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Many years ago, as Susan and I were driving down the coast of California, we passed through a small, beachfront town and saw a hang-gliding school.  We both thought that it looked like fun, so we signed up for a 4-hour course.  After about 2 hours of safety training, we went out onto the sand dunes, strapped into our gliders, and gave it a try.  It was a very windy day, so the teachers held on to our gliders to be sure that we didn’t get blown away.

During that first class, we never got more than a couple of meters off the ground.  We didn’t have enough confidence in the gliders or our skills to fly higher than we were willing to fall.  That experience often made me wonder what it must be like to jump off the top of a mountain cliff and soar high above the valley below.  One thing is certain: you wouldn’t dare take that first step unless you had confidence that your glider would carry you safely on your journey.
Last week, Eugene asked an important question: “It seems like there is a huge gap between the theory and practice of Christianity.  Why is it so easy to say you believe in Jesus, but so difficult to live like the Bible says?”  When I think about Eugene’s question, I think about my hang-gliding experience.  Why did it seem reasonable to attend a simple hang-gliding course and take a few 5-second rides down the beach, but so difficult to imagine jumping off a cliff and really flying?  I was OK to play a little hang-gliding game, but I wasn’t willing to risk my life and put my complete trust in the glider.
Before we read tonight’s parable, I want you to understand a few things about love.  In Ephesians 5:25 (NT344) we see that husbands are commanded to have a self-sacrificing love for their wives.  In Ephesians 6:1-3, children are commanded to obey and honor their parents (in the Lord).  In 1 Timothy 5:8 (NT370), Christians are commanded to provide for the needs of their family.  
The religious leaders of Jesus’ day developed and followed many of their own religious traditions.  In Matthew 15:1-9 (NT29), Jesus criticizes them harshly for putting their tradition ahead of the commands of God, especially the command to honor their parents.  The Bible is clear: we are to love and care for our family members.

Now, let’s turn to our first parable of the night in Luke 14 (NT136).  In verse 1, we see that large crowds of people were following Jesus.  There is no question that these people were interested in what Jesus said and what He did.  But the larger question was this: were they really willing to put their faith in Him?  With that context, Jesus is about to say some very difficult words.
Verse 26 challenges our understanding of what we have just read about loving and honoring our family.  How can He tell us to hate the very ones that He has commanded us to love?  Jesus is using some very strong words here to make a very important point.  Look at Matthew 6:24 (NT11).  Money has a very strong power over people, quickly attracting their love and devotion.  Jesus uses the same word here, saying that we cannot serve God and money, because we will love one and hate the other.  What He’s really saying is this: we each need to clearly establish the top priorities in life.  If we don’t do that, we will constantly struggle to be fully surrendered followers of Christ.
When we consider the important things in our lives, we could probably put them into three categories: our family, ourselves, and our stuff.  Most of the important decisions that we make focus in these three areas.  We try to do the best we can to serve and care for our families.  We try to educate ourselves and pursue excellence in our careers.  And we try to use our money wisely to get and use good things.

In verse 26, this is what Jesus is saying: “If you want to be My disciple (not just a disciple), do not expect Me to have one equal voice in the management of your life.  You must be fully devoted to Me as your top priority.”  No relationship, no matter how important or wonderful, must compete with my allegiance to the Lord.

He goes even further in verse 27.  This picture was very clear to every first-century Jew under the authority of the Romans.  A person carrying a cross was on his way to execution.  He was not a person living for his own comfort and convenience.  What Jesus is saying is this: “If you want to be My disciple, your life will be shaped by My mission, not your own personal goals.”  These are very strong words, preparing us for two parables.
In verses 28-30, we read about a man who decided to build a tower, but part of the way into the project, he ran out of money.  Not only did the man waste his limited resources, but he also built a monument of shame to his own foolishness (reminds me of some half-finished buildings here in Kunming).  He doesn’t just have to endure shame for a few days – his shame lingers for years and years, perhaps his entire lifetime.
Such is the risk of people who make choices without counting the cost.  Jesus is helping us to understand that there is a significant cost when we choose to be His disciple.  That’s why it is important to think carefully before saying that “Jesus is Lord.”  If we make this decision carelessly or based on emotion, we will not endure.

While it was a completely free choice to build the tower, the next story is not so simple – it requires a choice (verses 31,32).  The army is already marching toward the city and the king must make a choice.  If he delays in making a decision, he will have a fight whether he wants one or not.  If battle means defeat, then delay in seeking peace will result in disaster.
These two pictures are complementary: count the cost of discipleship; consider the consequences of refusing discipleship.  There is a price to be paid either way.  He goes on to may another demand in verse 33: “give up everything.”  Before a person becomes a Christian, he is the owner of his plans and his stuff.  But when a Jesus is Lord of person, he moves from the role of “owner” to the role of “steward.”  While Jesus does not tell us to “give away” everything, He does require that we use it for Him and His kingdom.
To close out these parables, Jesus talks about salt (verses 34,35).  Salt was very important in the Biblical world, used as a preservative for food as well as seasoning.  But salt in those days wasn’t purely refined, so it had the risk of losing its value for either purpose.  Jesus also said that Christians are to be the “salt of the earth” (Matthew 5:13 NT7), protecting people and cultures from decay.  Just like a half-finished tower is useless, so is unsalty salt.  And unless a Christian is fully surrendered to Jesus, he is like useless salt.
Just in case you missed it, these parables are telling us that the cost of being a Christian is very high.  You might be wondering, “Is there anything worth such a high cost?”.  To answer that question, let’s look at two more very short parables in Matthew 13:44-46 (NT26).   Just in case you didn’t figure this out, both stories are about the same treasure.  They are both describing how different people find the most valuable treasure of all – the gift of eternal salvation offered by Jesus Christ.  
Notice that, some people stumble upon the treasure of the good news of the gospel, almost by accident.  But other people discover the treasure after a long search.  Perhaps they have sought for happiness, love, and truth in other places, but it never lasted too long.  It is interesting to consider that the treasure wasn’t something new – it was there for a long time.  But we have a problem: we rarely take the time to look very deep.  We busy ourselves too much with entertainment and smartphones to slow down and look below the surface.

{Hold up the minion toy}.  Is this expensive?  If I try to charge you 100¥, you’ll agree that this is entirely overpriced.  But what about this {Hold up an apartment advertisement}  – what if I offer to sell you a brand new apartment in downtown Kunming for the same 100¥?  Even if you didn’t have 100¥ in your pocket, you would quickly run and sell something to get the 100¥ and run back to buy it.  And how would you be feeling when you sell something to get the 100¥?  Look again at verse 44 – you would sell what you have “with joy,” knowing that the value of your future exchange is well worth your small sacrifice.  When you really understand the value of the gospel, you come with joy, for you have discovered the most valuable treasure in the world.
Take a minute and consider how strange the man in the first story might have seemed to his friends.  He is quickly selling everything he has, probably for low prices, just to buy a regular looking field.  His friends and family were probably thinking that he was crazy.  Why was he willing to do something so serious?  Why not just live like everyone else?  
Think for a minute about what you consider to be valuable.  I don’t usually quote Shakespeare, but it is appropriate to think of the famous cry of King Richard 3rd who was about to be killed by Henry 7th: “A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse.”  When perched at the edge of death, he realized that life itself was more valuable than his entire kingdom.  
Look with me at Matthew 24:36-39 (NT48).  God gave us the Old Testament story of Noah as a warning, helping us to consider which things have ultimate value.  When we draw near to God, we find a kingdom with much more value than a horse (Matthew 6:33 NT11).
Here is the point of tonight’s parables: when a person becomes a Christian, it is not a small change in his life.  He does not just add the name “Christian” to his resume or plan to attend a Bible study once a month.  Becoming a Christian is not just a small decision, like buying a new shirt or getting our haircut.  It is a struggle that leads to surrender.  It is a change in authority – Jesus now becomes our Lord.  To be “born again” is a dramatic change – it is an “all or nothing” step in life.
A few years ago, I was attending a meeting where the speaker invited people to become Christians.  I watched a large group of girls walk forward together and pray a short prayer.  The speaker then told them how happy he was that they had become “Christians” and gave them each a small cross to wear on a necklace.  Unfortunately for most of those girls, I think that they ended like the unfinished towers in our first story tonight.  Eugene would look at them, curiously trying to understand why there is such a large gap between the theory and practice of true Christianity. 

Jesus didn’t come to make bad people good or to make good people better – He came to make dead men alive.  He didn’t just come to give us knowledge or to make us happy – He came to call people to be His disciples.

Also, please understand something very important: these parables are not telling us how we earn the privilege of becoming a child of God.  Our personal sacrifice can never achieve His forgiveness and gift of eternal life.  These parables are describing how we receive this great treasure, a treasure that He bought for us by His sacrifice.
The cost of following Jesus is very high, one that every person must carefully consider.  But there is also a very high of refusing discipleship.  One thing that I can say from personal experience: the privilege of being a disciple of Jesus Christ is the greatest available to any human being.  I hope that, after counting the cost, you will be willing to say “Jesus is my Lord” from your heart.

If you are struggling with this decision, ask this: “I would give everything to Jesus, if only ___.”  Examine your heart and complete the sentence.  When you answer this question, you will discover what you would not sell in order to have the greatest treasure in the world.  Where you find your greatest treasure, you will find your heart Matthew 6:19-21 (NT10).  
