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“The Cost of Following Jesus” 
(Matthew 8:18-22) 

 
Introduction 
 
 This morning we are going to look at a passage Scripture that teaches us the necessity of 
counting the cost—of considering whether or not we are truly willing to follow Jesus.  Let me give you 
an example of what it looked like for one follower of Jesus to count the cost.  Adoniram Judson was the 
first American missionary.  He was convinced that God wanted him to take the Gospel to Burma.  But 
Adoniram loved Nancy Hasseltine wanted to marry her and have her come as a missionary to Burma as 
well.  So he wrote a letter to Nancy’s father, John Hasseltine, asking for permission to marry his 
daughter.  Listen to how he asked for Nancy’s hand: 
 

I have now to ask, whether you can consent to part with your daughter early next spring, to see 
her no more in this world; whether you can consent to her departure, and her subjection to the 
hardships and sufferings of a missionary life; whether you can consent to her exposure to the 
dangers of the ocean; to the fatal influence of the southern climate of India; to every kind of 
want and distress; to degradation, insult, persecution, and perhaps a violent death.  Can you 
consent to all this, for the sake of him who left his heavenly home, and died for her and for you; 
for the sake of perishing, immortal souls; for the sake of Zion, and the glory of God?  Can you 
consent to all this, in hope of soon meeting your daughter in the world of glory, with the crown 
of righteousness, brightened with the acclamation of praise which shall redound to her Savior 
from [men and women] saved, through her means, from eternal woe and despair?1  

 
 Clearly Judson had considered what it might cost him and Nancy to follow Jesus down the 
difficult path of discipleship.  In this letter, he was inviting Nancy’s father to count the cost as well.  If 
you read Judson’s biography, To the Golden Shore, you will discover that Judson’s assessment was 
painfully accurate.  The call to take the Gospel to Burma was really a call to come and die.     
 Some in our day like to think of people like Judson as religious zealots.  Surely, Judson was 
taking things a little too seriously.  Surely, God doesn’t want His children to suffer or to go without the 
good things of this life.  Many preach that God wants us to experience our “best life now.”  God wants 
every day to be a Friday, right?  God does want what’s best for His children.  But as we will learn in our 
passage for study this morning, it is best for us to follow Jesus wherever He might lead us—even if 
Jesus leads us down the path of suffering and loss in this life.    
 
Background 
 
 Last week, we began to study Matthew 8, and saw the power of Jesus on display as He healed 
the multitudes “with a word” (8:16).   From the healing ministry of Jesus we learned three truths:  Jesus 
is a merciful Savior.  Jesus has divine authority.  And Jesus is willing to save.  We also saw that the 
miraculous healings recorded in the Gospels really serve to point to the greater healing of the cross 
where Jesus rescued us from our sins and reconciled us to God. 
 As you might expect, the people of Galilee marveled at Jesus as He taught them and healed 
the sick among them.  They had never heard a man speak with such authority (Matt. 7:28-29).  They had 
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never seen such authority on display as Jesus healed the sick and powerfully cast out demons (Matt. 
8:16).  Multitudes of people wanted to associate with Jesus. Great crowds surrounded Him wherever He 
went.  As we will see this morning, some wanted to be His disciples.  In our passage, Matthew records 
the story of two men who were interested in following Jesus.  But Jesus wasn’t interested in enlisting 
just anyone who came along.  Jesus wanted everyone who would follow Him to truly count the cost.   
 
MIM:  There is a cost to following Jesus, but it is worth it.   
 
If we would truly follow Jesus Christ: 
-We must be willing to forsake EVERYTHING for Jesus 
-We must be willing to forsake EVERYONE for Jesus  
 

I. We must be willing to forsake EVERYTHING for Jesus (8:18-20) 
 
Matthew 8:18-20- “Now when Jesus saw a crowd around him, he gave orders to go over to the other 
side. 19 And a scribe came up and said to him, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.  And Jesus 
said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his 
head.”  
 

A.  As we mentioned last week, in Matthew 8-9, Matthew is giving us something of 
anthology (collection) of miracles that Jesus worked as He ministered in the region 
of Galilee in northern Israel.  In 8:18-22, Matthew records an event that occurred 
during that ministry, where two men talk with Jesus about becoming His disciples. 
 

B. In 8:18, we see that Jesus was surrounded by a crowd.  Probably because He needed 
rest and wanted to more freedom to instruct His disciples, Jesus “gave orders to go 
to the other side.”  The “other side” refers to other side of the Sea of Galilee.  Jesus 
had been ministering in the area of Capernaum on the NW shore of the Sea of 
Galilee, but now wanted to go across the eastern side of Sea of Galilee to an area 
known as the Decapolis.  This was a Gentile area where Jesus would be free from 
the Jewish crowds which had been following Him.2 

 
C. In 8:19, Jesus is approached by a scribe.  Scribes were authorities in the Jewish law.  

Many were teachers themselves.3  It would have been unusual for a trained scribe 
to want to be the disciple of another teacher, but that is clearly what this man 
desired.  He wanted to be Jesus’ disciple.  What he had seen of Jesus’ teaching and 
miracles had convinced Him that Jesus was a man who was worth being around.  
He told Jesus, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.”  This was a promise of 
commitment.  He was saying that he would go with Jesus and be with Jesus through 
thick and thin. 4   
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D. But in 8:20 Jesus responded, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but 
the son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  At first blush, Jesus’ response seems 
almost unrelated to what the scribe has just said.  But that is often the way Jesus 
speaks in the Gospels.  Jesus never beats around the bush.  He always goes to the 
heart of the matter.  In John 3, a Pharisee named Nicodemus came to Jesus at 
night and said that he knew Jesus was a teacher from God.  But Jesus didn’t thank 
Nicodemus for the compliment.  Instead, he got to the heart of the matter and 
informed Nicodemus that he needed to be born again.  In the same way, Jesus is 
getting to the heart of this man’s interest in following Him.  It is likely that this man 
simply thought of Jesus as a great “teacher,” and thus it would bring him SECURITY 
in life to be around Jesus and be associated with Him.  But he hadn’t rightly 
counted the cost. 

 
E. Jesus wanted this man to understand the cost of discipleship.  Jesus himself was 

homeless.  We are told in Matthew 4:13 that Jesus had settled in Capernaum.  But 
Jesus’ ministry was that of an itinerant preacher who travelled around Israel 
preaching and teaching about the Kingdom of heaven (cf. 4:17).  Throughout his 
ministry Jesus was dependent upon the charity of others (Luke 8:1-3).  Many times 
He and His disciples were forced to sleep outdoors.   Foxes had their dens and birds 
had their nests, but as He travelled around Israel, Jesus had even less than the 
animals.  Jesus lived a hard life, and He wanted this scribe to know that following 
Him would mean leaving behind the security and comfort of this life.  If the scribe 
wanted to follow Jesus, he would have to be willing to forsake everything and 
follow Him.   

 
Matthew doesn’t tell us how the man responded to Jesus.  Personally, I think it is safe to assume that 
like the rich young ruler (Luke 18:23), the scribe stumbled at this word and chose not to follow Jesus.  
But Matthew includes this story to teach us about what it means to truly follow Jesus.     
 
Principle: If we are to follow Jesus we must be WILLING to forsake everything for Jesus.   
 
Illustration:  I think this concept is so hard for us to grasp, because, frankly, it costs us so little in terms 
of earthly possession and comfort to follow Jesus in America.  But that has not been the case 
throughout history and that is not the case in many parts of the world today.  I think of friends I know 
in Turkey who have changed their religious affiliation on their government-issued identity cards to show 
that they are no longer Muslims, but are now Christians.  It is very difficult for these brothers and sisters 
to get jobs to feed their families because they are persecuted for being Christians in an overwhelmingly 
Muslim country.  But because they are genuine disciples of Jesus, they are willing to suffer loss for His 
sake.       
 
Illustration:  But persecution is the not the only way Jesus calls us to suffer the loss of the things of 
this world in order to follow Him.  I think of one American couple who serve as missionaries in Central 
Asia.  They live in a very remote part of their country.  It is so remote, that they are forced to catch rain 
water and purify it so that they can take showers, have drinking water, and cook their meals.  But they 
are willing to go without the convenience and security of life in America because that is what Jesus has 
called them to do.   
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Application:  But even in America we may be called upon to forsake the things of this world to follow 
Jesus.  What might that look like?     
 

 It might look like the businessman who forgoes the promotion at work because he knows it 
would take him away from his family more and wo8uld hinder him from being actively involved 
in the church.   
 

 It might look like the young woman who gives up her career because she believes Jesus would 
have her focus more on her children and home. 

 

 It might look like a family moving to a neighborhood and to a home that isn’t appealing to them 
and where people aren’t like them so that you can be around people who need to hear about 
Jesus.  

 

 It might look like living in a smaller house and driving an older model vehicle so that you have 
more financial resources freed up to minister to others and promote the work of missions.   

 

 Young people, it might look like choosing a career focused on serving others so that you can 
share the Gospel with them rather than choosing a career that is focused on earning a lot of 
money in this life.  We need Christian doctors, lawyers, and business professionals.  But we also 
need Christian teachers, nurses, and social workers.  We need Christian directors of charities 
and NGO’s who will work in underserved countries.  We need many young men and women to 
become missionaries and take the Gospel to the unreached.    

 
Application:  Young people, the way to determine what career path to follow isn’t to think in terms of 
how rich it will make you in the 70 or 80 years of this life.  The way to determine how to spend your life 
is to consider what service to King Jesus will make you rich for the next 70 or 80 trillion years (and 
beyond).  That service might be very costly in this life, but it is worth it in light of eternity.   
 
Adoration:  Friends, I don’t want us to move on until we notice one other thing from these verse.  Do 
you see how Jesus refers to Himself in 8:20?  “Foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but 
the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  The title “Son of Man” is used 81 times to refer to Jesus in 
the Gospels.  Of those 81 times, Jesus uses the title to refer to himself 79 times.5  “Son of Man” is 
Jesus’ favorite title for Himself.  Where does the title “Son of Man” come from?  It was used in the OT in 
various places, but the most significant place is Daniel 7:13-14 where Daniel has a vision of the throne 
room of heaven: 
 
Daniel 7:13-14- “I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a 
son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. 14 And to him was given 
dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his 
dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be 
destroyed.” 
 

These verses clearly picture the glory of Jesus when He sat down at the right hand of His Father 
in heaven in glory (Heb. 1:3; 10:12).  But consider the contrast between the exalted figure of the Son of 
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Man in Daniel 7:13-14 and Jesus’ condition when He spoke these words in Matthew 8:20.  The “Son of 
Man” in Daniel 7:13-14 is an exalted figure.  But Jesus in Matthew 8:20 is one who “has nowhere to 
lay his head.”  What should we take from this?  We should see the truth that Jesus, the King of Glory, 
became poor (2 Cor. 8:9).  Jesus emptied Himself and became a servant (Phil. 2).  We should see the 
humility of Jesus Christ that led Him to come to earth and serve us so that we might be saved!  And 
we should worship Him for His humility! 
 
Application:  Jesus’s willingness to humble himself shows us what it looks like to follow Jesus.  The 
path of following Jesus isn’t the pathway to glory and fame in this life.  It is the costly pathway of 
humility and service (Mark 10:43-45). 
  
Jesus’ response to the scribe shows us that if we are to follow Jesus, we must be willing to forsake 
EVERYTHING for Jesus.   
 

II. We must be willing to forsake EVERYONE for Jesus (8:21-22) 
 
Matthew 8:21-22- “Another of the disciples said to him, “Lord, let me first go and bury my father.” 22 
And Jesus said to him, “Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead.” 
 

A. In 8:21-22, we are introduced to another man who is speaking with Jesus about 
discipleship.  While both men were likely disciples (followers) of Jesus in a general 
sense, this man seems to be a bit clearer in his understanding of Jesus.  The scribe 
called Jesus “Teacher” (8:19), but this man calls Jesus “Lord” (8:21).  Matthew 
specifically calls this man a “disciple.”  While he probably wasn’t one of the twelve 
disciples, it is clear that he had been following Jesus and was known to be a part of 
Jesus’ group. 
 

B. The “scribe” had been quick to promise to follow Jesus, but this “disciple” was 
hesitant to follow Jesus, at least for the time being.  He said, “Lord, let me first go 
and bury my father” (8:21).  This request makes sense to us.  It seems like this 
disciple’s father had just died and he is requesting some kind of “bereavement 
leave” to go make final arrangements for his father’s funeral.  But this probably isn’t 
what is going on in the passage.  In fact, the man’s father probably wasn’t even 
dead.  Many commentators note that the words “bury my father” here is an idiom 
(figure of speech).  To “bury one’s father” was a cultural expression that meant to 
care for him in his declining years until he died.6  In other words, the man was 
saying, “I want to follow you, but first I need to care for my father until he dies.  
Once I fulfill my obligation to care for my father, then I will come and follow you.”  
This disciple thought that his highest duty was to provide for his father.  After all, 
wasn’t the fifth commandment, “You shall honor your father and mother” (Exod. 
20:12)? 

 
C. But in 8:22, Jesus reorients this man’s thinking and shows him the cost of 

discipleship.  Jesus says, “Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead.”  
This would be a very strong statement if the man’s father had just died, but again, 
that is probably not what is going on.  Still, Jesus’ words are strong in the sense 
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that Jesus is saying that those who would follow Him must make Him their highest 
priority—higher even than parents and other family relationships.   

 
a. Luke’s account of this conversation adds to our understanding of what Jesus 

was saying. 
 

Luke 9:60- “And Jesus said to him, “Leave the dead to bury their own dead. But as for you, go and 
proclaim the kingdom of God.” 
 

Jesus was reorienting this man’s priorities.  This man thought his highest 
priority was to provide for his father (parents, family), but Jesus says, 
actually your highest priority is to follow ME and proclaim MY Gospel.  We 
should notice that Jesus’s words, “Follow me,” (8:22) are not a suggestion, 
they are a command. 

 
Objection:  Are you saying that Jesus wants us to neglect our family for the sake of ministry?  Should 
we be unconcerned for our families as long as we are faithfully preaching the Gospel?  Sadly, some 
pastors and missionaries live this way and they do irreparable harm to their families.  Jesus is not 
telling this man to neglect his family.  The Bible everywhere commands Christians to provide for their 
families (cf. 1 Tim. 5:8).  But Jesus is saying that if your family gets in the way of you following HIM, 
your family must be put aside.  For example, if your family is hostile to Jesus and the Gospel and doesn’t 
want you to become a Christian, you should turn from your sins and trust in Jesus anyway. 
 
Illustration:  A Christian married to a non-Christian who is hostile towards Jesus and the church must 
follow Jesus over the desires of his or her spouse.   
 
Matthew 10:34-38- “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring 
peace, but a sword. 35 For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her 
mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law. 36 And a person’s enemies will be those of his 
own household. 37 Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever 
loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 38 And whoever does not take his cross and 
follow me is not worthy of me.”     
 
Illustration:  In America, we do not often face the same kind of pressure from our family members to 
reject Jesus as people in primarily Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist countries do.  But we still face the 
temptation to put our families above Jesus.  Many in America believe that they have to work extra hard 
in order to give their family the “good things” of life.  So they work endless hours and neglect church, 
living in Christian community, and “discipling” their wives and children so that their families can be 
comfortable in this world.  Friends, it is better to live in a smaller home and have less possessions and 
toys, than to lay up treasures on this earth for the sake of your family/comfort/ambition. 
 
It’s not just that we must be willing to forsake EVERYTHING in this life for Jesus.  We must also be 
willing to forsake EVERYONE for Jesus.  If you would be a Christian, you must make Jesus the first 
priority of your life.  Every other relationship (parents, brothers and sisters, wife and children) must be 
secondary to Jesus.  
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Doctrine:  Before we move on, I want us to notice something else that Jesus’s saying to this disciple 
teaches us:  those who are not Christians are spiritually dead.  Jesus says, “[L]eave the dead to bury 
their own dead” (8:22).  Jesus isn’t being literal here.  But He is saying that those who primary concern 
is for this world give evidence that they are dead to God and to the things of God.  They do not have 
the life of God in them.  They are spiritually dead.  Now, that was ALL of us before we were born-again. 
 
Ephesians 2:1-3- “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following 
the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the 
sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the 
desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.”  
 
But praise God that those of us who are in Christ this morning have been born again!  We have been 
given spiritual life and so we see that it is worth forsaking all in this world to follow Jesus.   
 
Friends, looking at this passage, it is clear that following Jesus requires a willingness to forsake 
EVERYTHING and EVERYONE in order to follow Him.  That is why Jesus constantly encourages people 
to count the cost:   
 
Luke 14:33- “So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.” 
 
But look at 8:23 with me: 
 
Matthew 8:23- “And when he got into the boat, his disciples followed him.” 
 
We are going to study Matthew 8:23 against next week, but for the rest of the time this morning, I 
simply want to look at the example of the disciples who willingly followed Jesus and ask the question:  
 
Why should we follow Jesus? 
 

a. Jesus has the words of life (John 6:68) – Realize who He is! 
 
John 6:66-69- “After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him. 67 So Jesus 
said to the Twelve, “Do you want to go away as well?” 68 Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom 
shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, 69 and we have believed, and have come to know, that 
you are the Holy One of God.” 
 
 Jesus had given a hard saying to the multitudes that had been following Him and as a result 
many turned away from Him.  But His disciples stayed close to Him.  When Jesus asked them why, Peter 
spoke for the all the disciples and said it was because they realized who Jesus was.  Jesus is God.  Jesus 
alone gives eternal life.  Let me ask you:  If Jesus is God and has the words of life, who else should you 
follow?   
 
“If Jesus is God and died for me, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for Him.” –C.T. Studd  
            

b. Jesus generously rewards those who follow Him (Matt. 19:28-30) 
 

Matthew 19:28-29- “Jesus said to them, “Truly, I say to you, in the new world, when the Son of Man will 
sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve 
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tribes of Israel. 29 And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children 
or lands, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold and will inherit eternal life.” 
 
 Jesus’ own disciples struggled at times with the cost of discipleship, but Jesus assured them that 
He is generous.  The eternal rewards of those who follow Christ will far outweigh any suffering or 
sacrifice we might make in this life. 

 
The presence and company of Christ will make amends for all we suffer here below.  When we 
see as we have been seen, and look back on the journey of life, we shall wonder at our own 
faintness of heart.  We shall marvel that we made so much of our cross, and thought so little of 
our crown.  We shall marvel that in ‘counting the cost’ we could ever doubt on which side the 
balance of profit lay.  Let us take courage.  We are not far from home.  It may cost much to be a 
true Christian and a consistent holy man; but it pays.7 
 

           -J.C. Ryle 
 

c. Jesus died for us so that we might follow Him 
 

It was very significant to me to consider this week Jesus’ words in 8:20, “Foxes have holes, and 
birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  Jesus, the King of glory was 
willing to be homeless in this world so that we might find a home forever with Him in heaven.  But Jesus 
wasn’t only willing to be homeless.   He was also willing to die on the cross for our sins.  The verb “lay” 
in “lay his head” in 8:20 is also used in John 19:30.  There it is translated “bowed.” 

  
John 19:30- “When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, “It is finished,” and he bowed his head and 
gave up his spirit.” 
 
Jesus didn’t have a place to lay His head during His ministry, but for our sake, He “bowed his head” on 
the cross.  He laid His head down and gave up His Spirit.  He tasted death for us so that we might live for 
Him!   
 
Titus 2:11-14- “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, 12 training us to 
renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the 
present age, 13 waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior 
Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a 
people for his own possession who are zealous for good works.” 
 
Friends, it is the Gospel that impels us to follow Jesus.   
 
The Gospel 
 
 You and I were created by God who loves us and wants us to love and serve Him.  But we have 
all forsaken God and have instead lived for ourselves.  We have rejected God.  The Bible calls this sin.  
And we deserve death for our sins against God.  But God is merciful!  He sent Jesus to rescue us from sin 
and death and Hell.  On the cross, Jesus bore the sins of all who would ever turn from their sins and trust 
in Him.  Jesus laid down His head in death.  But then Jesus rose from the dead.  God had accepted His 
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sacrifice for sinners.  Now all who turn from their sin and trust in Jesus are forgiven for their sins.  They 
are reconciled to God.  But more than that, you and I who have trusted in Christ alone for our salvation 
have become Jesus’ disciples.  Because He died for us, we now live for Him!   
 
Conclusion 
 
 It was this Gospel that impelled Adoniram and Nancy Judson to leave behind all that was 
comfortable in America and endure humiliation, starvation, imprisonment, the death of a child, and 
other trials for the sake bringing the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the people of Burma.  And it was this 
Gospel that Adoniram gave Nancy’s father as the reason why he should consent to have Nancy go to 
Burma.  Listen again to the final part of Judson’s letter to Nancy’s father: 
 

Can you consent to all this, for the sake of him who left his heavenly home, and died for her 
and for you; for the sake of perishing, immortal souls; for the sake of Zion, and the glory of God?  
Can you consent to all this, in hope of soon meeting your daughter in the world of glory, with 
the crown of righteousness, brightened with the acclamation of praise which shall redound to 
her Savior from [men and women] saved, through her means, from eternal woe and despair?8 

 
Friends, whatever difficulties or suffering Jesus might call us to endure for His sake in this life, following 
Jesus is worth it!  Let’s pray… 
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