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I LOVE ice cream. I started my working life at a Baskin Robbins. We got free ice cream 

at every shift and I never got tired of it. I also LOVE pizza. Not too long after the Baskin 

Robbins, I worked at the original Conan’s Pizza on 29
th

 Street in Austin. We got to make 

ourselves a free pizza every shift, and I would make myself the biggest possible pizza with pretty 

much every ingredient on it. I would take home the leftovers for breakfast and lunch the next 

day. I pretty much lived on nothing but pizza for two years. 

I also love hiking and sitting on the back porch of the parsonage watching the sun set. I 

love my dogs, Ginger Ruth and Buster Ruth. I love my mom and my brothers and sisters. I love 

my wife Kirsten and my children, Caitlin, Rachel, and Jack. 

I love a whole lot of things about my life. In fact, I love life itself. I love my life. 

Which is why this passage is a little jarring to me. I mean, Jesus seems to be saying I 

should love him more than I love ice cream or pizza. More than I love Kirsten or my kids. More 

even than I love my life. That’s pretty hardcore. I mean, how is that even possible? 

Well, here’s the context for the passage. Jesus has just commissioned the 12 apostles to 

go out and preach, heal, and cast out demons. And with that commission, he also tells them that 

as awesome as it will be to have this power that he’s giving them, it’s not all going to be wine 

and roses. He warns them that some places won’t accept them because they aren’t orthodox 

enough—because they don’t believe or preach the way folks are used to.  



He warned that the Gospel he was sending them out to preach—that the kingdom of God 

has come near in the person of Jesus—would create division, even within families, pitting father 

against son and mother against daughter. 

And so, he says in today’s scripture lesson, “whoever loves their family more than me is 

not worthy of me.” In other words, “you’ve got to love me more than you love your family.” 

Now, this would have been a shocking statement. And it was especially shocking in the context 

of the culture of the time because in that culture, family was everything. It wasn’t like today 

where we all see ourselves as autonomous individuals. Back then, your very identity was tied to 

your family. I mean, for the Jews, Jesus’ people, it was right there in the 10 commandments: 

honor your father and mother. It was as if Jesus were telling them to love him more than they 

loved themselves. 

And just in case they missed it, he says just that. He tells them that to truly follow him, 

they must be willing to pick up their crosses—to give up their very lives, for love of  him.  

And, this wasn’t just some abstract warning. Some of Jesus’ follower may have already 

experienced conflict with friends and family over their determination to follow this guy who, 

with statements like this, appeared to be forming a cult. And certainly, by the time Matthew 

wrote down his gospel, the people he wrote it for would have experienced conflict, division, and 

even martyrdom on account of Jesus. At some point, many, if not most of them, would have had 

to choose between Jesus and their family—even between Jesus and their life. 

Now, of course, our context is different. We’re a Christian nation, right? None of us 

would ever be alienated from family or friends based on differences in belief, right?  



OK, so maybe we’re not THAT different. But we are different. None of us are going to 

be put to death for following Jesus. In our day and age, in our culture, following Jesus really 

doesn’t require much of a sacrifice. 

Or does it? As I mentioned before, Jesus’ culture and ours are different. We don’t define 

ourselves by our families, but instead consider ourselves rugged individualists. We understand 

ourselves as Christians, but for most of us, that’s not our core identity; it’s just something we do 

most Sundays. For a lot of us, we find our core identity somewhere else: in our nation, our 

state—it is Texas after all—our college (hook ‘em or gig ‘em). Many of us identify ourselves 

closely with the idea of an open, capitalist, and consumer-oriented economy in which, as Gordon 

Gecko famously said in the movie Wall Street, “Greed is good,” meaning that our economy 

functions most efficiently as long as we are all looking out for our own best interests. Wealth, 

fame, and power are what our culture tells us we should aspire to. 

And, to go against these cultural beliefs DOES require sacrifice. To argue that selfishness 

is not the best way to organize a society carries risk. To argue that we need to look after one 

another not as a charitable afterthought but as a way of life carries risk. To argue that God’s 

creation deserves at least as much attention in our economic decision-making as individual self- 

interest carries risk. To argue that true humility—the kind of humility Jesus showed by leaving 

eternity to become human and die for us—to argue that that sort of humility is what we ought to 

aspire to, instead of wealth, fame, and power carries risk.  

It carries the risk of alienation from your friends, from your family, maybe even from 

your community of faith. And, in today’s age of social media and hyper-polarization, those are 

some real risks. As we see on the news every day, people are being killed for far less. 



Those are the kinds of risks Jesus said his first followers must be prepared to face, and 

they’re the kinds of risks his current followers must be prepared to face as well.  

But that still leaves the question: What’s the point? Why would anyone willingly subject 

oneself to this? Why does Jesus tell his followers to expect this? And, maybe more importantly, 

HOW does Jesus expect us to actually do it? 

And the answer is simple: love. The Greek language, in which this passage was written, 

has several different words for our one word “love.” Now, I’m not sure they had a word for the 

love of pizza (that might because it hadn’t been invented yet), but they did have a word for the 

kind of love family members have towards one another, and that’s the word Jesus uses in today’s 

scripture: phileo, brotherly love. And, as we might imagine, that’s a pretty deep sort of love.  

In fact, there’s just one sort of love that’s deeper and higher: agape love. And that’s the 

sort of love God has for us. So, when Jesus says we must love him more than our father or 

mother or sister or brothers, he’s talking about agape love, the kind of love God has for us. 

Which is all well and good, but exactly how do we DO that? I mean, that’s God’s love. 

How do we love with God’s perfect love? And the answer is, we can’t. At least, we can’t do it on 

our own. We need help. We need God’s help.  

As we’ve talked about before, God IS perfect, agape love; the love that binds together 

and constitutes the Holy Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We were created as an 

outpouring and expression of that love to participate in that love—to live in it and be a part of it. 

But there’s something within us that rejects that love, that seeks to live independently of God, 

that seeks to live our lives on our own and make our lives all about us. But God isn’t willing to 

leave us there. He sent his only Son, the second person of the Holy Trinity, to live among us as a 



demonstration of perfect, agape love, and to teach us about that love. And through Jesus’ death 

and resurrection, we are enabled to reconnect with God, to once again live in God’s agape love. 

As we talked about back during Advent, this love is a gift. It is a gift that God gives to us 

through Jesus. But it’s not the kind of gift that we hide or hoard. It’s made to be shared. It can’t 

help but be shared. Jesus distilled all of the 613 Jewish laws into 2: love God and love people. 

What he meant by that is that when we experience God’s love for us, we can’t help but express 

that love back to God, and since each of us is created in the image of God, with one another. 

In other words, having received this gift from Jesus, we give it back. We give it back to 

Jesus and part of how we do that is sharing it with one another. And here’s where things get 

really interesting. Because it’s not like the gifts of pizza or ice cream. This gift doesn’t run out or 

get used up. In fact, the more of it we receive, the more we give, and the more we give, the more 

we receive. 

In chapter 10 of Matthew’s Gospel, when Jesus sends the apostles out to heal and preach, 

he tells them to preach that “the kingdom of God has drawn near.” This gift idea is what he’s 

talking about. He’s talking about a new kingdom; an alternative kingdom to the empire of Rome 

or the province of Israel or the United States of America. He’s talking about a kingdom where 

God’s perfect agape love is lived out loud every day. It’s a kingdom where, having experienced 

God’s perfect love, we are willing to return it, to love Jesus and one another from the very core 

of our being; a kingdom where we are willing to do hard things, risky things, because we have 

received the gift of REAL love, and we can’t wait to pass it on.  

So, that’s what I’m going to ask y’all to do right now. Let’s commit to give Jesus the gift 

of our love by committing to share His love with someone else. You hopefully noticed when you 

came in that we’ve got these gift cards. Please fill one out. And then, as you leave the sanctuary 



put it in one of the simple brown gift boxes there at the exits. Commit to return to Jesus the gift 

of God’s perfect, agape love. 

 

 

 


