“On the Road with Jesus”

Luke 14:25-33
September 9th, 2007

Sheila’s grandmother owned a ninety acre farm in Pleasant Hill, Mississippi. My first outing with Sheila was to her grandmother’s farm. I can’t call it a “date” because Sheila and I were with others on that day. A creek meandered across that 90 acres of woods and fields. And in the banks of that creek, under the shade of some big old Hickory trees, could be found some pretty decent white clay. At the time Sheila and I were students at the Memphis Academy of Arts and Sheila was studying pottery. On one visit to Grammy’s we took a shovel and harvested a big bucket full of that almost-white Mississippi clay. To anyone else that stuff we carefully hauled home was just a bucket of gummy white mud, but Sheila refined it of unwanted trash, blended it with other elements, and used it to create several interesting vessels.
God likens us to that Mississippi clay. In Jeremiah 18 God takes Jeremiah to a potter’s house and they watch as the potter shapes the clay “as seemed best to him”. And then God says to Jeremiah, “can I not do with you as this potter does?” (Jeremiah 18:1-6)  When they entered the potter’s house he was working on a piece of clay that was “marred”. The potter had formed a raw lump of clay into a desired shape, but in the process the vessel had become undesirable, flawed in some way. The potter was reclaiming the clay and fashioning it into the desired shape.

To a potter clay is not just mud but a valuable commodity. The potter sees in that lump of clay a beautiful bowl or cup or pitcher that will be a valuable addition to someone’s home. When a piece fails on the wheel the potter doesn’t discard the clay as unusable but reshapes the clay until he is pleased with it.

Most of you here today have children, and many of you grandchildren, and some of you even great grandchildren. Have they been perfect kids? Oh, come on, be honest now! Of course not, and sometimes they so disappoint us that we would like to send them back for a refund, but we would never do that. We know beyond a shadow of a doubt that they have every reason to become wonderful people.

When God found us he saw in us something way beyond what we were. When God found us we had little shape to our lives and had inclusions, trash, undesirable junk in us, not unlike that Mississippi clay. Those inclusions spoiled our usefulness. But God recognized our value. Let me paraphrase Romans 5:8: “God recognized our value, and even with all our flaws, took great pains to claim us as His own. Jesus died to refine us for God’s use.”
You might remember that I said that when Sheila took that clay home she blended it with other elements. Raw clay, refined of the junk inclusions, is still unfit for pottery, it needs other elements to give it elasticity and strength. When we are saved by God we are refined of our sin but still unfit for service. God blends into us His Holy Spirit and gives us His word and the privilege of direct communication with Him, and lots of other people to walk along with us. He gives us everything we need to become the person He knows we can be. Following God, (we call that discipleship) is a never ending journey. We are on the road with Jesus and in this physical life we will never completely arrive at our destination, only in heaven will we be complete. This life is the journey with Jesus toward home.
The practice of studying God’s word is an indispensable inclusion in the disciple’s life. Without study we can never be who God wants us to be, and that is why we put so much effort and importance in our bible study efforts. Now, lets turn to Luke 14:25.

Everybody is following Jesus! He is an interesting teacher, a great preacher and sometimes provides an all-you-can-eat meal for the crowd. And he heals! Everybody is following Jesus, but not all of them are disciples, many of them come to hear him and get what they can from him and then go right back to being and doing what they did before Jesus. Jesus bluntly tells them and us, if he is not number one for us then he does not count us as his disciples. If we put other things before Jesus then we are disciples of those things, not Jesus. If we hear him and believe in him and expect to receive his blessings, but do our own thing even though it is against his teaching, then we are not his disciples no matter what we claim for ourselves.
You and I have known people who raised hell during the week and acted like angels on Sunday, and they did that every week. We might have been one of those people at one time. We better not be today! Those people are not disciples of Jesus, no matter what they claim. James said that we can claim to be disciples all day long but if our actions say otherwise we have been found out. We are saved by God’s grace not our good living, but our good living proves our salvation. We can’t talk like an angel and live like the devil and expect to get to heaven.
This isn’t exclusively New Testament thinking. In fact in Deuteronomy 30:19 we read, “When such a person hears the words of this oath”, the commandments of God, “he invokes a blessing on himself and therefore thinks, “I will be safe, even though I persist in going my own way.”. And God says, NOT! In fact God despises a person who tries to claim the blessings while going against God’s teachings. That person will eventually pay bitterly. And if you think that God won’t notice, think again. Psalm 139 says that God doesn’t miss anything. It is impossible to fool God.
What Jesus is saying in Luke 14 is that he, Jesus, must be number one in our lives. Jesus must be given primary allegiance, priority in every area of our lives. We cannot reserve a corner of our lives for ourselves and expect Jesus to count us as disciples. You remember the rich young ruler who wanted to be a rich young disciple! Jesus knew exactly where the young man was going to get off the disciple bus and so wouldn’t let him on in the first place.
But wait a minute, Jesus is not teaching that we must be perfect in order to be saved. If that were the case then we could just all go home now. Salvation is by God’s grace while we were still imperfect sinners. In salvation God gives us the resources that will make it possible for us to be what he calls us to be. We do not fix our faults so that we can earn his favor; instead, we turn to him in our sin so that he can begin the work of renovation so that we can be the disciples He wishes for us to be. I love that T shirt that says, “Have patience with me, God’s not finished with me yet”. That’s biblical! In this life we will always be a work in progress. And sometimes that means a painful, messy tearing down before the building up can occur.

Let me return to that pottery metaphor one last time. Many times I have watched as Sheila took a lump of clay, centered it on her wheel and began the delicate act of pulling the spinning clay into a shape, only to reach a point and find a flaw in the nearly finished piece. She would take that piece that looked pretty good to me and smash it between her fingers and knead it under the heels of her hands until it was nothing more than the lump it began, and start over. Same clay, same creative vision and a determination the clay will be something beautiful to behold. Sometimes God has to do that with us! It is hard, but it is necessary.
God has an eternal plan for you! You have been saved by grace and given everything you need to be his disciple. God has done the impossible work, now it is up to you, using what he has given you, to live out your discipleship. We are on the road with Jesus and he is leading us to heaven. The trip through this world is never easy, but then, we are just passing through on the way to the better land. A disciple of Jesus just keeps his eyes on the goal. He may trip, he may wander off the narrow path, but he will keep on keeping on. And his Lord will never, ever give up on him, will constantly be there to shape him back up and squeeze him into the very person God created him to be. The road with Jesus sometimes seems long and hard but it is worth it! Amen. 
