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Commitment makes relationships work! Every group relies on the commitment of its members or you don’t have a group. Think of all the different types of instruments in an orchestra. Some of them can be played solo like a violin or a trumpet for an enjoyable experience, but not others. Can you imagine a cymbals player giving a solo performance? Would you buy a cd of just tuba music? But in the right moment, those instruments add so much to the orchestra’s performance. Every member of the orchestra commits to playing their part to produce great harmony. Every team relies on all of its members to work together, not singularly. Can you imagine a first baseman telling his teammates that he will catch their throws only when he feels like it? If they don’t throw the ball right to him, he won’t try to catch the ball. No, the first basemen stretch and jump as much as they can to get throws from the other fielders. They play as a team, committed to each other.
To have a successful and healthy relationship requires full commitment. You are not really much of a friend if you are only a friend when it is convenient for you. You have to be willing to be there when it is difficult to be a friend. You are not really much of a parent if you don’t get up in the middle of the night when your child needs you. You are not really much of a good husband if you demand much of your wife but don’t give much in return, and visa-versa to be a good wife. To have a successful and healthy relationship requires full commitment, not 30%, 50%, or even 90%. We need to give 100% to make the relationships work well.

Jesus gave His full commitment to us, 100% all the time. We see this in Matthew 8:14-17, as Jesus helped every person that came to him, not just some of the people that came to him.
14When Jesus arrived at Peter’s house, Peter’s mother-in-law was sick in bed with a high fever. 15But when Jesus touched her hand, the fever left her. Then she got up and prepared a meal for Him.

16That evening many demon-possessed people were brought to Jesus. He cast out the evil spirits with a simple command, and He healed all the sick. 17This fulfilled the Word of the Lord through the prophet Isaiah, who said, “He took our sicknesses and removed our diseases.”

Jesus arrives at Peter’s house. Peter is Jesus’ chief disciple. So we are not surprised that Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law when he finds her ill with a high fever. If you know someone important, you can get benefits. If you know someone in the band, you can often get good seats or behind stage passes. When my son worked for the Dodgers, we got free seats to any home baseball game we wanted. We even got to attend an all-star game once. So we expect Jesus to heal Peter’s mother-in-law. I like the fact that when she was healed, she gave something back to Jesus in gratitude. She got up and prepared Him a meal. I am sure she gave 100% and made the best meal she could for Jesus, because of what He did for her.

Word of that healing spread quickly to all around. People began to bring everyone who was sick to Jesus. Now Jesus could have said that it was evening and He just wanted to enjoy His dinner. He could have told the sick people to come back tomorrow during His office hours. He could have told them that healing sick people was a benefit only for His closest friends. He could have asked them if they were good and deserved to be healed before He healed them. No, Jesus healed every sick person that came to Him, whether they deserved it or not, whether they were privileged or not. He gave His all for everyone that came to Him, 100% effort and 100% healing. It did not matter what the type of sickness they had, Jesus healed them all.

Another group of people came to Jesus for healing, the demon possessed. We don’t like to think about demon possession much in our society today, except in horror movies. We don’t like to think such a thing is possible today in America. That is not true in most of the world. Most of the world links spirituality to everyday lives and actions. I was working in a small village in the mountains of western Guatemala on a mission trip. I was moving boulders into a trench to make a foundation for a house. My foot slipped and I almost fell into the trench. Immediately the village people made the sign of the cross and said a prayer. When I asked why, they told me that they were praying away the evil spirits from harming me. Were they just backwards, superstitious people and we Americans educated and enlightened? I have come to realize this is not true. We Americans have removed the spiritual from most of our lives and this limits or vision of reality. I want you to note that Jesus and the Bible state and deal with the reality of demons; their possessions and dominations of people’s lives. Jesus understood that humanity battles a spiritual warfare against the forces of evil.
Maybe you have begun to realize this is true as you look at the struggles of humanity today in our world and in our own lives and communities. You have seen firsthand the battles between evil forces and God’s people. How else can you best explain the world’s struggles with greed, lust, power and control, tyranny and oppression, terror and injustice, class and religious warfare, racial genocide, and so many more injustices? Did you know that there are more slaves today in the world than there were in the days of American slavery? Many of these slaves are children; stolen from their families, or even worse, given by their families into slavery. Some 1.2 million children - both boys and girls - are trafficked each year into exploitative work, including mining, factories, armed conflict or commercial sex work. Children get abducted to become soldiers in rebel armies and learn to kill at age 10. Wealthy European and American men travel in organized tours to countries like Thailand or Brazil for sex with slave children. This is evil rampant and evident today.

In our own lives and communities, dominations by evil desires come in many powers; from strong urges to overwhelming desires. These include unbalance in any area of life. If you feel that something has control over you that keeps you from healthy living in any way, you feel this spiritual battle. Obvious spiritual battles occur with alcohol, drugs, sex, pornography, and gambling. Moderate battles, that we fail to recognize as real evil temptations, include greed, materialism, lust, envy, pride, etc. Spiritual battle sometimes comes in ways that we don’t realize they enslave us, but are still serious: eating too much of something (including chocolate), watching too much TV, compulsions to shop, work out, hoarding, over cleaning, etc. Where do you feel out of balance and plagued by unhealthy compulsions or desires? We face spiritual battles all the time. Why? Because the evil one and his accomplice demons want us to fail and join their forces. Evil wants families to fail, fathers to abandon children, governments to cease functioning for the best interests of their people, and companies to consider profit as their only goal. Evil wants churches to fight each other and divide so they cannot share about Jesus. Evil fights all around us and with us to keep us from knowing and following God.
Against this evil and for all people Jesus came into our world completely committed and ready to fulfill His purpose among us - to bring healing from illness and freedom from evil so we can live full lives with Him forever. This is great news for all. We are hopeless against evil until Jesus shows up for us. Jesus came to bring us balance and health: to take away our sicknesses and remove our diseases, cast out evil spirits and bring us to freedom. Jesus does everything necessary to free us from wrong, evil and unhealthy life. This is true not just for the people He healed that day in Capernaum, but for all who come to Him from that day on, including each of us. To fully heal us and free us for abundant and eternal life requires a once and for all time action of evil removal and health restoration. Jesus accomplished this through his death on the cross and resurrection to life. Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice in full commitment to us! We have a Savior who did not remain in heaven, but came into our world to fight and win the victory for us each and every time. We cannot do it without Jesus, but He can do it for us. But what do we have to do to enjoy and experience His victory for us? We have to come to Him. Jesus healed everyone who came to Him. Jesus cast out every demon from the people who came to Him. We need to come to Jesus to receive His healing and freedom. You can’t get to know Jesus from far away. We see this in the next verses 18-22.
18When Jesus saw the crowd around Him, He instructed His disciples to cross to the other side of the lake. 19Then one of the teachers of religious law said to Him, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.” 20But Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens to live in, and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place even to lay His head.” 21Another of His disciples said, “Lord, first let me return home and bury my father.” 22But Jesus told him, “Follow Me now. Let the spiritually dead bury their own dead.”
This seems radically crazy and overboard! How can Jesus say such things? Following Jesus means that with Him there is no place to sleep and no time to bury a father? Why would Jesus say such things? Because Jesus is telling us plainly, clearly and simply that the cost of following Jesus as one of His disciples is to make Jesus first before anything else! We need to hear this and count this cost. There is a great cost to following Jesus. I have said many times that following Jesus is the hardest thing to do in this world, but it is also the only thing to do in this world! Without Jesus we lose everything. With Jesus we give everything away to gain everything that matters most. We need to hear and understand the cost of following Jesus. Jesus tells us that we must put Him first in our lives before everything else to be a successful follower. No ifs or buts to our commitment.

Why do we need such radical commitment? Let me give you the following reasons:
To be in a relationship with Jesus means to be as fully committed to Jesus as Jesus is fully committed to us. Just as Jesus gave us 100% in love for us and to give us healing and freedom, so we must receive it 100% with trust and obedience. Let me try to explain with this illustration. In the last few weeks I flew cross country and back to visit my parents, in-laws, family and friends. That included 7 different flights and 7 times the plane attendants explained the safety procedures. One of them involved the use of the oxygen masks in case of the loss of cabin air pressure. If you have flown at all, you have heard the warning that now I can almost say word for word. “In the event of the loss of cabin air pressure, masks will descend from the compartments above you. Take your mask and put it on your face. If you are travelling with children or others that need your help, put your mask on first before helping them. If you don’t, you may expire before being able to help them.” So the masks are meant to save us. We can use them to save us or ignore them. Even if we are trying to help someone else, that means we are ignoring the masks saving properties. So we need to get our priorities in order. Put the mask on first to save ourselves so we can then save others around us. Do you see how this applies to what Jesus is trying to teach here? We need to get our lives in order first before we can do anything else. We need Jesus first in our lives before we can live life at all. And we won’t be able to help anyone else until we receive Jesus’ help first. Jesus tells us just like He told that would be follower then, “Follow Me now. Let the spiritually dead bury their own dead.” If, and only if, we put Jesus first in our lives and follow Him can we discover the life with Him that heals and frees us. Then we can start to help others find Jesus too.
Here is the main point: Commitment to Jesus opens the power from Christ to free and heal us. Then in turn, we can help others find that freedom to also live in Christ’s healing and freedom. Here at COV, we insist that Jesus be central to all we do and all we say. Why? Because we know without Him, nothing very good will happen. We cannot help others if we don’t have Jesus. We can give out food, but without Jesus, it helps only for a few days. We want to help for eternal life. We can tell people that what they are doing is OK with us, but if it is not OK with Jesus, it will hurt them. So we only tell people what Jesus wants them to hear and know. That can be difficult. People don’t want to hear us tell them that certain behaviors are unhealthy. They think we are being unloving not to accept them with their harmful behaviors. They don’t think their behaviors are harmful.
Let me remind you that history shows over and over that what we think to us humans is good or harmless can be filled with evil consequences. Take families today. Many couples think they don’t need to be married and can just live together. God’s Word teaches that living together without the 100% marriage commitment of ‘til death do us part” will break apart those relationships. We welcome all people to come and enjoy the worship and fellowship events of COV. But when they want to join and they are living together, some get mad at us when we tell them they cannot be members of COV, and thus willing disciples of Jesus if they are living together. You cannot say Jesus is my Lord and Savior if you are unwilling to do what Jesus tells you to do. That is an unpopular message these days, and I personally take a lot of grief over my insistence that people do what is right in their lives according to Jesus not according to their own leading.

Now, here is the thing, this is truth because Jesus tells us it is truth because He is the author of Truth. He is the Truth. Yet, history and experience also show Jesus’ truth to be true. Nancy Moore Clatworthy, who is a researcher and not clearly known to be a follower of Jesus, in an article found in Seventeen Magazine, which is clearly not a Christian magazine, described the findings of her research into the success of relationships of couples living together vs. committed marriage. She wrote, “Commitment is what makes marriage and living work together. But here’s the problem – knowing that something is temporary, like living together unmarried, affects the degree of commitment to it. So unmarried couples are less than wholehearted in working to sustain and protect their relationship. And, consequently, 75% of them break up. And especially the women are badly hurt. Statistically you are much better off marrying than living together, because for people who are in love, anything less than full commitment is a cop-out.”  Did you hear that? Research and experience then and now continues to show that anything less than full commitment will doom the huge majority of relationships!
Jesus knows what He talks about. He has the truth we need to be healed and set free from evil. So just as Jesus is 100% committed to us, we need to be 100% committed to Him to receive the benefits and be successful in our relationship with Jesus. He is our faithful Lord and Savior and we are His faithful and loving followers. You and I are either followers of Jesus or we are not! Followers follow closely not from far away. We cannot follow Jesus from far away. If He turns, we will lose Him. If He tells us something, we won’t hear it. We need to stay close to Jesus to be a good follower and receive all He has to offer us. Therefore, you cannot follow Jesus just on Sunday if you want to hear His direction for you life on Wednesday at work. You cannot follow Jesus just on Sunday if you want to live your best on Thursday night in your relationships. You cannot follow Jesus just on Sunday if you want to do what is healthy on Saturday night. You have to stay close to Jesus every day, every situation.
We cannot be a 50% follower of Jesus, following when we feel like it, following when it is convenient, or following when it is easy. 100% commitment requires serious effort to follow even when we don’t feel like it, when it is inconvenient, or when it is difficult. But if we do that, we will experience the great rewards of following Jesus. The cost of commitment is following Jesus first before anything or anyone else! Jesus fully committed to us so we need to be fully committed in return. No half-way relationships! Commitment opens the power from Christ to free and heal us. We either follow Jesus or we do not! Followers follow closely to stay in step with Jesus. Are you willing to make the commitment to following Jesus 100%?
If you are, then here are some questions for you to ponder and discuss with others this week to help you find more of Jesus in your life:

1.
Where in your life and decisions are you trying to be your own leader instead of following Jesus? Wherever you lead instead of following Jesus, give the control back over to Jesus so you can succeed with Him. You won’t succeed without Him.
2.
What desires, things, or pursuits have you put as a higher priority than following Jesus? Put Jesus first in everything and discover how your life comes back into a healthy balance and freedom.
