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Welcome to First Church. If you are new here, my name is Tyler and I’m on staff. We’ve been passing 

the preaching baton around a bit these past few weeks. The short version goes like this: Pastor Scott 

retired, but our new pastor, Lisa, won’t join our ranks until next week. So, two weeks ago Pastor César 

talked to us about remaining true to the mission of our local church; and our District Superintendent, 

Rev. Darneather Murph-Heath, in her sermon last week, asked us to consider what we might be 

wrestling with...much like Jacob wrestled with God. That brings us to today and you’re stuck with 

me...the third-string preacher!  

 

My strategy today is to preach such a terrible sermon that everyone is REALLY RELIEVED to have 

Pastor Lisa finally start. (this is just a joke)  

I was thinking about the silliness of the idea of a “third-string” preacher. Like, there’s a starter, then a 

backup, then a third-string that only exists when the game is basically over but you still have these kids 

on the team whom you promised their mothers that they could play the next game.  

 

Actually, what I just described is pretty much my experience with being on the basketball team in 8th 

grade. I was on the third-string. I almost never played, because why would I? I wasn’t particularly 

good at basketball, I was short, an average-at-best shooter, not very aggressive, and not a particularly 

good dribbler. But I don’t think they really “cut” people from the team, so I just joined the ranks of the 

third string.  

 

I wonder if we have any third-stringers here today. Surely, I can’t be the only one! Is anyone willing to 

admit you are a third-stringer? Maybe at your job, or maybe at playing with the kids, or maybe you are 

the last line of defense against doing the dishes or cooking dinner? That’s how it is in our house.  

 

There’s option  

1. I cook 

2. McDonald’s 

3. Michele cooks.  

So, do we have any third-stringers?  

 

What about in faith? Anyone feel like a third-stringer when it comes to following Jesus? When it comes 

to promoting spiritual vitality in your home, or among your friends, or with co-workers? Are you a 
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third-stringer? When it comes to worshipful expression, or generosity, or serving the poor, or 

cultivating your faith, are you a third-stringer?  

 

It’s time to take a look at our text for this morning. This passage comes from Luke, chapter 9. If you 

are using a blue Bible from the pew, it will be page 957. This section in your Bible is probably labeled 

“The Cost of Following Jesus.”  

 

The Cost of Following Jesus  
57 As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.”  
58 Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay 

his head.”  
59 He said to another man, “Follow me.”  

But he replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  
60 Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom 

of God.”  
61 Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say goodbye to my 

family.”  
62 Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the 

kingdom of God.”       

 

Three people, three exchanges, and three responses from Jesus that require some new understanding 

and explanation...this sermon practically writes itself! I can get behind this kind of order. In each of 

these exchanges, Jesus responds negatively to each call to follow Him. Weird right? When people 

approach Him with the intent to follow - and I’m sure it was more than just three people - He had this 

way of vetting them. He wants to be up front with would-be followers that there is a personal cost to 

following him.  

 

When I used to teach guitar lessons  

 

Every now and again, someone will ask me for some guitar advice. It usually goes like this. Little 

Johnny just LOVES guitar and he’s always pretending to play along with the TV on his favorite toy 

guitar. We’re thinking about buying him a new guitar and signing him up for lessons. What do you 

recommend?  

First question, every time, how old is he? (or) How old is she?  

 

What I’ve discovered through the years is that really young children struggle to play the guitar because 

it is physically painful to press your fingers down on those strings for any length of time. I’ve seen kids’ 

wince, shake out their hand, their little fingers a bit raw from the high tension of wound bronze and 

steel strings. It’s tough for a little guy. For most kids, the idea of playing guitar has to be more 

attractive than the actual pain of learning.  

 

Jesus is upfront about what it will mean to follow Him, and that it is costly. But His responses sound a 

bit cryptic at face value. This is pretty characteristic to both Jesus’ teaching style AND what we could 

hope to plainly understand from a series of ancient conversations a half a world away.  
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So, let’s break it down.  

 

Guy 1: I’ll follow you wherever you go  

Jesus: Foxes have holes, birds have nests, the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.  

 

Sounds like a Confucius quote, right?  

 

#1. Jesus is a moving target.  

 

The Kingdom of God is always in motion. It seems as though Jesus is saying to this guy: Yeah, you 

want to follow me, but do you understand that my mission never sleeps? Jesus will relentlessly pursue 

the healing of broken people, the forgiving of sins, and the creation of new disciples. Even animals go 

home every night...not Jesus, He’s a moving target.  

 

I’m fascinated by a bird called the Common Swift. There are several varieties of the Swift, but when 

Michele and I traveled to Italy a few years ago, these birds were unmistakable. They were everywhere, 

especially in the city, and they had a distinct and distressful call. But the part that amazed me was that 

they never landed. I never once saw one land - they were always flying.  

 

So, I did what you do, and I set out to learn a bit more via Wikipedia and the world wide web about 

this mysterious bird we’d encountered in our travels. What I learned is that the Common Swift spends 

over 90% of its life “on the wing.” (i.e. flying around) They are constantly on the move including when 

they eat and sleep. They’ve been doing this for so long that their legs have evolved to allow them to 

clutch onto the sides of buildings and trees and structures, but they can’t really land on flat ground or 

walk around like a robin, or a sparrow. In fact, the only reason they ever do land and nest is to mate 

and lay eggs. They have no home, no place to rest, they just. keep. flying.  

 

Foxes have holes and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to rest His head.  

 

How I think that translates to us is this: if you follow Jesus, expect your faith and spiritual landscape to 

constantly change and evolve. If following Jesus one year has you serving the homeless, and the next 

year, championing a deep prayer life, and the following year supporting addicts, and the next decade 

raising a Christian home, and so on...that means it’s going well. It means you are in tune with the 

Kingdom of God that’s always in motion...that you are in ministry with Jesus who never stays put.  

 

In fact, if following Jesus has you going to the same place, with the same people and saying the same 

things until all is simply religious maintenance, then you probably got lost somewhere along the way.  

 

#2. The most opportune time to follow Jesus will never present itself.  

 

Guy 2: Let me go bury my father  

Jesus: Let the dead bury their own dead.  
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At first glance, it seems that Jesus is being harsh if not a bit unsympathetic. However, I don’t think our 

guy in this scenario means, literally, hey the funeral is tomorrow and I just gotta wrap that up.  

More likely his father wasn’t dead, at least not yet. It’s possible that he’s the oldest son and had 

wanted to fulfill his duty to bury his father when the time came. Or perhaps he wanted to be near his 

father in order to obtain an inheritance. Or, and I think this is particularly interesting, is that the guy 

may have wanted to wait for his father’s second burial. What some people did in Jesus’ time is after 

someone died, they were buried - usually in a cave - for an extended period maybe up to a year. Once 

the body had rotted away and all that was left were the bones, then they’d rebury the bones. Can you 

imagine!  

 

Anyway, in light of that, Jesus’ comment makes a bit more sense to me. It’s still a tough saying, meant 

to test a potential follower and teach us something about the Kingdom, but once informed about some 

of the cultural context, we get a sense of Jesus’ real meaning.  

 

Let the dead bury their own dead. I think He means, let those who are spiritually dead - those who 

have no interest or stake in the Kingdom of God - let them worry about the duties of home.  

 

So, in order to update this teaching for the 21st Century, let’s say it this way: the most opportune time 

to follow Jesus will never present itself.  

 

When I was a kid, I assumed that having a vital spirituality would automatically come along like hair 

that starts growing under your arms and your voice deepening. And to my eventual surprise that didn’t 

happen. Then when I was challenged to develop as a disciple - I remember our youth pastor always 

encouraging us to cultivate a personal relationship with Jesus through prayer and reading - I 

thought...that’ll come easy when I’m in Bible college and I’m around Christians all day all the time. 

Then I got into college and I thought, when I get into ministry as a vocation, everything will click into 

place. And now I’m up here, talking to you all right now, saying...IT DOESN’T WORK THAT WAY! It will 

never just come to you. And your schedule will never clear up in such a way that following Jesus is 

easy and natural. It’s work. It always has been, it always will be.  

 

There’s so much to do, and it should be done, but not at the expense of following Jesus. Putting off 

discipleship until the opportune time is not only naive, but also what people do when their faith is on 

life support. Life has this way of making everything else seem so much more urgent or interesting than 

following Jesus - like a kid procrastinating a homework project in favor of getting caught up on her 

YouTube playlist.  

 

Spiritual procrastination is the pattern of those who are in danger of having no faith at all! Let the dead 

bury the dead - but you go and proclaim the Kingdom of God!  

 

#3. Resist the fear of missing out.  

 

Guy 3: I will follow you, let me go say goodbye to my family  

Jesus: No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the Kingdom of God.  
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This should be very easy for us to understand since we have so many farmers in the congregation. You 

know...people who regularly put their hands to the plow.  

 

One of my professor’s, way back in college, explained this passage to all us wide-eyed students. It’s 

pretty simple really. If you are plowing a field the best way to ensure you are making straight rows is 

to keep your eyes forward, focused on a single point of reference. If, however, you plow a field and 

constantly look behind you to make sure you’re making straight rows, you’ll inadvertently plow 

crooked.  

 

Jesus is stating what is probably well known to people that have some experience with agriculture.  

 

One last time, to put this in a modern context as it relates to following Jesus.  

 

If you want to follow Jesus but are constantly looking back to the life you mean to leave behind, you 

will inadvertently take yourself off course.  

 

My nephew Xander hates being left out. When he was little, he had such a hard time going to bed 

whenever company was visiting because he had this sneaking suspicion that everyone was having the 

time of their lives the moment his head hit the pillow and he didn’t want to miss all the fun.  

It’s called FOMO: we actually have a term for this.  

 

(from Wikipedia)  

Fear of missing out, or FOMO, is "a pervasive apprehension that others might be having rewarding 

experiences from which one is absent". This social anxiety is characterized by "a desire to stay 

continually connected with what others are doing".  

 

FOMO is also defined as a fear of regret, which may lead to a compulsive concern that one might miss 

an opportunity for social interaction, a novel experience, a profitable investment, or other satisfying 

events. In other words, FOMO perpetuates the fear of having made the wrong decision on how to 

spend time since "you can imagine how things could be different".  

 

This pressure, I think, can be a real stumbling block to following Jesus. We’re afraid that a commitment 

to mission and ministry will mean we’re leaving behind this other life and so we don’t truly commit! You 

might have all the best intentions - a mission that you are passionate about, a plan for growing your 

faith, or a commitment to a small group or whatever...but soon you start to wonder if there’s other 

things in life that you are missing out on (a raise, a scholarship, a relationship, a vacation).  

 

So, our modern-day version of Jesus’ teaching is to resist the fear of missing out. Stay focused on your 

mission.  

 

Now, let’s revisit the 8th grade version of myself, playing basketball as a third-stringer. Each game, I 

sat there in my Northlawn Panthers 8th grade basketball uniform and watched the game, hoping that 

there would be some kind of blowout score so that maybe...and by the mercy of our coach...I could 

take the court with the other bench-warmers and play the game. That was life as a third-stringer.  
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And you might think to yourself and maybe you’ve said this ABOUT yourself in the past. Hey, at least 

you made the team! And it’s true: I got to suit up, get the team photo, go to all the practices, run all 

the drills, travel to different towns - I was ON the team. Yeah you could say that’s true.  

 

But I hated that.  

 

I wanted to play! I wanted to make a difference! I wanted to score some points and impress my 

parents. I wanted a chance to prove myself. I was not happy just sitting on the sidelines.  

 

So, when I read Jesus’ words here in Luke, I don’t see it like an apprehensive parent explaining to a 

child everything that’s involved in caring for that new puppy. I see it as Jesus explaining to people that 

there are no bench warmers in the Kingdom of God. Hallelujah! We don’t have to sit on the sidelines. 

We are not the third-string!  

 

Don’t be afraid that the cost of following Jesus is too high. Be upset that people are running around in 

the uniform of a disciple but are trying to just watch the game from the sidelines. Experience 

discontent with just “sort of” following Jesus. Get a sense that you could express more love, give more 

generously, and put yourself aside for others. Yes, it’s tough; yes, you’ll sacrifice things, good and bad, 

in the name of Jesus, and yes you may not be rewarded for such faith in this life through material or 

relational or physical gain, but at least you won’t be a bench warmer.  

 

If you feel like a third-string disciple of Jesus, my prayer for you this morning is that God lights a fire 

under you and you become discontent with half-heartedly following Jesus. I’m not naive and I know 

that you all aren’t going to jump up and ask “where do I sign?” I just want this message to be a bug in 

your ear this week. So when the temptation comes to cut down a co-worker, or to ignore a stranger in 

need, or to visit that awful website, or avoid that conversation, or skip that time you set aside from 

prayer, you’ll remember at one point you were unhappy with life as it was and you wanted to follow 

Jesus - no matter the cost - because His way is abundant life.  

 

I’ll close with this quote from Dietrich Bonhoeffer - a German pastor, author, theologian who was 

executed in a Nazi concentration camp for being vocally outspoken against Nazis and participating in a 

plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler. He knew a thing or two about the cost of following Jesus (and he wrote 

a book entitled The Cost of Discipleship).  

 

“Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again and again, the gift which 

must be asked for, the door at which a man must knock. Such grace is costly because it calls us 

to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a 

man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life. It is costly because it 

condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner. Above all, it is costly because it cost 

God the life of His Son: 'Ye were bought at a price', and what has cost God much cannot be 

cheap for us. Above all, it is grace because God did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay 

for our life, but delivered Him up for us. Costly grace is the Incarnation of God.”  

 

Let’s pray. 
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