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Scripture: Luke 14:25-33 

 

 

 Wow! That’s pretty extreme! Some mornings I don’t get my coffee for a little while and I 

can be surly, a little judgmental, but this is pretty rough. Today Jesus’ PR team would be putting 

out all kinds of statements to walk some of this back. “Whoa! That’s not really what he meant; 

you misunderstood!” In fact, if you do feel a little uncomfortable with that passage, you’re not 

alone. The parallel to it in Matthew tones it down quite a bit. So, either the original source they 

both used sounded more like Luke and Matthew made it easier to swallow (a little bit; he has 

Jesus say, “You shouldn’t love family more than me,” but he doesn’t tell us to hate them!) or 

Luke made the original source even harsher.  

 

 We really have no way of knowing. I think there’s a good chance Jesus may have said 

something along these lines, though. You may not want to hear that, but it’s not all that unusual 

among spiritual masters. Making an extreme demand is a way to encourage the practice of an 

extreme devotion. And if Jesus were just a run-of-the-mill cult leader with an over-sized ego, 

then we should be suspicious. But we have to hear his words within a larger context. If this were 

all we had of what he taught, we probably wouldn’t be here right now. But we know better. 

 

 The Jesus who says you must hate your father and mother and sister and brother to be his 

disciple is the same Jesus who tells us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us. 

He’s the same Jesus who, as Roman guards were nailing him to a cross said, “Father, forgive 

them.” The same Jesus who comes in resurrected form to bring peace and the promise of his 

continuing presence and not revenge or retribution. So, we need to be generous in how we hear 

even these harsh, extreme words not so much on their own merit but because Jesus says them. 

 

 I’m a big believer in taking the Bible seriously without taking it literally. Not everyone 

agrees with that, of course, but even those who take it literally I suspect hold a deep love for their 

families which doesn’t keep them from being followers of Jesus. But how do we take his words 

seriously? One option is to place them within an historical context. Jesus is speaking to people in 

the first century who were struggling with allegiances as their country is occupied by a brutal 

empire. They had to make hard choices, choices that would determine the direction of their lives 

forever. They may have had to turn their backs on family and community, careers and security to 

pursue a higher calling, to escape the enslavement of an unjust system. The story is told of 

Harriet Tubman, the great liberator of enslaved black folks in this country, leading freedom 

seekers to a bridge across the Niagara River that would take them to Canada. It’s said that she 

carried a rifle to use on anyone who went part way and wanted to turn back. She couldn’t risk 

their telling the authorities how to get there. When the stakes are that high, extreme 

commitments are called for. Knowing the circumstances of those first Christians, the community 

around Luke, might help us take Jesus’ words more seriously. 

 

 Another option is to turn his words on ourselves. When we look within ourselves at the 

commitments that motivate and shape us, what keeps us from truly committing our lives to 

following Jesus? What keeps us bound? That’s a question each of us needs to answer on our 



own. And it may be the answer will change over time. What was absolutely non-negotiable when 

we were young may be easy to hate now. And we may not even realize how bound we are to 

ideas or circumstances or relationships that keep us from following Jesus today. Letting them go, 

rejecting, or hating them, can feel like a certain form of death, even a crucifixion, depending on 

how tight a hold they have on us.  

 

 So, these words of Jesus, harsh and extreme as they are, can lead us into a deeper spiritual 

journey. And I suspect what we’re likely to find it’s a journey that we’re always beginning. Each 

day we take our first steps in following Jesus. Each day we start anew, learning to walk the path 

he walks, rejecting what must be let go and embracing what draws us closer to God’s presence.  

 

 Doing that will cause consequences. If we’re serious about our commitment to following 

Jesus, then we’re bound to run afoul of folks in our lives who don’t want to be bothered, who are 

content drifting along with things as they are. The thing about following Jesus is it opens our 

eyes to realities most folks want to ignore. We see injustice and bigotry and violence where 

before we were blind to it. And once you start down that road, once you see those realities, you 

can’t ignore them anymore. If we’re going to follow Jesus, pattern our lives on his life, then we 

have to speak out. Our denomination has a Brief Statement of Faith that I think captures the 

effect of becoming a follower of Jesus especially well when it says, “In a broken and fearful 

world the Spirit gives us courage to pray without ceasing, to witness among all peoples to Christ 

as Lord and Savior, to unmask idolatries in Church and culture, to hear the voices of peoples 

long silenced, and to work with others for justice, freedom and peace.”  

 

 That’s what happens when we take Jesus’ words seriously and hate what keeps us bound. 

And it is an everyday effort. Every day we are committed to looking within and finding what 

holds us back. And that’s why we are part of a community and not just isolated individuals. 

Whether we understand these words as coming directly from Jesus to the actual crowds around 

him or from Luke speaking decades later to the people around him through Jesus, what they both 

have in common with us is a community of discipleship. Just like us they were seeking to live 

together with integrity in response to Jesus’ call. We need each other to make this journey in a 

meaningful way. We need to see how others live their faith and be role models for them as well.  

 

 Together we learn how to take our first steps. This morning we begin a new program 

year, a new journey as followers of Jesus. What should we let go to be faithful to his path? What 

is it time to reject and what must we carry? The way of Jesus is demanding; to walk his path we 

must be open-hearted, fully aware and always humble. On our own we could never do it, but 

together we can become a force for transformation, we can change the world a step at a time. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 


