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Jesus didn’t go recruit leaders, He recruited followers. He said, “Follow Me and I will make you fishers of men.”  He elaborates, ‘If any of you want to be perfect, sell everything you have and give all your money to the poor and then you will have treasure in heaven, then come follow Me.’  He promises, ‘I am the light of the world. If anyone will follow Me, he will not have to walk in darkness.’  He clarifies, ‘My sheep know my voice and I know them and they follow Me.’  He explains, ‘If anyone would be my disciple, he must follow Me because my servants must be where I am.’  Follow Me. It is the simplest and shortest and most repeated challenge that Jesus gave to every person He encountered. Follow Me. Follow Me. 

So, I’m thinking there are a lot of different ways we can follow people. You can follow people on Twitter. You can follow people on Facebook. Maybe you follow a particular sports team or you follow celebrity gossip. Or maybe you follow a particular leader or a particular philosophy or idea. When we think about what it means to follow Jesus, if you’ve been in the church for any period of time, you’ve heard that phrase, to follow Jesus. I think that if this is the shortest and simplest and the most often repeated thing that Jesus challenges people to do, then as a preacher, what else should I be able to preach more consistently and coherently and concisely and passionately as follow Jesus. So I really thought this would be a breeze. This is going to be easy, how to follow Jesus. So here’s what happened in my office this week. I got to the office and I got to my whiteboard and I started writing down what it meant to follow Jesus. I’ve got a picture to show you. Look at this. This is what it means to follow Jesus. As you read in Scripture, you read the stories of people who decided to follow Jesus. You see these threads throughout every story. In every story, there is this intellectual component where people make a statement or declaration of belief about who Jesus is. There is the penitential component where there is a turning over of one’s heart to Him. There is the emotional component of confessing and being sorry for sin and receiving and understanding forgiveness. There is the spiritual component of receiving salvation. There is the volitional component of turning our will around. There is the sacramental component of baptism and communion and on and on it goes. And this is how we follow Jesus.  My theology is good but how do you follow Jesus? What does this practically look like? And our theology always leads to good practice, but what does it mean practically to follow Jesus? So I erased all that and then I went back to the whiteboard again and I thought to myself, ok, I’ve got some friends that I’ve been praying for for a long time. And if one of them said to me, ‘Heather, I’ve finally decided, I’m ready, I want to follow Jesus.’  What would I tell them? Then I started making a list of all the things I would tell them. Then I changed the question a little bit and I thought if my 96 year old grandmother, who has been loving Jesus for twice as long as I’ve been alive, if she said, ‘Heather, I just want to follow Jesus better.’ What would I tell her? I started thinking about all these different scenarios and all these different people that if they said what does it mean to follow Jesus, how I would answer them.
So I started making all these lists. And all of a sudden, my whiteboard was full of stuff to do, activities, disciplines, conversations, relationships, and on and on.

Then finally I erased all that and it came down to this one thing. Finally I wrote one thing on my whiteboard, what it means to follow Jesus is just do what Jesus did the way Jesus did it. That’s what it means ultimately to follow Jesus. Just do what Jesus did the way Jesus did it.
There are a lot of things and people we follow but we know that when the Almighty Most Holy Creator Redeemer Sustainer of the Universe says follow Me, it has to mean something more than just following somebody on Twitter or Facebook. It is about following in a way that our lives depend on it. And what we see in Scripture is story after story of people that made a decision to follow Jesus and when we look in the original language in the New Testament, we see that this Greek word ‘follow’ in the original language comes from the same root that means to share the same road with. As we look in the stories of Jesus in the New Testament, we see people that share the same road with Him. What I want to do this weekend is look at one guy by the name of Peter. You may have heard of Peter before and if you’ve heard of him, you probably see him as a larger than life kind of guy. Peter, this great man of faith, this great hero of the Bible, but in reality, Peter was just an ordinary man living an ordinary life with an ordinary job. And then Jesus showed up. Jesus showed up in his workplace one day and walked up to him on his boat where he was working as a fisherman and says, “Follow Me, follow Me and I will make you a fisher of men.”  We read it in Matthew 4:18
18 As Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 19 “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will send you out to fish for people.” 20 At once they left their nets and followed him.
21 Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John. They were in a boat with their father Zebedee, preparing their nets. Jesus called them, 22 and immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him.
What we find when we trace the life of Peter and his interaction with Jesus is that he has a number of moments throughout his time with Jesus where he had ‘come follow Me’ decisions to make. There were three stages where Jesus revealed something about who he was and said follow Me and Peter had three levels of commitment to make to Jesus.
The first one is what I call the ‘come and see’ decision. Jesus said, “Come Follow Me,” and Peter left his nets and followed Jesus to see what Jesus was about, to see who He was and to see what He would teach. He followed Jesus tangibly, physically, literally walked the same road with Jesus to see what Jesus was about. He came and he was part of a community of people who were learning about who Jesus was, listening to his teachings. He even went on mission with Jesus. Jesus sent out the disciples and said go heal the sick, go cast demons out of people, go teach the things that I have taught you, and Peter was about that. He was part of community and he was on mission and he was able to see what Jesus was about by looking at this character and listening to his teachings.

I hope that NCC is a ‘come and see’ environment, a place where you can come and see, where you can come and see who Jesus is and you can see what He is about and  you can listen to his teachings. You can even participate in what He is about. You can participate in his ministry. You can participate in the community of people who are about what Jesus is about. And if you are here this weekend and you are in that place, you just want to come and see who this Jesus is, what He says, what it is all about, I hope that is a safe place for you to be and if you want to take a next step, in following Jesus in this way, get involved in a small group where you can be in a community of people who are following Jesus. Come out to one of our Second Saturday Serves where you can practically be a part of the things that Jesus was about. Come and see. Come and check it out.
As we continue to read the story of Peter, we find that there comes another moment where there is a little bit deeper shift in how he follows Jesus. Later in Matthew, we read this

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Phillip, He asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say the Son of Man is?’  They replied, ‘Some say John the Baptist, some say Elijah and other say Jeremiah or one of the other prophets.’  Then He asked them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’  Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.’

See, at this moment, Jesus issued a new kind of invitation to Peter. At first, it was come follow Me. Come and see what I’m about. Now He is saying, ‘Who do you say that I am?’  And now Peter is declaring what Jesus is about. He is saying, ‘I know who You are, You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.’ Now Peter has shifted from a ‘come and see and come and observe’ to a ‘come and believe.’  He is following Jesus in a new way. He is coming and believing that Jesus is who He says He is. And it is a fantastic moment for Peter because Jesus comes back to him and says, ‘Peter, this is awesome!’ That’s my paraphrase but He says this didn’t come to you on your own, this was revealed to you by my Father in heaven and this is the rock up on which I will build my church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it and I’m going to give you the keys to the kingdom. This is a big, big moment for Peter! He has stepped from ‘come and see’ to ‘come and believe’ by faith and Jesus praises him for it. You are the rock on which I will build my church. So it comes as a little bit of a surprise when three verses later, Jesus practically destroys Peter. Because Peter said this is who You are, I have come and I believe and I am following in a new way because I believe You are who You say You are. And then Jesus says, ‘Ok, you believe who I am, let Me tell you what I’m about.’  And He says, ‘We are going to Jerusalem and there I will be betrayed into the hands of my enemies and I will be crucified and I will die and I be buried but don’t fret, on the third day, I will rise again!’  And Peter pulls Jesus aside and says, ‘That’s not going to happen, you can’t talk this way, this will never happen to You.’  I don’t know if Peter thought Jesus had gone crazy in this moment and needed intervention or if he just thought maybe Jesus needs a little bit of a pep talk, but Jesus looks at Peter and says, ‘Get behind Me Satan, you are a stumbling block to the purposes of God.’ So all of a sudden, Peter has gone from the rock upon which Jesus will build the church to a stumbling block in three verses. What has happened is Peter is in a place where he said I come and I believe who You are who You say You are but Peter wasn’t ready to be about what Jesus was about. He had come and seen. He saw what Jesus was about and he observed it from a safe distance and then by faith he stepped into a place where he says I believe You are who You say You are. But Jesus called him a little bit further and he said no, that’s not going to happen. Peter wasn’t ready to be about what Jesus was about. And we see this continue to unfold in the story because on the night that Jesus was betrayed, just as He said He would be and He is going to the cross, we still see Peter following Jesus, tangibly, physically, literally, following behind Him. But he follows Him at a safe distance. He is following Jesus close enough that He can see Jesus but not close enough such that his life is affected by it. Because when people began to ask him, ‘We’ve seen you with Him,’ he says, ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’  ‘I don’t know Him.’ Three times, Peter denies ever knowing Jesus. Following Him but not being about what Jesus was about.
Then we keep reading, the story continues and Jesus does what He says He would do, He rises from the grave on the third day, and once again, He goes to the lake and He finds Peter at the boat and He begins to ask Peter, ‘Do you love Me?’  And Peter says, ‘Lord, You know that I love You.’  And Jesus says, ‘Then feed my sheep.’  Jesus again says, ‘Peter do you love Me?’  And Peter says, ‘Lord You know I do.’ ‘Then feed my sheep.’  The third time Jesus asked him, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love Me?’  Peter was hurt that Jesus asked the question a third time. He was remembering the three times he denied knowing who Jesus was. ‘Lord, You know everything, You know that I love You.’ Jesus said, ‘Then feed my sheep.’  Then Jesus goes on to say, ‘I tell you the truth, when you were young, you were able to do as you like, you dressed yourself and went wherever you wanted to go, but when you were old, you will stretch out your hands and others will dress you and take you where you don’t want to go.’  Jesus said this to let him know what kind of death he would glorify God. Then Jesus told him, ‘Follow Me.’

The first command Jesus gives to Peter is follow Me, at the boat on the Sea of Galilee. The last command Jesus gives to Peter is follow Me at the boat on the Sea of Galilee. At this moment, Peter realizes that following Jesus is no longer just about ‘come and see,’ following at a distance to see what He is about, literally, physically, tangibly walking in his footsteps and sharing the road. But now he is sharing the road in the sense that he has to be about what Jesus was about. He has to do what Jesus did the way Jesus did it. He is no longer just coming and seeing. He is no longer just coming and declaring by faith, but in repentance and in turning around and going a new direction, he is going to do what Jesus did the way that Jesus did. He is going to make his life about what Jesus was about.
His life begins to shift. It is from ‘come and see’ to shifting his allegiance. 

When I look at my own life, I see similar shifts, similar progressions. When I was six years old, what it meant to me to follow Jesus was to pray a prayer and ask Jesus to come into my heart and make me not be mean to my sister anymore.  When I was eight years old, following Jesus meant that I lined up my stuffed animals in little rows and my parents living room on Sunday afternoon and preached to them. When I was in middle school, what it meant for me to follow Jesus was to wear a dog tag around my neck that said I’m the Christian the devil warned you about.  I don’t even know what that means! I’m pretty sure though that that had more to do with me declaring something about myself then declaring something about who Jesus was. In high school, following Jesus meant being part of youth group and being part of youth choir and being part of youth intern program and having the most extensive and impressive collection of Christian rock music known to man. When I was in college, what it meant to follow Jesus was to prepare myself to go on the mission field. And while there is nothing wrong with any of those stages, and in fact, I would argue that God used each one in unique ways to do something in my heart to mold me and shape me, when I realize there are moments in my life where following Jesus was more about me being a consumer of Jesus than me actually being a follower of Jesus. It was something about what I was getting out of a relationship with Christ as opposed to just following Him to wherever He was taking me. It was about me getting something instead of me counting the cost and realizing that to follow Jesus is going to cost me something, just like it cost Peter something. It always costs us something to follow Christ. 
I think one of the greatest tragedies of the church today is that we have sold Jesus as a solution to a problem. We have sold Jesus as a product. We’ve sold Jesus as a good luck charm instead of saying it is a relationship and there is a price you pay to follow Him.
We see in the book of Luke a story where different people approach Jesus and want to follow Him and one guy says, ‘Jesus, I want to follow You,’ and Jesus says, ‘Foxes have dens to sleep in and birds have nests to rest in but the Son of Man doesn’t even have a place to lay his head.’  Jesus was saying it is not convenient to follow Him.  I don’t think Jesus went and died on the cross so that we could be comfortable. Jesus didn’t die on the cross so that we could find a parking spot. It costs us something.

Then there was another guy who said let me go bury my father and then I’ll follow You. And Jesus said, ‘Let the dead bury the dead, you follow Me.’ This sounds insanely harsh and if we had time we would unpack this a little bit more to talk about some of the cultural and historical realities that were behind this that makes it seem less crazy, but the bottom line is Jesus is saying following Me has to be the first and foremost priority in your life. There will never be a good time to follow Jesus. There will never be a convenient time. There is never going to be a better time to follow Jesus. There is never going to be a time when there is no other tasks to do. At some point, you just have to realize that following Jesus takes priority over every other priority and following Jesus becomes central to every other priority in our lives.
Then there was another guy who wanted to follow Jesus and said he was going to go say goodbye to his family and then follow Jesus.  Jesus said, ‘Once you have started following, you can’t look back. If you look back, you are not fit for what I am about.’ Jesus is saying, and He sounds really harsh, but the bottom line is He is saying I come before every other relationship in your life. If you are going to really follow Me, then every other relationship comes after the relationship you have with Me. There is a cost. There is a price that has to be paid. If we are going to be what Jesus is about and do what Jesus did the way He did it, it comes with a cost.

Now, let’s unpack that idea about doing what Jesus did the way He did it. Doing what He did, that was his mission. It’s what He was about. And then the way He did it is tied to his character and his ways. So we are called to imitate his character. We are called to replicate his ways and we are called to be about his mission. So who was He? What was Jesus about? What was He like? 

First of all, when we read the stories, we see Jesus was highly relational. Jesus did everything in community. Jesus loved people that nobody else loved. In fact, there were a lot of people that didn’t look anything like Jesus but still liked Jesus. He loved people. He was about people. He walked in obedience to his Father. It is interesting to think about Jesus being obedient but we learn in Hebrews that Jesus learned obedience. And there are places where Jesus says I don’t do anything except what I see my Father doing. He walked in obedience. We see that He was never in a hurry. Jesus seems to live with all of his energy focused on this singular, overriding passion pursuit of people. Yet He never seemed to be in a hurry. He would pastor a crowd and always have time to stop and interact with people. It is his character. He didn’t seem to feel the need to defend Himself. False accusations were hurled at Him and He never seems like He had to stand up and defend who He is or why He did what He did. He is secure in who He is. He knows who He is. He knows what He is about. He doesn’t try to manipulate people. He just walks in mercy and grace and justice. 

One of the things I’ve been trying to do as I read my Bible is whenever I come across a name of God or an attribute of his character, something that tells me what Jesus is like, what his character is and how He goes about doing what He does, I make a note of it. I write it down and usually at the end of a section or the end of a book, I’ll write down what I see Jesus is like. So just as an example, in the book of Matthew, Jesus reveals Himself as Messiah, God with us, the Son of God, a rewarder, a provider, a teacher, a healer, a forgiver. He is gentle. He is humble. He is compassionate. He is a multiplier of food. Pastor Joel must like that one. He is a shepherd. He is Creator. He is a servant. He is a judge and He is present. That is his character just as we see it revealed in the book of Matthew. And in every page of Scripture, God’s character comes screaming off the page, this is who I am! This is what I am like! And this is how I want you to be! This is how I go about doing things. This is my path on a matter. This is the way I do what I do so come and follow Me!  
What does it mean to walk in the ways of God on Capitol Hill?  What does it mean to walk in the ways of God in our neighborhood? What does it mean to walk in the ways of God in our school, in our businesses, to walk the way Jesus would walk? In integrity and humility and honesty and in mercy in grace and truth and justice. The way we learn his character and learn his ways is by reading his Word. It is the way Jesus did it.

And then there is what Jesus did, and that was his mission. What we see Jesus ultimately being about was reconciling people to his Father. That was his one mission, to take people that his Father loved and bring them to a place where they could have relationship with Him once again. It was Jesus becoming sin, He who had no sin becoming sin on our behalf so that we might become the righteousness of God, of bridging the gap between us and his Father. That’s all He was about. That is what He was ultimately about, reconciling people to God. And to do that, He turned water into wine. He showed mercy to sexually promiscuous women. He told dead men to come walking out of graves. He gave sight to the blind. He showed honor to the scum of the earth. He loved his enemies and loved his neighbors. He reconciled people to his Father and then He pointed to a new way of living. He kept talking about the kingdom of God, the kingdom of heaven, the kingdom that was coming. That there was a new way to live and that his Father was going to restore order and restore the creation the way it was meant to be. It is what He was about. It was his mission.

So following Jesus is ultimately about doing what Jesus did the way He did it. When Jesus said, “Do you love Me? Feed my sheep?” Jesus is saying, ‘Peter, this is what I want you to do, following Me means caring about what I care about and caring about who I care about.’ 

Reconcile people to the Father. 

Now, as we think back over Peter’s life and we think about things like counting the cost and what Jesus was about and who He was about and where He was going and how He got there, there is that moment where Peter says to Jesus I will follow You and I’m just going to come and see. I’m just going to come and observe. I’m going to watch who You are and how You do what You do and what You do.  And some of you are here this weekend and you are in that come and see place and we are so incredibly grateful that you are here. And what I hope is that what you are hearing and what you are seeing is not religion, is not rules and regulations, is not politics, not just history lessons or just theology. What I hope you are seeing is relationship. I hope you are seeing a person. I hope you are seeing Jesus Christ and who He is and what He is about.  We are glad you are here. We want you to come and see. We want this to be a safe place where you can some and see and we want to introduce you to the Person and encourage you to maybe, at some point, like Peter, have faith to move from come and see to come and declare that Jesus is who He says He is, that He is who the Bible says He is and you will move to this place of believing that Jesus is not just a great person to be with but He is a great person to believe in.

But then Peter moved to another place. It wasn’t just come and see or just come and declare, it was come and follow, come and love me, come feed my sheep, come care about who I care about, come care about what I care about, come and do what I do the way that I do it. Come be about what I’m about. It is not just that Jesus is a great guy to be around. It is not just that Jesus is a great guy to believe in. Jesus is someone for us to be like. Come and follow.

The way you move from come and see and be with and come and believe, the way you move from those things to come and follow is this word we use ‘repentance,’ which literally just means to turn around and go in another direction. If you want to follow Jesus, that means you’ve got to get on the road that He is on. And that means we have to turn from where we were going and turn to where He is going. It means letting go of old stuff that we care about and taking hold of who He is. It is about understanding Romans 3:23 that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. It is about understanding Romans 6:23 the wages of sin is death but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ. Romans 10:9-10 that if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved because while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. 

It is just turning around and going in the direction He is going.

Then the second thing we do is that we are baptized. Over and over in Scripture we see that what it means to follow Jesus is marked with baptism. It is the way we declare publicly the inward commitment that we have made to turn around and go in the direction he is going. It is the way we identify with Christ. It is the way we publicly declare our shift in our allegiance.

Then the third thing you do is you join the family of God. This probably sounds scary because this isn’t about going to church so you can check off the church box to make Jesus happy. It is not about fulfilling some Christian religious requirement. It is about being a part of God’s family. What we find in Scripture is it says we are adopted as sons and daughters of God. We are immediately placed into the family of God. That’s what this is about! We are a family! I know some of you are thinking you don’t want to get too involved in the church because there are weird people there. Of course there are! It is a family!  It is not a fraternity or a sorority or a country club where we can keep the weirdos out! We are a family! It is about being part of the family of God.

Then the last thing we do is we join his mission.  We get plugged in somewhere where we can be about what Jesus was about. We care about the things He cared about and we care about the people that He cared about. We move from a place where we say Jesus, You are God to saying Jesus, You are Lord of my life. Not just You are God in general in some kind of mystical cosmic generic sense but You are Lord Director of my life and where You go, I will go.

He didn’t recruit leaders, he recruited followers. But then what He did is He commissioned followers to go out and be leaders, to bring the kingdom that He promised.

Here’s what I want to do this weekend. We are talking about following Jesus, this should be really practical and I want to talk about very specific next steps. To follow Jesus requires steps and we take steps. So inside your bulletin, there is a connection card and I’m going to ask everybody to pull that out. Or you can pull out your phone, you can go to www.connect.theaterchurch.com and find the same thing. This is what I want you to do. Write your name and email address and then you’ve got a number of possibilities for next steps for you to take. Think about where you are this weekend. Maybe you are in that come and see place and you want to find others ways where you can come and see. Maybe somewhere on this in that box that says you want prayer, maybe you just want to come and see more of Jesus and get plugged into places where you can learn more about who He is and what He is about. But maybe you are here this weekend and you want to go a step further, you are ready to declare who Jesus is and be about what He is about and maybe you need to check that box that you want to follow Christ. You want to make that decision today. You’ve seen what Jesus is about and you know something about his teachings and you’ve participated in his mission and you’ve been about his community but you’ve got to come to a point this weekend where you say there is no turning back. You are following Him.  You are in this thing. You are repenting and turning around and going in the direction He is going. If you are in that place, I encourage you to check the box that says baptism. That would be the next step. Or maybe you are here this weekend and you’ve already made that decision to follow Christ at some point in your life before but you’ve never been baptized. We just had a huge baptism celebration at the Bay a couple weeks ago and we have another one coming up in October and I encourage you.  For some of you, you have tried and tried and tried to follow in the footsteps of Jesus and you feel like you keep failing and failing, maybe you just need a marker in your life as a reminder that it is not about what you do for Jesus, it is about what He has already done for you. Die to yourself and be resurrected in new life in Him. That’s what baptism is about. So just check that one and we’ll get you dunked!
Some of you need to take the next step and be part of God’s family. You need to be about his mission. For you, it might mean getting plugged into a small group. It might mean getting plugged into a mission trip. It might mean getting plugged into one of our ministry areas. 

What is the next step for you? This is personal. Relationship with God is personal but it is never private. This is a personal moment between you and God because right now, Jesus is standing here once again. 2,000 years ago He stood on the shore of the Sea of Galilee and said to a fisherman named Peter, “Follow Me.”  And He is right here again this weekend locking eyes with you. He sees you. He knows where you are. He knows who you are. He is saying Follow Me.  Ultimately that is about doing what Jesus did the way He did it.

I want to invite our worship team to come up and I want to invite our hospitality team at all of our locations. We are about to take our offering for the week. If you are a guest with us this weekend, do not feel any obligation to give in the offering today. This is a way that those of us who are regular attenders follow Jesus, by giving.  If you are a guest and you filled out one of these cards, we encourage you to drop it in that offering bucket when it comes by.

I also want to ask our prayer team to come up because for many of you this weekend, making a decision to follow Christ is going to be marked by your taking a physical step forward. In just a moment, the band will play and we will all stand and sing together and if you need to take a step to mark this weekend to follow Christ, then come up here and pray and find someone to pray with you. Tell them the decision you want to make because sometimes we just need to take that step with another person.  

God we are so grateful tonight for who You are. We are so thankful that You are who You say You are, that You do what You say You will do and God I thank You that we get to be about what You are about and that we get to do what You did and we can do it that way You did it. God I pray that You would call all of us to a new level of following You. God there are some here in that place of come and see. They are here because they just want to see what You are about. I pray that, like Peter, You would give them the faith to move from come and see to come and declare, that they would make a mental shift in understanding and believing who You are. And God for those who may have for years declared who You are, believed who You are but followed from afar, I pray that You would help them take the next step in following You more deeply. We know that the way we respond to this invitation to follow You will shape our lives forever. God help us to look more like You and act more like You, in Jesus name, Amen. 
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