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Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Philemon 1-21; Luke 14:25-33 
 
Grant us, O God, to hear your voice, and in hearing your voice to love your word, and in 
loving your word to do your will through Christ our Lord, Amen 
 
Read the Gospel… 
 
Before we read the gospel today I prayed the prayer I often use to begin the sermon 
because Jesus’ words are difficult to hear. There are large crowds—perhaps they have 
come from the different places he has been, and come from different walks of life. In the 
passage we are given today, Jesus stops and turns to them to warn them that if they choose 
to continue with him to Jerusalem they need to do so with a commitment greater than they 
have ever made before. 

In Jerusalem Jesus will take up his cross. So if they choose to keep following him, they will 
need to be ready to take up their own cross, to make a commitment to something more 
important than their families, their homes, and anything they possess. It will be a difficult 
choice, but it is their choice to make.  

Lutherans aren’t big on choices. Recently we had some guests in worship who come from 
another Christian expression. They had questions about our practice to baptize infants. In 
their church they teach children about the Christian life first so that when they get older 
they can make their own choice to become baptized and follow Jesus.  

Lutherans emphasize God’s action in Holy Baptism—to name us and claim us as God’s 
children, and bring us to faith, so that we grow to live in response to these gifts.  

We like to talk about grace and how we do our best to follow Jesus. We recognize our 
tendency to turn inward on our own needs and desires, and we rely on God’s forgiveness to 
help us start fresh in our Christian walk. 

I still believe in those things. There are enough demands made upon us by the world in 
which we live. I trust in God’s presence in my life and God’s commitment to me, no matter 
how well I love God or my neighbor. These promises give me hope. 

And yet...today we are faced with choices. They are in every reading. Moses instructs the 
people of Israel to “Choose life!” by following the commands God has given them in the 
wilderness. They are free to make that choice. It is not just a choice to obey, it is the choice 
to love God above all else. They can choose to love God and follow God’s ways—or not.  

The “or not” means that they will be making the choice to follow other gods and serve 
them. We all put our trust somewhere. And even atheists and agnostics who think they do 
not follow any gods are enslaved somehow—we all are. There is always something, and 
sometimes many things that consume our time, our attention, and our energy.  



Earlier this summer, we read in Luke chapter 8 about the healing of a man who was 
possessed by demons. The man became known as Legion because there were so many 
demons who controlled his body, mind, and spirit. Jesus freed the man from the powers 
that owned him, demanded things of him, possessed him. 

Today, Jesus tells these crowds who follow him that if they want to do more than just 
follow after him, if they want to be his disciples, to learn from him AND to live the life his 
true disciples live, then they will need to make some hard choices. And every choice means 
choosing Jesus over everyone and everything else including their own lives. Disciples must 
“give up all [their] possessions”—all that possess them and keep them from living in the 
ways of God. 

There are people who have taken this passage literally and left their homes and families to 
become a nun or a priest or joined some other order where they can devote themselves 
entirely to a life of serving God. That is the choice they have made, but that doesn’t mean 
that Jesus expects that of everyone.  

Time and again Jesus returns people to their communities. Even the man possessed by the 
legion of demons wanted to go with Jesus, but Jesus sent him back to his people, to tell the 
story of all God had done for him.  

Does Jesus really mean we must “hate our father and mother, wife and children, brothers 
and sisters, yes, and even life itself” in order to be his disciples? Most biblical scholars say 
that Jesus is using hyperbole here. He’s exaggerating to make a point. But we can’t dismiss 
the seriousness of Jesus’ words.  

We all have choices to make, every day, all day long. And even after God has named us and 
claimed us in Holy Baptism and given us the gift of the Spirit to fill and guide us, we still 
have choices to make about how we will live in response to God’s love.  

In our roles as children, as spouses and parents, as siblings, friends and neighbors, we have 
choices to make about which of these is most important on any given day. Sometimes an 
illness pulls us toward one family member and away from the others. Our work may take 
us away from our social time or puts stress on our marriage. As we navigate these various 
relationships that pull at us from every direction, Jesus calls us to see these relationships 
through the lens of our relationship with him. 

The life Jesus calls us to follow today sounds demanding and harsh. Moses spoke in the 
same way to the Israelites. In both cases choosing to follow the ways of God means 
choosing life. 

Our second reading puts some flesh on this calling today. Philemon and his family are 
Christians who know the apostle Paul. It is likely that they became friends as Paul traveled, 
preaching and teaching the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 



Paul is now away from them. Onesimus has been serving Paul while he was in prison. In 
those days, family and friends needed to bring food to their loved ones in prison. Nothing 
was provided for them while prisoners waited for their trial. 

And now Paul wants Onesimus to return to his community. Onesimus has been learning the 
ways of Christ from Paul and now he can continue to teach and care for Philemon and the 
others. But here’s the thing—Onesimus was Philemon’s slave. According to the law 
Philemon could probably do whatever he liked to punish him, perhaps even kill him. 

Paul asks Philemon to not only receive Onesimus back into his home, but to receive him as 
a brother, not as a slave. Philemon is given the choice to continue to live bound by the laws 
of the land that would require punishment and vengeance, or to choose life—life for 
Onesimus and for himself. Philemon must choose whether to trust in the power of God’s 
love to transform his heart and live out the gift of God’s mercy—or not. 

The thing that strikes me about this letter is that we do not know Philemon’s reply. We are 
left wondering what he chose to do. What if this letter was written to us? How might we 
answer? 

Jesus’ call to hate our family and even our own life, and to give up our possessions, is a call 
to put Jesus first. The cross we take up is the choice to live with a passion that loves God so 
deeply that this relationship transforms all the other relationships in our lives.  

With our focus on God’s grace-filled, merciful, and passionate love for us and for the world, 
we learn to love our families and neighbors in new ways.  

As disciples of Jesus we learn to see each person as uniquely created and loved by God and 
we are compelled to care for them and welcome them as God cares for and welcomes us. 

This is not just an individual calling. As a congregation we also have choices to make about 
taking up our cross, to live in ways that invest in and care for people, especially people who 
are hard to love.  

We have a member of Zion who has been in prison and will be returning to Lewistown 
sometime soon. The church council is working on a plan to help him be with us in ways that 
are life-giving both for him and for us. We are faced with the opportunity to choose life—
for the one returning to us, and perhaps in ways that will bring life to us as a congregation, 
too.  

Taking up our cross to follow Jesus is never an easy decision. It is one that means we are 
giving over our life to the One who gave his life to free us from the power of sin. By the 
cross of Christ we are free to make the choices that bring God’s life and hope and healing to 
the world.  

It’s one thing to talk about freedom and life and loving God in the abstract. It is quite 
another to make the choice to follow Jesus, and to love real people as God loves them. Will 
we choose life—or not?  



Let us pray. O God, we have heard your voice—your call to follow Jesus and take up our 
cross. This is not an easy calling. We love our families and neighbors. And we love you. Fill 
us with your Spirit. Guide us by your Word, your Son Jesus Christ. Open our eyes and our 
hearts to see as you see, with eyes of love and mercy. Amen 

 

 

Prayers of Intercession 
Sustained and nurtured by our generous God, we gather as one to pray for the church, the 
world, and all of God’s creation. 

A brief silence. 

Turn our hearts, O God. Make your church us attentive to your call to take up the cross-
shaped way of life, and to share your good news with a world in need. Bless and strengthen 
the ministry of Intermountain, as they serve children and youth who struggle to love and 
be loved. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Turn our hearts toward life in all its infinite varieties. Bring healing and restoration to the 
Bahamas and North Carolina following Hurricane Dorian. Bless the work of Lutheran 
Disaster Response and their partners as they minister to those places. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Turn our hearts toward all who yearn for calm and fairness. Where there is violence and 
conflict, grant peace. Where there is disparity, grant justice. Where there is hatred and fear, 
grant compassion and empathy. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Turn our hearts toward all who suffer in body, mind, or spirit. We pray for those in 
bondage to sin, addiction, poverty, physical slavery or human trafficking, and those 
incarcerated or detained. We pray especially for Paul as he prepares to return home. For 
those in any need we pray especially for Jessie, Wyatt, and others we know and love.  
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Turn our hearts toward your eternal reign. We give thanks for our sisters and brothers who 
have died, trusting the promise of life forever with you. Marked by the cross of Christ, 
inspire us by their examples to live in faith. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Assured by your promise to hear us, we lay our prayers before your throne of grace; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  
Amen. 
 


