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Every few months I will read about a new poll that’s been taken measuring the religious affiliation of people in America.  In April of 2009 the Gallup Poll showed that 77% of people in America identified themselves as Christians, which is down from 91% back in 1948.  Other polls measure how often people say they attend church. For example, nationally over 40% of people say they attend church on a regular basis, but when pollsters examine actual attendance figures it turns out only about 20% of Americans attend church with any level of consistency.  And here in the Bay Area the number is much lower – here about 6% attend church regularly.
Of course the whole Gallup Poll thing can be a little misleading.  I have been a participant in the Gallup Poll for the last three years.  About once a month I get an email asking me to participate in their survey, something I think is kind of fun to do.  But I have to tell you that if you wanted to it would be very easy to just make stuff up in your answers.  It’s not as though you get an electric shock when you put down an answer that makes you sound better than you are.  For example, in one poll they asked me about my diet and nutrition.  They asked how often I ate fruits and vegetables – do I get five servings a day, three servings a day, or less?  Now the truth is that I probably hadn’t had a serving of fruits and vegetables in about a month, since the donut store doesn’t carry that kind of stuff, but I also knew that it would make me look bad if I put the truth down.  So I sort of reinterpreted the question so that an apple fritter counted as a serving of fruits and vegetables.

My favorite category, I have to tell you, is the annual, “Rate your boss” poll – do you like your boss, is your boss good to you, is your boss a good manager?  What the pollsters don’t know is that when I answer those questions, I’m talking about Jesus.  So that might skew the numbers just a little bit when the pollsters report what people think about their bosses.

But when it comes to these questions about our religious affiliation, the real question isn’t whether I would identify myself with the Christian faith to a Gallup pollster or whether I attend a Christian church three out of five Sundays.  The real question is whether Jesus would identify me as one of his followers.  Do you remember what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, recorded for us in Matthew 7?
Not everyone who says to me “Lord, Lord” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?”  Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!”  (Matthew 7:21-23)
I have always found those to be extremely sobering words.  After all, it’s not as though Jesus is saying, “You know, just going to church doesn’t make you one of my followers.”  That’s something we all pretty much know already, isn’t it?  We’ve known people who went to church on Sunday and lived very self-centered lives the other 167 hours of the week.  But according to Jesus, there are people who call him Lord and who prophesy in his name and who cast out demons in his name and who even perform miracles in his name who won’t make it into heaven.  In fact, there are people who do all those things to whom Jesus will say, “I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers.”
So clearly what it means to be a follower of Jesus means something different to Jesus than it does to many who would identify themselves as followers of Jesus. And since Jesus is the only one in a position to define the terms, then it is very important for us to understand just what Jesus taught about becoming one of his followers.  
Today is Palm Sunday.  Two thousand years ago a large group of people who identified themselves as disciples of Jesus welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem.  Yet just a handful of days later those “disciples” were nowhere to be found.  So what did they think it meant to be a follower of Jesus?  And based on what Jesus taught about becoming one of his followers, how would Jesus have identified those folks?  And more importantly, what would Jesus say about me?

To Follow Jesus Means More Than Being A Fan
Here’s what we’re going to learn about following Jesus from what happened on Palm Sunday – we’re going to learn that following Jesus means much more than being a fan of Jesus.  There were a lot of people on that first Palm Sunday who were very excited to see Jesus and who were even willing to cheer for Jesus in public.  Had a Gallup pollster asked them that day if they were for Jesus or against Jesus, they would have said, “We’re for him!  We’re on his side.  We read his blogs and follow him on Twitter.  We wear his t-shirts and have his symbols on our bumpers.  Yes, we are big fans of Jesus!”  But as we will see, being a follower of Jesus means much more than being a fan.
Let’s take a minute to remind ourselves of what happened on Palm Sunday.  The events of that day started with Jesus telling two of his disciples this: “Go to the village ahead of you, and as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there which no one has ever ridden.  Untie it and bring it here.” (Luke 19:30)  And here’s what happens:

They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt and put Jesus on it.  As he went along, people spread their cloaks on the road.  When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”  (Luke 19:35-38)
So what’s this all about?  The first thing we need to know is the time of year.  It’s Passover season, one of three times during the year when the entire country gathers in Jerusalem to celebrate and to offer sacrifices to God.  There would have been hundreds of thousands more people in Jerusalem than normal, sort of like what happens to New Orleans during Mardi Gras.  But for the Jewish people Passover was more than a strictly religious observance.  It was also the time of year when they celebrated their liberation from 400 years of slavery to the Egyptians, kind of like our 4th of July. During the time Jesus lived, Passover was also a time of year when the people became more demonstrative about their longing to be free from Roman rule.  So the atmosphere as Jesus approached Jerusalem would have been highly charged.

Second, we need a little background to appreciate the whole donkey thing.  Think for a moment – when you read about Jesus in the Gospels, how does he get around?  He walks, right?  Everywhere Jesus goes, he walks.  Jesus’ home was in Capernaum, in the Galilee area, in the north of Israel.  From Capernaum to Jerusalem was a walk of 120 miles, a walk made every year by thousands of Galileans.  But now as Jesus is just about to get to Jerusalem, what does he do?  He tells his disciples to go get him a colt for him to ride.  After walking over 100 miles, for some reason Jesus wants to ride the last few hundred yards into Jerusalem on the back of a colt.  Oh, and those last few hundred yards happen to be mostly downhill, since he’s coming from the Mount of Olives, which is the highest point in Jerusalem at 2900 feet above sea level.  So why would he do that?  Is Jesus so out of shape that he just can’t make the last hundred yards or so on foot?

The answer comes from the Old Testament book of Zechariah, where the prophet tells the people of Israel how they will be able to recognize the Messiah: “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion!  Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem!  See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” (Zechariah 9:9)  Jesus very intentionally entered into Jerusalem on the back of a colt to symbolically and unambiguously lay claim to being the Messiah.  The Romans in the audience were likely unaware of what was going on, but the people would not have missed the symbolism.  This Jesus they had heard so much about, the one who had done so many miracles, was letting them know that he was the one they had been waiting for, that the Messiah had finally come just as God has promised.
And what about the branches?  We call it Palm Sunday; John 12:13 tells us it was palm branches that the people were waving as Jesus entered into Jerusalem.  Well, it turns out that they weren’t using palm branches just because there happened to be a sale on palms at the time.  Palms were a very important symbol to the Jewish people, a symbol that had been placed on Jewish coins when the nation of Israel was freed from foreign rule.  Palms were a symbol of Jewish nationalism, an expression of the people’s desire for political freedom.  So as Jesus enters Jerusalem on the back of a colt, making clear claim to be the Messiah, the crowds implore him – both in their words and with their symbols – to save them and to set them free.  Specifically, they want to be free of the Romans.  They want political freedom.  They think the Romans are the source of all their problems, that if they could just change the government everything would be alright.  

And sometimes we think the same thing.  The problem, we are convinced, is the government, or Wall Street, or the liberal media, or the conservative media.  If you’re a 49ers fan the problem is the Yorks and if you’re a Raiders fan the problem is Al Davis and if you’re a Warriors fan … well then you’re just being silly.  If someone could just save us from the current administration and its failed policies, we would be fine.

But Jesus knew that the Romans weren’t the real problem then, and our government is not our problem now.  Yes, Jesus is the Messiah; he was not trying in any way to hide that fact.  But as the Messiah his mission was not to save the people from the Romans; his mission was to save the people from their own sin.  Our problem isn’t that our government is messed up; our problem is that we are messed up, and what Jesus came to do was not to fix our government but to fix us.
And when those who called themselves Jesus’ “disciples” figured out that Jesus didn’t intend to change the political landscape, when they realized that Jesus was instead intent on cleaning up their own lives, they stopped being fans.  They took the bumper stickers off; they “unfriended” Jesus.  They had been fans of Jesus when they had reason to believe Jesus could make them more prosperous and more comfortable.  But when they discovered that Jesus’ plan was to make them more holy, then they bailed.  That didn’t interest them.  Being a follower of Jesus means more than being a fan.  It means more than checking “Christian” on the Gallup Poll.  
To Follow Jesus Means That Jesus Comes First
So how would Jesus define what it means to be his follower?  After all, he’s the one who defines the terms, not Gallup or anyone else, so how did Jesus put it?  Let’s look at two ways Jesus explained it so we can be sure we understand exactly what Jesus said it takes to become his follower.  Here’s how Jesus says it in Luke 14:

Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them he said, “If anyone come to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters – yes, even his own life – he cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:25-26)  
Now some of us are thinking, “You know, I think I can do that.  My brother can be a real jerk.  I think I could hate him in the name of Jesus.”  So is that what Jesus meant?  At face value, this is a pretty shocking statement, isn’t it?  And it would have shocked Jesus’ original hearers even more, given the devotion of Jewish people from the first century to their families.  After all, what is more important to us than our families!  There is nothing in life we cherish more than the people in our family, no one we love more than the parents who raised us, the husbands or wives we pledged our lives to, the children we brought into the world.  We would give anything for our families, even if it meant we had to sacrifice our own lives.  So how could Jesus, who commanded us to love even our enemies, now tell us that to be his follower we must hate our parents and our partners and our children, and – oh yes – ourselves?

Do any of you ever use exaggeration to make a point?  Sure you do.  Do you ever use hyperbole when you speak?  You do if you’re a parent, that’s for sure.  Maybe you’ve even said this to your kids: “I’ve told you a million times not to exaggerate.” Perhaps you’ve said, “I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”  The rabbis of Jesus’ day used hyperbole with a great deal of frequency; Bible students refer to this manner of speech as “Semitic hyperbole.”  And when you read the Gospels you’ll find a number of examples of times Jesus used Semitic hyperbole, like when he said it is harder for a rich man to get into heaven than for a camel to squeeze through the eye of a needle.  So let’s understand that when Jesus says we are to hate our family if we want to be his disciples that he’s exaggerating to make his point.
But he does have a point.  He’s not just trying to be shocking and he’s not trying to be silly.  And here’s his point – if you want to be my follower, then I have to come first in your life.  I have to be your first priority.  

We all know what a priority list is.  Some of you are like me and your life is made up of lists.  You get up in the morning and you make a list of all the things you need to do that day. There is the work list.  There is the family list, the things you have to do for and/or with your family that day, like pick up the kids at school, take them to soccer, buy supplies for their art project.  There is the personal list of things you want to accomplish that day, like exercise at the gym, pay the bills, work on the taxes, finish the novel, watch a favorite show, call your mom, write your brother.  Some of us even have a God list, that includes things like reading the Bible, memorizing verses of the Bible, praying, preparing for our small group.

Now unless you are superhuman, it is not possible to do everything on all your lists in one day.  So what do you do?  You prioritize.  You decide which things you have to do and you put those on top of your list.  At the bottom of the list are those things you can do some other day.  In the middle are those things you really should do today, but no one will fire you or arrest you if you don't.  For example, I imagine among your highest priorities is picking up your kids at school.  You can’t say, “Well, I should pick them up today, but I really need to work out at the gym, so I think I’ll do that and just pick them up tomorrow.”  Going to work is probably another very high priority.  Most of us don’t say, “I know the boss really needs that report today, but I wrote down on my to-do list that I was going to finish reading my book, so I think I’ll stay home and read.”  Work is a high priority; reading novels isn’t.

Part of the stress of our lives comes when two high priorities clash, something that happens with regularity for some.  You’re at the office.  Your spouse is on a business trip out of town.  The school calls; Billy just threw up down the heating vent.  You are in the middle of an important conference call with six other people, and you are the key person on the call.  You’ve got a conflict between two very high priorities.  

When Jesus told his followers that to follow him meant to hate their families and their selves, he was making a very important point about our priorities.  He wanted to be very clear that even though our family is a high priority, even though we are to be devoted to our family, he comes first.  He is our Lord.  He is our highest priority.  Jesus wants us to know that following him is not something we squeeze in at the end of our day if we happen to have time left over.  Following Jesus is not something we fit in after we have crossed everything else off of our “to do” lists.  Following Jesus should be at the top of the list.  Jesus took his marching orders from his Father, not from his family.  And that is what it takes for us to follow Jesus.  He gives the marching orders, he sets the agenda, he makes out the dance card.  To follow Jesus means that Jesus is our highest priority.  And there are two places any one of us can look to evaluate whether or not Jesus really is our top priority – our daily schedule and our checking account.  If Jesus is our highest priority, he will show up in those two places.

To Follow Jesus Is A Full-Time Commitment 

And here’s one more rather startling way Jesus defined what it means to follow him.  First, let me give you a little background so we make sure we get Jesus’ point.  As we saw a few minutes ago, most of the Jewish people of Jesus’ day expected the Messiah to be a warrior king, a king who would lead them in revolt against their Roman oppressors.  They expected the Messiah to be an economic king, who would help them become prosperous and wealthy.  Jesus knew he had not come to be that kind of Messiah.  And so he tells his disciples, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” (Luke 9:22)
This is the first time Jesus lets his disciples in on this information, the first time he tells them he has come to be a suffering Messiah, a Messiah who will be rejected by the very people he came to save.  But that wasn’t the only shocking news he had for his disciples.  Not only was the road ahead of him going to be hard; the road ahead of them was going to be just as hard, if they really wanted to follow him.  So after Jesus announces to his disciples that he is going to be rejected and suffer and die, Jesus says these words:  “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his own soul?” (Luke 9:23-24)
Now let’s be sure we understand exactly what Jesus is saying here, because if we don’t all we will do by denying ourselves is make ourselves more miserable.  Jesus did not tell us to deny ourselves because he’s worried we’re having too much fun in life.  He didn’t tell us to deny ourselves because he’s masochistic.  Notice what he said very carefully.  We are to deny ourselves, Jesus said, so we can follow him.  That, you see, is the point – to follow Jesus, to obey Jesus, to love Jesus, to serve Jesus and to serve others in the name of Jesus.  The point is not to deny yourself things that are fun or easy or comfortable just for the mere sake of giving them up.  That’s how some people practice Lent.  They pick something they really like to give up for Lent, but to be honest what they give up in no way helps them follow Jesus any better.  They just give it up to give it up, with the hope they’ll get brownie points in heaven for being miserable for six weeks on earth.  I’m sorry, but if you give up eating chocolate bunnies for six weeks and do nothing more to follow and obey Jesus, you don’t get extra credit.  (By the way, if you are giving up chocolate bunnies, you might get some extra credit if you give them to me.)

Here’s another point we dare not misunderstand.  Jesus never told his followers to deny their self-worth.  Jesus never asked his followers, and he does not ask us, to deny our lives have meaning or value or dignity.  Jesus came for just the opposite reason.  Jesus came to give our lives meaning and value and dignity.  Jesus died on the Cross because your life has meaning and value and dignity.  So please don’t think Jesus asks us to mope around while we tell ourselves, “I am so worthless.  I am such a loser.”  To do that is to tell Jesus he made a mistake when he thought your life was worth dying for.

So what does self-denial look like, the kind of self-denial Jesus says is a requirement for following him?  Well, let’s remember that the point is not self-denial for the sake of self-denial; the point is to follow Jesus as completely and fully as we can.  So what is involved in following Jesus?  For Jesus’ first disciples it meant quite a bit.  It meant leaving their careers.  It meant leaving their families and friends to follow Jesus all around Israel.  It meant Jesus decided their schedules and plans.  Jesus was a busy man, which meant following him kept them busy.  Money?  All of it was invested in following Jesus – not whatever was left over, not 5% or 10% of it – all of it.  Following Jesus meant denying themselves many things they were interested in doing and in having, and it will surely mean the same for us.
And there’s one more part of this saying – Jesus asks us to take up our cross daily and follow him.  He asks us to consciously decide every single day that we will do whatever he asks, that we will devote ourselves to the mission we were made for, no matter what it takes.  For some of us, it might actually involve death.  Did you know that more Christians were killed for their faith in the last century than in all the other centuries put together?  That is a sobering thought.  But for most of us, following Jesus means something often even harder than dying for his sake.  It means living for his sake.

Amelio spent years in a prison in China for his faith.  From his cell he heard the voice of a mother trying to comfort her five-year old daughter, a girl named Siao-Mei.  The two had been imprisoned for protesting the arrest of their pastor.  The prison director taunted the mother, saying, “Don’t you have pity on your daughter?  If you just deny your faith and promise not to go to church anymore, I will set you and your child free.”  The woman gave in.  She was paraded onto a stage and there before 10,000 people she shouted out, “I am no longer a Christian.”  The prison director was true to his word, and he set the mother and daughter free.  On the way home, while enjoying their first moments of freedom, Siao-Mei, who had stood next to her mother on that stage, turned to her and said, “Mummy, today Jesus is not happy with you.”  The mother explained, “You wept in prison.  I had to say this out of my love for you.”  

Do you know what that five-year old said?  She said, “Mummy, I promise that if we go to jail again for Jesus I will not weep.”  The mother and Siao-Mei immediately turned back and ran to the prison director.  She told him, “You convinced me to say wrong things for my daughter’s sake, but she has more courage than I.  We will never deny our faith in Jesus.”  Siao-Mei and her mother were sent back to prison.  And Siao-Mei didn’t cry.

Jesus did not promise it would be easy to follow him.  He was as honest as he could be.  To follow him means more than being a fan; it means to deny ourselves.  To follow him means to lose our lives.  To follow him means to make him our first priority, to take up our cross everyday, to obey him and serve him no matter what, no matter where.  But while Jesus didn’t promise it would be easy, I’ll tell you what Jesus did promise.  He did promise us real life, abundant life, eternal life – the quality and quantity of life that no human being can ever take from us.  A five-year old named Siao-Mei discovered that.  And so can you.   
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