling you to everything most wonderful, most valuable, and most 
precious in the entire Universe!  He’s inviting you –- as the old hymn puts it – to joy 
unspeakable and full of glory.  He’s calling you to eternal joy and abundant life.   

If you’re sad about the thought of following Jesus or you’re reluctant about becoming 
His disciple, you just don’t get it!  Was the farmer sad about cashing in everything he 
owned to buy the field with the hidden treasure?  He couldn’t wait to pay the price!  Was 
the businessman reluctant about liquidating his assets to get his hands on the pearl?  
He was only too happy to count the cost!  There’s no comparison between what we give 
up (our sin, our shame, our guilt, our lousy, self-centered little lives) and what we 
receive (eternal joy and abundant life).  Jesus invites you and me to joy not misery.  But 
let’s be very clear.  Just like the farmer and like the businessman, if I want to follow 
Jesus, I have to give up something.  If I want the treasure or the pearl, I have to give up 
something of lesser value – my right to myself.  I can’t have both and be Jesus’ disciple. 

The late David Seamands was a Methodist missionary, author and pastor. One time he 
preached a message entitled “Unconditional Surrender.”  The Holy Spirit gripped the 
heart of a young man in that service called Ed.  Ed met with Seamands later that week 
and said, “That’s what I need to do – unconditionally surrender to God. But I’m afraid.”  
Now, Ed was quite an athlete and especially talented as a gymnast.  He said, “I’ll tell 
you how it feels.  It’s like I’m over in the gym and grab hold of the bar.  I’m ready to work 
out on it when all of sudden they pull the bar up until it’s almost to the ceiling. I’m way 
up high in the air and just hanging on for dear life.  The Holy Spirit is saying to me, ‘Ed, 
let go.  Surrender.  Let go, Ed.’  But I’m so far up that I can’t see where I’m going to 
land.”  Ed looked Seamands in the eye and said, “All I ask is that God show me where I 
am going to land.”  Seamands said, “Ed, that’s the catch.  Real self-surrender is when 
you give up your right to yourself.  That means you give up the right to know where you 
will land.  But, Ed, you have nothing to worry about, because you’re going to land in the 
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arms of love.” But Ed was afraid and hesitant.  Although he and Seamands met and 
prayed several times, he never really let go.  Ed moved away and Seamands didn’t see 
him for several years.  Then one Sunday morning after the service, Seamands was 
greeting his congregation as he usually did.  He looked up and recognized Ed coming 
through the line of people.  His face was glowing and radiant. He came up and shook 
his former pastor’s hand, “I just want to tell you one thing:  I let go; I let go.”  Ed found 
out he didn’t need to be afraid. He could let go because he would land in the arms of 
perfect love.  And so will you.   
 
God lets you make the most important decision you will ever make.  He will not make it 
for you.  Will you follow Jesus and become His disciple?  It’s a thoughtful, not an 
impulsive decision.  It’s a comprehensive, not a limited decision.  But, above all, it’s a 
joyful, not a miserable decision.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


