
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd, Reno, NV       
Pastor Scott Trevithick 
Date: September 4, 2022, Yr. C 13th Sunday after Pentecost 
Text:  Luke 14:25-33 (Primary) and Deuteronomy 30:15-20   
Title: Following Jesus is . . .  
Focus:  Jesus is blunt in the gospel text about the devotion or allegiance he expects of 
those who follow him and how that may affect other values and relationships. How do 
we weigh our decisions and how shall we choose? What is most important to us?  
I also want to include reflection on Deuteronomy and perhaps other places from Luke.  
 

Gospel Reading: Luke 14:25-33 

25Now large crowds were traveling with [Jesus]; and he turned and said to 
them, 26“Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, 
brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple. 27Whoever does 
not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. 28For which of you, intending to 
build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate the cost, to see whether he has 
enough to complete it? 29Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to 
finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule him, 30saying, ‘This fellow began to build and 
was not able to finish.’ 31Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will 
not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one 
who comes against him with twenty thousand? 32If he cannot, then, while the other is 
still far away, he sends a delegation and asks for the terms of peace. 33So therefore, 
none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.  

Decisions, Decisions 

 How have you made up your mind when faced with a difficult decision? What 

have you found helpful as you have weighed the factors involved? Is there a specific 

decision-making strategy that you’ve used? 

• Spreadsheet: Some people might use a spreadsheet as a tool for gathering and 

sorting information/data. Inserting data and then being able to look at that data in 

different ways can help people to analyze their situation and make a wise 

decision.  

• “Pros and Cons” Some people will take a piece of paper and draw a line down 

the center and then list all the “Pros” on the left side and the “Cons” on the right. 

They’re trying to tangibly express what the positive and negative outcomes or 

consequences of a particular decision would be. Expressing oneself accurately 

and plainly in this way helps some people to weigh a difficult decision. 

• Cost Benefit Analysis: A Cost-Benefit Analysis is sort of a more formalized 

“Pros and Cons” list—it is more quantified (numbers oriented) than a Poros and 

Cons list. A Cost Benefit Analysis measures the benefits of a potential decision 

or action minus the costs associated with that plan. Financial analysis of that 

plan would include what revenue is gained or increased and what costs are 
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saved if that course were chosen. You’d have to assess the risk or downside as 

well.  

 

• SWOT Analysis: When I worked in the nonprofit world, we’d often use a SWOT 

Analysis. SWOT is S-W-O-T, an acronym which stands for Strengths, 

Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. This analysis helps you assess  

o The internal environment, referring to the strengths and weaknesses 

within your team or company. “How can we take advantage of our 

strengths?” would be a strategy question to ask. 

o The external environment: This poses a question like, “In what’s going 

on in our setting, what are the opportunities we want to seek and the 

threats we want to guard against?” 

This SWOT framework could be helpful for assessing something like, “In a 

post-COVID environment in which people have lingering health concerns or 

feelings of being overwhelmed, do we have the capacity to use technology to 

provide another means to connect with one another?” 

At Good Shepherd, that kind of analysis has led us to commit to live-

streaming worship services and hosting meetings in hybrid style—offering 

simultaneous in-person and Zoom participation.  

Following Jesus is . . . Hard (This is a hard text from Luke’s Gospel) 

 So, how are these decision-making models relevant to today’s reading?  

 This passage from Luke’s gospel has to do with assessing challenging 

circumstances or making difficult decisions.  

As the passage opens, we learn that large crowds have been traveling with 

Jesus. I might have said “they were following Jesus,” but depending on how you mean 

that, following may not be exactly accurate.  

 They were traveling or journeying with him, but maybe weren’t following him in 

the discipleship sense—and that’s what Jesus wants to talk about—discipleship—

following him.  

 In some ways, this passage strikes us as harsh. Let’s admit that we like to 

hear about Jesus who is loving and forgiving, and this passage doesn’t sound like either 

one of these. What did Jesus mean when he talked about hating one’s family?  

We’ll get to that. But for now, let’s take a look at where we are in the gospel of 

Luke as it tracks the life of Jesus:  

 We’re in chapter 14. . . If we back up a bit, we recognize that Jesus is 

geographically and metaphorically on his way to Jerusalem and getting closer to his 

death. Earlier in this journey, he has told the disciples of his coming death . . .  

• “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, 

chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (Luke 

9:22) 
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• And later in chapter 9 is another milestone or turning point that we’ve talked in 

sermons before as we’ve looked at Luke over the course of this year.   

o The turning point is that Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem,” (9:51), 

which is a way of describing this path toward his purpose and his death 

that he was on and his determination not to let anything dissuade him from 

that purpose. He is focused and will not be distracted.  

 

So, the language that initially sounds so harsh to us is not so much harsh 

instruction as it is a “heads up” or fair warning about the hardship which he himself will 

face and which will affect his followers as well. If Jesus is focused or single-minded as 

he “set his face to Jerusalem,” then his followers must be focused as well.  

• “Hey, large crowds, do you really know what you’re getting yourself into? This is 

not an easy path.” 

Another way of looking at it is that warning people—giving them a “heads up” 

about counting the cost before they start on a difficult journey--is love, however 

surprising that may initially seem.  

 

What about the “Large Crowds?” 

 Sometimes there are details in stories in the Bible that may seem 

inconsequential or that we simply overlook in our quest to get to what seems like the 

heart of the story. But I’ve pointed out before that sometimes we need to slow down and 

pay attention to those details, which very often give us clues to help us understand 

what’s important.  

 I’m intrigued that Luke notes that these are large crowds traveling with Jesus.  

To prevent from skipping over that or assuming it doesn’t matter, I’d start by asking, 

“Why were there large crowds? What attracted them?” 

 And to answer that, we’d back up in Luke,   

 They’ve been attracted to Jesus because of what they have seen from him over 

time. 

• Luke has described him as “full of the Holy Spirit, such as when he led by the 

Spirit into the wilderness (4:1).  

• And when he went to Galilee and word about him began to spread:  

o Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a 

report about him spread through all the surrounding country. 15He began 

to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone. (Luke 4:14-

15).  

• Over and over again, crowds of people saw him, and what he did by the power of 

the Spirit with him,  

o He healed people and word about him began to spread (Luke 5:15-18) 
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o Great crowds came from all over the region to be healed. They wanted to 

touch him (See Luke 6:17-19) 

o They saw amazing things and in response they glorified God (See Luke 

7:11-17)  

o Over 5000 people were fed by him (Luke 9:11-17) 

o Luke says that the crowds began to be so big or were so eager to hear 

Jesus that they began to trample one another (Luke 12:1). 

 

Deciding to Follow Jesus—Cost Benefit Analysis 

 I think Luke is intentional when he tells us at the start of this passage that there 

were large crowds traveling with Jesus. That’s not an incidental detail, but an important 

one. It describes the impact Jesus was having and the impressions they had of him. 

 They’ve heard inspiring teaching and healing and curing and have even been 

physically fed.  

 So, back to well-informed and wise decision making and perhaps the 

placement and intent of this passage: 

• If these crowds were growing ever larger because the people in the whole region 

saw the wonderous things Jesus was doing, but weren’t aware of or were 

overlooking the pain to come, then Jesus needed to be straight forward with 

them. 

o He told the disciples before of the suffering and rejection and death, but 

the people—if they’d even heard this--weren’t focused on it.  

• In order to make a wise decision about following Jesus, he wants them to know 

that suffering may come their way as well. It wouldn’t be just the healing and 

curing and feeding which they had witnessed. 

This passage functions as a corrective to provide a fuller picture of what following 

Jesus involves.  

If they were to use something like a “Cost Benefit Analysis” to make a wise 

decision, they’d need to know that this hard time was coming and not just base their 

decision about following him on what they’d seen so far.  

 Jesus provides two tangible examples to relate what he means about weighing 

things carefully before deciding: 

• A person building a tower would carefully assess if they had all the resources 

needed before starting out—to guard against running out of resources before 

completing the project. 

• A leader facing an enemy would perform something like a SWOT Analysis:  

o The power of the king and his troops is clearly a threat—that’s the “T” in 

SWOT. 

o “Do we have the Strength to counter that threat, enough ability to 

camouflage or cover our Weakness and take advantage of whatever 
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Opportunity we identify, or is it better to send a team to negotiate with 

them beforehand?”  

 

Our Decision-Making 

And maybe the content of this passage—if the description of the hard time to 

come is in part a corrective to the healing and curing and feeding that the large crowds 

have seen—if this passage is a corrective or a balance to what they have heard and 

seen so far, then the passage seems harsh to us if we just read this passage alone and 

aren’t aware of the trajectory of what they have seen so far. 

Because if we were to read this passage all by itself and not draw in what we 

have seen and known ourselves about Jesus from other passages, then it would be 

unbalanced the other way. Because there seems to be no benefit to following Jesus if 

you read this passage alone. 

Just as a contrast, the choices posed by Moses in the passage from 

Deuteronomy creates a much different picture by offering a persuasive approach which 

is explicit about costs and benefits: 

Speaking to the people as they approach the Promised Land, he urges them to 

choose wisely and choose life. He is explicit, telling them, if you make this choice, you 

will live and multiply, you will enjoy many years in the land, God will bless you, your 

children will live. 

The passage from Luke just talks about the hard part of following Jesus—the 

costs.  

 

“Jesus Isn’t Really Teaching us to Hate, is He?” 

I said I’d talk more specifically about this troubling phrase, “Whoever does not 

hate their [family member] or even life itself cannot be my disciple” (v. 26).  

Here are a few references to help us contextualize and understand what he 

means: 

• Jesus did say that his true family are those who do God’s will (Luke 8:19-21). 

o So, that’s an emphasis on following Jesus.  

• From the cross, near his death, he did provide family for his devastated mother in 

the reassurance and instruction he gave to her and disciple John (John 19:26-

27). In providing for his mother, Jesus clearly showed compassion rather than 

indifference to her.   

• In Jewish traditions, “hate” could be used to express animosity, but the word was 

also a part of wisdom sayings to indicate priorities or choices.  

o The wicked are said to hate discipline, justice, and knowledge 

o The righteous hate wickedness, falsehood, and gossip1  

 
1 See, for instance, Psalms 45:7; 50:17; 97:10; 119:163; Proverbs 1:29 
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So, Jesus is not advocating for hate and hostility, but just like the single-minded 

focus of having “set his face to Jerusalem,” he’s urging his followers to not let anything 

less valuable go in front of something more valuable. It’s about what comes first. Jesus 

is challenging them to be fully devoted to him.  

Following Jesus Is Hard. . .  

 Today’s sermon title is, “Following Jesus is . . .” 

 From today’s gospel passage, what would your fill-in-the-blank answer be? 

• To put it simply and succinctly, I’d say Jesus wants us to know that ‘Following 

Jesus is hard.” 

But there is still good news here: The promise of discipleship is also that we do 

not walk this path alone. We always walk with Jesus, and as we do, we encounter 

others who have turned in the same direction. 

Here’s what one of the participants in our Tuesday Bible study said about the 

compelling draw of being in community, knowing that discipleship is hard.  

Serving our unloving neighbors is hard. The good news though, for me, is that 

we're not called to walk it alone.  Rather, we're doing it in community where we 

can lift each other up and make it a tad bit less painful.  That's exactly why we 

have [places to connect and develop that community like] Bible studies and 

quilting groups, [and why we] attend worship . . .  

[We need that support] so we can walk this walk together and lean on 

each other.  That cross is too heavy for one man or woman to carry by 

themselves. 

 

 Following Jesus is hard, but we don’t do it alone and there is grace that gives us 

another chance. Come back next week and I’ll tell you some more good news.  

 

 

 

 

 


