A Road Trip with Jesus:

The Price of Gas

Matthew 16:24-26, 7:13-14


Do you remember your first road trip?  I was ten and my sister Karen was eleven.  My parents decided that we would take a family trip to the Black Hills, which was an eight or nine hour drive from our farm in eastern South Dakota.  It was a family vacation but of course the whole family couldn’t go.  Somebody had to stay home and milk the cows and do the other farm chores, so my oldest sister Janet and brother Allan both drew the short end of the stick.  


It was a short trip, just three days and two nights, and two of the days were spent in travel.  But it was well worth it, because we saw the Badlands, Wall Drug, and Mt. Rushmore and a genu-wine stuffed Jackalope.  I made my first and last visit to a cave, which is a story for another time. The whole trip was memorable, but what really sticks in my mind was how much it cost.  To get ready for the trip, my father went to the bank and drew out three brand-new twenty-dollar bills, with the intention of breaking one bill each of the three days to pay for gas, food, entertainment and motel charges.  And then, off we went, all the way across the state of South Dakota, and into what for me was a brand new world.  On the morning of the third day we packed up and got ready to go home.  We pulled into a gas station to fill up the tank and my dad pulled out his wallet, slipped out the third twenty and smiled at my mom.  “Just as I thought,” he said.  “Twenty dollars a day.”  A good financial planner, my dad.  


You can’t do that today.  Not even in South Dakota.  The price of gas alone will gobble up those 20’s in a hurry.  


Within about the past month, gas prices have reached their highest levels.  According to price analysts, though, if you account for inflation, we are still paying less per gallon for gas than we were in 1980.


Then again, you can be glad that your car runs on gas and not on some other fluid.   Coke, for instance, which is $6.50 a gallon.  Gatorade, $10 a gallon.  Pepto Bismol, $123 a gallon, Scope, $84 a gallon.  Spring water, $21 a gallon!  


Life’s expensive, isn’t it?  Not just filling your tank with gas.  A young boy, for instance, asked his dad, “How much does it cost to get married?”  The dad looked at his son for a moment, very solemn, and he answered, “I don’t know, son.  I’m still paying for it.”  


Despite the price of gas people are still taking road trips.  My hunch is that people feel like it’s worth the investment.  


So, I want to invite you to take a road trip this summer.  And I’ll warn you, it will be the most expensive trip you will ever take.  But it is well worth the investment.  It’s a road trip with Jesus.  Along the way, we will encounter a variety of people, some challenges, and a whole lot of encouragement.  And in the end, a destination that beats Super 8 by a long shot.  


The road trip is called discipleship.  And right from the start it will bring up a tension that many people feel in the Christian life.   Wait a minute, I thought you said that salvation was a free gift.  I thought you said that all I had to do was believe in Jesus and I’m in!  Now you tell me it’s going to cost me.  Is this some kind of bait and switch advertisement or what?   


No.  Both are true statements.  Salvation is a gift.  Discipleship is expensive.


I keep going back to what my friend Carolyn in Alaska used to say to me.  I think I’ve shared this with you before.  There’s no such thing as a free dog!  What she was referring to was the fact that Ed and I had given her a puppy.  No charge, no strings, the dog was hers to keep.  And she loved the dog.  But she had to take care of the dog, feed the dog, take the dog to the vet, walk the dog.  So although the dog was a gift, she was also costly.  


Salvation is kind of like that. You can’t buy it, you can’t earn your way in.  It’s a gift.  But on the other side of salvation is the road called discipleship.  When you accept the gift of salvation, you also accept the role of disciple.  And that’s expensive to maintain.  


Before you reach for your wallet, let me quickly say that the greatest cost is not financial.  It’s not about money so much as it is about control.  


Jesus said, If you want to be my follower, you’ve got to deny yourself, pick up your cross and follow me.  


Deny yourself, Jesus said.  So, what is self-denial?  Is it giving up desserts for Lent?  Is it staying home from a movie so you can give the money to charity?  Upping your pledge?  Those are not bad things, but self-denial is bigger than just giving up stuff.  Self-denial means to exchange your agenda for God’s agenda.  For instance, there are lots of places that you could be right now other than in church.  Enjoyable places.  Restful places.  But you’re here instead.  Why?  Because you’ve decided to follow Jesus, so you choose to do things that will bring you closer to his plan for you.   And you choose not to do things that will take you farther away from his plan for you.  It’s as simple and as difficult as that.  


Most people, quite frankly, live as though they were at the center of their own universe.  The disciple of Jesus lives with the understanding that God is at the center of the universe.   And we revolve around God’s agenda, not the other way around.  The fact that God is at the center affects everything else in our life.  


When a family decides to take a week vacation and drive to Niagara Falls, that excludes other destinations.  You can’t go to Niagara Falls and see the Grand Canyon, too.  You have to stick with your plan, or you won’t get anywhere.  And when you decide to follow Jesus, you are buying into a destination.  That excludes other destinations.  There are lots of rabbit trails and detours that you might like to take, but you need to stick with Jesus if you want to get where you are headed.  He knows the way.  Well, he is the way.   So, if God is your co-pilot, switch seats. 


If you want to follow Jesus, deny your self, then pick up your cross . . . pick up your cross.  Many times I’ve heard people say, “that’s just a cross I have to bear” and by that they mean they are carrying a heavy burden.  Too heavy perhaps.  And we all have those burdens from time to time.  But that’s not what Jesus is talking about here.  As he speaks these words, Jesus is even now on his way to his death, death on a cross.  He is telling his disciples that if they follow him, then the cross will be a part of their future too.  Think about what the cross really is.  It’s not a burden, it’s not a nice piece of jewelry either.  In the context of that time and place, the cross is an instrument of death.  A humiliating, shameful, tortuous death.  The disciple of Jesus cannot expect life to be easy.  The follower of Jesus cannot expect to achieve great popularity or fame or wealth.  It will be a tough road.  Very narrow and hard.  In the passage about the narrow and wide road, when he uses the word hard, the meaning is not difficult.  The meaning is more like “constricted” or “pressed upon.”  The word suggests oppression, affliction, and distress.   On the road with Jesus, there will be potholes, detours, delays and washouts.  There may even be some land mines.  There will be people who will ridicule you, think you are absolutely nuts for taking the trip with Jesus instead of going with them to Yosemite.  To pick up your cross means to accept that this will be true.    

One sidebar about life being difficult.  Just because you are encountering lots of problems doesn’t automatically mean that you are on the road of discipleship.  Here’s what I mean.  There was a guy driving down the Parkway one day when he got a call from his wife on his cell phone.  “Harvey!  I want you to be very careful.  I just heard on the news that there’s a car going the wrong way on the Parkway.”  And Harvey replied, a little edgy, “What do you mean, a car?  There’s hundreds of them.”      

Deny yourself, pick up your cross, and follow Jesus.   

Here’s where you need to get honest about the direction of your life.   Who or what is leading your life?  Where are you headed, really?   You can answer that question by looking at your investment of time, money and energy.  I think that there are a whole lot of Christians who want it both ways.  They want to belong to Jesus, that is, to end up with him in heaven, and have his help along the way.  But they also want to stay in control.  So they spend their time and effort and money on accumulating wealth, achieving fame or power—which they think will give them control over their life.  The end result of that is disaster.  It’s like building a sand castle.  It can be swept away in a moment.  But when you invest yourself in the kingdom of God, no one can take that away from you. No one.

In a similar way, lots of people talk about how difficult it is to know God’s will for their life.  And it can be difficult.  But a lot of time people want to find God’s will without doing their homework:  that is without denying themselves and picking up their cross. When you are focused on your own self-oriented plans and dreams, then God’s will is really hard to discern.  I think it’s a whole lot easier to understand where Jesus is headed when your universe has shifted from being me-centered to being God centered. 

When you exchange your agenda for God’s agenda, you will find yourself walking a different road than other people walk.  A narrow road; a tough road. Like Jesus did, you will often go against the grain of what others expect or want.   Sometimes, yours will be the lone voice in the crowd.    

But it’s worth it.  Not just because the destination is eternal life, but also because there are many adventures along the way.  What could be better than having the creator of the universe as your tour guide through life?  

It’s kind of like the Mastercard commercials:  


A full tank of gas:  $30


A pocket version of the New Testament: $15


Knowing you are on the road with Jesus, priceless.  
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