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THE COST OF FOLLOWING JESUS
(Acts 12:1-5)

TEXT:  Acts 12:1-5
SUBJECT:  Discipleship—Cost of
F.C.F:  Why is it costly to follow Jesus?
PROPOSITION: Since Jesus has bought us, we must pay the cost of following 
him.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  What you must see if you would understand the Christian faith rightly is that the events recorded in this text are not abnormal.  They are altogether ordinary.  James pays the ultimate cost for his faith in Jesus—he is put to death.  Peter is arrested, and it looks like he is next.  And they weren’t the only ones.  God’s people are on the receiving end of not only the world’s disapproval, but its open hostility as well.  And there is nothing unusual, odd, or unexpected about it.  There is a great cost to be paid by all who will follow Jesus Christ.  

Jesus gave us fair warning.  In John 15, Jesus said, “18 If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. 19 If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. 20 Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you. If they kept my word, they will also keep yours. 21 But all these things they will do to you on account of my name, because they do not know him who sent me.”  What this means is that it will be costly to follow Jesus, and we must gladly pay the cost. 

B.  There is a general confusion about the purpose of Christianity today.  This confusion has been fostered by a popular crowd of false teachers who have made grandiose, worldly promises of prosperity and success.  The biblical faith has been hijacked by these false prophets who have offered a feel-good faith of health and wealth in the here and now, something unheard of in the New Testament.  So let me state plainly that the Christian faith is not about feeling better about yourself, overcoming your obstacles, discovering your potential, making your dreams come true, or receiving your own private miracles.  

In truth, the biblical faith is about turning your back on all of that (Jesus calls that the “self”), and following Jesus on the way to death.  This is what the Lord Jesus actually said (Matthew 16:24-27), “24 Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in return for his life? 27 For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done.” 

So there it is. Jesus spells it out in plain letters for all to see.  “Come, deny yourself and lose your life in this world for my sake,” Jesus calls.  “Come, follow me, and die.”  That’s the cost of following Jesus.  Why is this so?

C.  The reason why suffering for Christ in this world is normal is because the world has become abnormal.  This is what is so often forgotten.  This world has been overcome by the evil one.  The people of this world are his willing slaves.  So there is in this world a continual and irreconcilable war taking place.  This world, this age, has become so messed up that it cannot be repaired.  That’s why God is bringing a new age into being, his kingdom.  And these two worlds are always in collision.  That’s why the strange and terrible things like we read about in our Scripture are taking place.  That’s why it is costly to follow Jesus as a part of his kingdom, this new age breaking into and replacing the old one.  

This present age is marked by 
I. AN ANIMOSITY TOWARD JESUS.


Remember, this world is in rebellion against God.  And the last time I checked, rebellion is characterized by personal animosity.  

A.  There are clear reasons why James got his head cut off that day.  One reason is because Jesus was keeping his promise to James. His promise?  What promise?  Well, we need to go back into the Gospel of Mark to refresh our memories about this promise.  In Mark 10, James and his brother John, two of the twelve disciples, approach Jesus with a special request.  “35  And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came up to him and said to him, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” 36  And he said to them, “What do you want me to do for you?” 37  And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” 38  Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” (He was referring to his suffering). 39  And they said to him, “We are able.” (Now here’s the promise.) And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink, and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized, 40  but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.”

Jesus promised James and John that they would indeed have the privilege of suffering for Jesus.  For John, it would mean exile, but we see here in Acts 12 what this promise meant for James.  


B.  Suffering for Christ is not optional for those who will follow him.  There is always a cross before the crown, always.  “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  The cross was an instrument of death.  If you are not carrying that cross, if you are not dying with Jesus, then there will be no crown, either.  


If following Jesus Christ is not terribly costly to you, then you must ask yourself whether or not you are actually following Jesus.  In a place like northwest Iowa where a little Christianity is almost required, and some church attendance is expected, one only naturally drifts into conformity with the community standard.  But that is something quite different from following Jesus Christ.  The earnest follower of Jesus, even in our highly churched area, will find him or herself paying a significant cost for being different, for going beyond the community expectation.  That’s because the world hates Jesus.  And those who follow Jesus will naturally catch it for being identified with him.  Jesus promised James that he would drink the same cup of suffering as did Jesus himself.  He has promised you the same thing, if you are his follower.  


The world bears an animosity toward Jesus, and also 
II. AN ANTAGONISM TOWARD HOLINESS.


A.  There is a second reason why James got his head cut off.  It is the result of what we found in the first half of Acts 11.  Peter had been commanded to preach the gospel to the Gentile Cornelius.  Cornelius embraced the faith in Christ, and Peter, under God’s clear direction, accepted the Gentile Cornelius as a brother in Christ.  


This sent shock waves through the church’s home office back in Jerusalem.  You see, Jews hated Gentiles.  And those Jews who had become Christians were already suspect to the non-Christian Jews.  Their futures were hanging by a thread.  There was a temporary truce because all of the leaders of the Church were considered traditional Jews. 

But now all that was endangered:  Peter had been associating with those despised Gentiles.  The truce was threatened.  Yet when those Christian leaders in Jerusalem heard the story from Peter’s lips, how God had led him and commanded him to do what he did, they did the right thing.  They stood in opposition to this prejudice and accepted the Gentiles, no matter what it might cost them.

B.  And now we see what it did cost them.  They did the right thing, even though it was terribly unpopular.  And it was very costly to do so.  “1 About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church. 2 He killed James the brother of John with the sword, 3 and when he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also.”  Why did it please the Jews to put James to death?  We can draw a straight line from this back to the church’s decision to accept the Gentiles.  That was just over the top.  They did the right thing and exposed the Jews’ sinful prejudice.  They had gone too far in the world’s eyes, and this was the payback.  

C.  When you do what is right, good, holy, and obedient to God, don’t be surprised if you are rewarded with bitter criticism, even worse.  Why? Because the world is in rebellion against God.  Those who follow Jesus have quit the rebellion.  We then become traitors to the rebellion in the world’s eyes.  And when we do what is right, good, holy, and obedient to God, the wickedness of the world’s rebellion is made evident.  The world in rebellion to God not only bears an animosity toward God himself (and his Son, Jesus Christ), it also demonstrates its antagonism, its open hostility toward all holiness, godliness, righteousness, and obedience to God.  

So the first grade teacher leaves the room to go to the office.  One by one the children go up to her desk and steal a piece of candy from her candy jar.  But a few won’t do it.  And even though their classmates taunt them, “Come on, do it!” they refuse.  What happens to those few? They’d better watch out during the next recess.

Or a group of high school friends drive to a secluded spot and pass around the bottle or the joint.  If you are the only one to decline, “No, thanks,” watch out.  By your obedience, you are exposing the sinfulness of the others.  

Or the gossip is flowing at the coffee shop.  But one or two fail to join in.  In fact, one or two quietly leave in disgust.  And the talk then turns to them.  


The sinful world in rebellion to God is marked by an animosity toward Jesus, an antagonism toward holiness, and...  
III. AN ALLEGIANCE TO WICKEDNESS.  


A.  Herod Agrippa I had James killed with the sword.  Apparently this was a family tradition.  His grandfather, Herod the Great, was the one who ordered the slaughter of the infants in Bethlehem.  He was trying to assassinate the King of the Jews, Jesus, born in that town.  And it was his uncle, Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great, who had John the Baptizer imprisoned and then beheaded.   He also put Jesus on trial, mocked him and sent him on to Pilate.  And now it was the grandson and nephew, Agrippa I who led the attack on the church.  There had been a long tradition of wickedness toward Christ and his people.  

B.  And please remember that there is a strong allegiance to wickedness in this world.  Though this is not the world as God created it, it is the world we have now received.  Just read any daily newspaper.  You will find this evil not only in the world reports of uprising and unrest, but in the national reports of corruption and crime, and in the local reports of failures in the home, disputes among neighbors, and petty crimes and cruelties.  This age is deeply committed to darkness and evil.  And deep down we know it’s true, for we feel it in our own hearts.

A malicious tyrant like Herod “lays violent hands” on a godly man like James and summarily has his head cut off.  And instead of his fellow citizens rising up in outrage, Luke says that it “pleased” them.  In fact, they only egged Herod on to do it again to Peter.  What explains this?  Certainly we can point to the world’s hatred toward Jesus which also rests on his followers.  And we can point to the world’s hostility toward holiness and goodness because it only exposes the world’s sinfulness.  But we must also take into account this world’s commitment to evil.  The people of this age love to do what is wrong, and especially love to do it to God’s people.  

C.  And what this means is that following Jesus will be costly.  It may cost your life, as it did James and most of the other apostles.  It may cost your reputation or standing in your groups or in the community.  It may cost your comfort, your ease, or the self-absorbed retirement you had been longing for.  It will certainly cost your time to deny yourself, take up your cross and follow Jesus as he requires of all who would come after him and be saved. 
CONCLUSION


The believers in Acts 12 saw the authorities turn against them.  They witnessed the erosion of public opinion against them.  They literally did not have a friend in the world. So they went to the Friend who was out of this world.  “5 So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church.”

The story isn’t over.  God gets the last word.  God is watching, and he will defend, even avenge, his people.  He will honor those who honor his Son, those who will pay the cost to follow him. 

If you still think that the Christian faith is about comfort, ease, prosperity, and success, then consider this.  The holiest act in our worship together is the Lord’s Supper.  In this sacrament we celebrate the body and blood of the Lord Jesus.  In symbol and sign we eat the torn flesh and drink the shed blood of our God, torn and shed in the unspeakable suffering of the cross.  And then our God says to us, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  


Let us follow him.  Let us gladly pay the cost and follow him.  For almighty God is watching over us, and he will have the last word.  
    1  About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church. 2  He killed James the brother of John with the sword, 3  and when he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. This was during the days of Unleavened Bread. 4  And when he had seized him, he put him in prison, delivering him over to four squads of soldiers to guard him, intending after the Passover to bring him out to the people.  5  So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church.
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