January 26, 2014

Matthew 4:18-20

“Jesus, Are You Serious?”
Pastor Puls, Senior Pastor, Hope Lutheran Church
Earlier this week, Pastor Wagner, Pastor Upchurch, and I were chatting about fitness and exercise. It reminded me of an email I received from a friend recently, telling me about a new fitness program he’s been trying out. “It’s great,” he writes. “I’ve been trying to build up my arm and shoulder muscles, and I adopted this regimen, three days a week or so. I started by taking a 5-pound potato sack in each hand, extending my arms straight out to my sides, and holding them there as long as I could.  After a few weeks, I moved up to 10-pound sacks, then 50-pound sacks, and finally 100-pound potato sacks. Finally, I got to where I could lift a 100-pound potato sack in each hand, and hold my arms straight out, for more than a full minute. Next, I started putting a few potatoes in the sacks … but I would caution you not to overdo it at this level.”

Plenty of folks these days are trying to take that same approach with their faith – being careful not to overdo it. We consider ourselves to be followers of Jesus, we identify ourselves with a church. But if Jesus himself were to walk up to us today and challenge us to do something tremendously risky, or to give up something precious and costly, would we – could we -- do it? 
We heard in the Gospel story about Jesus challenging two men in just that way. Two brothers, Simon and Andrew, partners in a fishing business, at least one of them married, average working men with normal responsibilities and commitments and headaches, just like all of us. They’re minding their own business, doing their job, fishing with their nets, when Jesus walks up, and says to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” 

Now, we learned last week that Simon and Andrew had met Jesus previously, so they knew something about him already. But, still, when this outlandish invitation hit them on the beach, you’d think their response would have been, “Jesus, are you serious? You want us to literally drop everything here, quit our jobs, leave our families behind? You want us to put our familiar lives on hold, and dedicate ourselves now to following you, as you go around preaching and teaching and stirring up the anger of the religious authorities and the rulers of the land? Jesus, are you serious?”

Jesus was serious. And our Lord is serious when he calls and invites and challenges you and me, too.

Christ may not be asking you to quit your job and to become a missionary; but some of what he’s asking you to do is crazy stuff, risky and costly! Being a Christ-follower isn’t just sitting back and chilling out as Jesus loves you, forgives you, blesses you, and brings you your choice of cold beverages and a snack. Our Lord does provide abundantly for us, but he also asks some serious things of us. 

“Jesus, you want me to love that person over there? Her? Him? Are you sure about that?”
“Jesus, you really expect me to leave behind my familiar, comfortable, favorite sins?”

“Jesus, you meant what you said about turning the other cheek, and loving my enemies, and forgiving seventy times seven times?

“Jesus, you want me to believe that you’re the only way to heaven, when the world says that all religions are cool and any god I choose is all the same?” 

“Jesus, you think I should be in church every Sunday, and read my Bible every day?”

“Jesus, you want me to follow you more, too, and devote my life more to you?”

“Jesus, are you serious about these things? Jesus, are you serious about me?”

He is. Our Lord is serious about loving us, despite our sins and failings. He’s serious about saving us from the consequences of our choices and actions, which so often go contrary to God’s will. Jesus is serious about forgiveness, and about giving us a fresh, clean start with our Maker. And he’s serious about the life he wants us to live, the kind of people he wants us to be, the jobs he wants us to do, the impact he wants us to make on others in his name, the changes he wants to make in you and in me. 
Simon and Andrew are just characters in a story from long ago. But Jesus calls you and me, today. Jesus invites us, right now, to start following him more than we’ve been. Jesus challenges us to take some risks and make some costly choices for him and with him.
He is serious about you, and Jesus is serious about helping you grow as a disciple, to change as a Christian, to transform little by little into the kind of person he wants you to be. It didn’t happen all at once for Simon and Andrew. The brothers took a big risk and followed Jesus because they had sensed the divine in him. His words burned in their hearts, his power boggled their minds, and his love for them was like nothing they’d ever experienced before. But still they struggled, and still they doubted, and their journey with Jesus was never simple and easy. 

Nor will yours be. But he’ll be walking with you every day, too. Christ will guide you whenever you’re lost. He’ll strengthen you when you’re weak, and love you when it feels like nobody else does. 
Jesus is serious about all of that … and Jesus is serious about you! Amen.

