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Matthew 16:21-28
Today’s reading from Matthew follows on from last week.  If you were here last Sunday, you may remember Jesus asked the question about who people thought he was.  Once his disciples had reported ‘the word on the street’ as it were, Jesus asked his disciples who they thought he was.  Peter’s answer was spot on -   “you are the Christ – the Son of the living God!”

Jesus was really pleased with this answer, and went on to promise Peter that he would give him the keys of the kingdom – that what he bound and loosed on earth, would be bound and loosed in heaven.

Again, if you were here last week, you may remember that as we thought about what binding and looing might mean, I suggested that one of the keys which could bind or loose someone was forgiveness; – that if we chose not to forgive those who wronged us, we were bound to them and they to us; but if we chose to forgive, we could loose not only the other person, but ourselves as well.
That’s such an important lesson - because the more we can live it, the more we will show the Kingdom of God to those who don’t know him.  We are actually doing some serious unlocking when we practice forgiveness!
There is another great lesson in today’s reading, a lesson which concerns both responsibility and grace.
Matthew 16:21 continues…

 “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.”

With Peter’s great declaration of the Christ’s divinity still ringing in their ears, Jesus began to explain what lay ahead. “I hate to tell you this guys,” he said, “but from now on, things are going to get pretty bad.  The church leaders will get hold of me, and they’ll end up killing me. But I won’t stay dead – I will be raised to life again three days later.”

Now, let’s think about that for a moment.  What was it Peter had just declared?  You are the Christ!  The Son of the living God!”  And Jesus had accepted and acknowledged the truth of that statement. Yet here he was, now saying that he was going to be killed. That did not make sense at ALL.  Didn’t he just admit that he was the Messiah?  That he was the Son of God?  What was he talking about, being killed!!  The Messiah was supposed to deliver Israel – he was supposed to dispatch the Romans, and bring Israel back to political prominence.
All of a sudden Peter – the same disciple who had just got it so right by declaring Jesus’ divinity and Messiah-ship – was now getting it so wrong. 
“No WAY!” said Peter.  “That’s not going to happen to you!  Don’t be such a pessimist.  You’re the Son of God – don’t let it happen.  Do something! Sort them out!”  (Carol’s paraphrase)

Peter got it SO wrong in fact, that Jesus saw in his words the return of the devil’s temptation to avoid the cross - and rebuked his words as such.
"Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men."

What we have here is a picture, a snapshot, if you like, not just of Peter’s dilemma, but of your dilemma,  my dilemma, Paul the apostle’s dilemma - in fact the dilemma of every Christian.
It’s a picture of the tension between our will and God’s will; between our human understanding and God’s wisdom; it’s the tension between the flesh and the Spirit, which as Christians, we face at every turn.
After rebuking Peter, Jesus says these well known words:

“If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.”
Here, Jesus points out in no uncertain terms, that to follow him will often mean self denial.  It will mean putting aside the things we would like to hold on to that are not of him (In Peter’s case, it was the desire to see Jesus oust the Roman occupation, and re-establish the nation of Israel)  
Jesus goes on to say that if we persist in serving ourselves rather than God, we will lose our life – and here he’s talking about eternal life - but if we are prepared to live for Jesus, we will find eternal life.

So what does it mean in real terms, to ‘take up our cross’?  

Let’s not trivialise these words by using them the way the unbeliever does – and that is, to simply describe those unpleasant situations in our lives that we just have to grin and bear.  “Ah, you know, it’s a cross I have to bear…”

He is using a very graphic picture to describe the cost of following him; he’s not talking about simply bearing up under life’s unpleasant circumstances. 
The suffering of criminals on Roman crosses was well known in Israel. And Jesus was aware at this point of what lay before him.  He was warning his disciples - and us - that to live for God would mean self denial and suffering, and may even mean death. That was certainly the fate of the majority of the disciples, and has been the fate of many, many disciples through the ages.
Some of you may be familiar with a magazine called “Voice of the Martyrs” I haven’t seen it for a while, so I’m not sure if it’s still being published.  But I read an article once that said that there are more Christians killed in our era for Christ, than there have been throughout the whole of  Christian history to date.  That’s a sobering thought!
Jesus was saying that to follow him, we will need to put our own wants and desires behind us where necessary, to do the will of God. If we want some practical ideas – we just need to look to our Romans reading:

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honour one another above yourselves.  Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer – and so it goes on.
Sometimes, in order to take up our cross and follow Jesus, we might need to put down some other things we are already carrying.  For instance, if we are holding on to ..let’s call it baggage…of any description, it can get in the way of us shouldering the cross, and doing what God wants us to do.  
What baggage might we be carrying? 

Perhaps it’s an image we hold of ourselves “I could never do that”  

Perhaps it’s a law that we’ve made for ourselves to live by “Oh I never do such and such any more…”  or “I won’t talk to so and so.”

It might be resentment or anger towards someone that we feel entitled to hold on to.. 
Baggage that comes from our past hurts and misadventures, or from our lack of confidence in ourselves, or from our desire for simple comforts and a quiet life - can all get in the way of taking up our cross to follow Jesus.  
We may need to put such things down at the foot of the cross first…

To take up our cross daily to live for Jesus is a tall order.  It’s a pretty weighty responsibility that he has given us.  We will undoubtedly find ourselves failing again and again, and we could be forgiven for finding the whole concept rather daunting!  It would be, if this picture of shouldering the cross was all we had to look forward to. 

We always need to read the Scriptures as a whole.  If we focus just on one passage, we often only get one part of the picture.

It’s important to recognise that our responsibility to take up our cross to follow Jesus is only one side of the coin. In other parts of the New Testament, we have some amazing promises.  Promises like, “I will ask the Father and he will send you another comforter, …. and he will be with you and will be in you”.  (John 14) 
And, “I will be with you always.” (Mat 28)

 “God is at work in you to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Phil 2:13)  

If we confess our sins, God is faithful & just and will forgive us our sins, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:9)

We don’t have to go it alone, and in those times we do fail, the grace of God is at hand.

You know, Jesus never gave up on Peter.  In this passage, we find Peter giving voice to the very temptation of Satan.  Later, he is so concerned about his own skin that he denies ever knowing Jesus. He was not an exemplary disciple, was he?  He was self centred and cowardly.  Yet, Jesus went out of his way after the resurrection, to forgive, restore and reinstate Peter, so that he fulfilled the promises Jesus gave him prior to his failure. 

We need to remember that when we fail Jesus – and we will all do that from time to time – he is ever ready to forgive us when we repent, to restore and reinstate us into his service – no matter how bad a disciple we may thing we are, or what dreadful things we may think we have done.

So today, as we are reminded that following Jesus is a serious responsibility and requires a serious commitment, let us also recognise that as he calls us to serve him, we are empowered by his Spirit, and enveloped by his grace.

Let’s pray.

