SECOND SUNDAY IN LENT              MARK 8: 27-38      MARCH 1, 2015
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,
     BY NATURE WE HUMAN BEINGS TRY TO AVOID PAINFUL THINGS AND SEEK THINGS THAT WILL MAKE US HAPPY AND GIVE US PLEASURE.  WE ARE ALWAYS TEMPTED TO GO THE EASY AND COMFORTABLE WAY INSTEAD OF THE DIFFICULT AND UNCOMFORTABLE WAY.  BEING A CHRISTIAN INVOLVES ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT THINGS IN ALL LIFE:  DENYING YOURSELVES AND WHAT WE WANT……AND FOLLOWING JESUS.  A HIGH SCHOOL OR COLLEGE STUDENT NEEDS TO MAKE A DECISION ABOUT GOING TO A PARTY WHERE THEIR WILL BE UNDER AGE DRINKING AND SEXUAL ACTIVITY.  ANOTHER PERSON IS HAVING SOME FINANCIAL PROBLEMS AND NEEDS TO DECIDE WHETHER TO BE HONEST ABOUT HIS TAX REPORT.  A COUPLE IS THINKING ABOUT LIVING TOGETHER BEFORE MARRIAGE.  ALL OF THESE ISSUES AND MUCH, MUCH MORE ARE INVOLVED IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON WHERE WE LEARN AN IMPORTANT LESSON ABOUT "FOLLOWING JESUS'.
I.  THE MESSAGE OF JESUS CHRIST IS A MESSAGE OF DEATH BY CRUCIFIXION.  WITHOUT ANY EXPLANATION THIS DOESN’T SOUND VERY APPEALING!  DEATH BY CRUCIFIXION?!  WHAT A DOWNER!
    A.  IN OUR TEXT OUR LORD JESUS TELLS HIS DISCIPLES FOR THE FIRST OF THREE TIMES ABOUT HIS SUFFERING AND DEATH………BECAUSE WE KNOW THIS STORY SO WELL……..WE ARE NOT SURPRISED BY THIS………….WE KNOW THAT JESUS HAD TO SUFFER AND DIE SO THAT OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD COULD BE RESTORED………….AND GIVE US PEACE WITH GOD AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR SECOND LESSON:  "…WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD THROUGH OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST" (ROM. 5: 1, ESV).  JESUS HAD TO DO THIS BECAUSE WE CANNOT HAVE PEACE WITH GOD BY WHAT WE DO.  WE CANNOT SAVE OURSELVES FROM DEATH AND DAMNATION.  ALL OF HUMANITY IS LIKE A MAN WHO FALLS OVERBOARD FROM A LARGE CRUISE SHIP INTO THE VAST OCEAN.  UNLESS SOMEONE COMES TO HIS AID AND SAVES HIM……HE WILL DIE.  AND SO IT IS WITH US.  OUR SINS HAVE CAUSED US TO FALL FROM GOD INTO THE VAST WATERS OF HIS WRATH AND DAMNATION AS KING DAVID SAYS IN PSALM 69:  "SAVE ME, O GOD!  FOR THE WATERS HAVE COME UP TO MY NECK" (V. 1, ESV).  OUR PROBLEM IS WANTING TO LIVE FOR OURSELVES…..INSTEAD OF FOR GOD.  THIS IS THE ESSENCE OF SIN.  WE ARE SELF-SERVING, RATHER THAN GOD-SERVING…….WE SEE THIS IN OUR CULTURE ALL THE TIME. ALTHOUGH IT WAS RELEASED IN 1969 FRANK SINATRA'S SONG "I DID IT MY WAY" HAS MADE ITS WAY INTO OUR PUBLIC CONSCIOUSNESS.  AND THEN THERE "L'OREAL THAT SELLS BEAUTY PRODUCTS TO WOMEN BY TELLING THEM:  "BECAUSE YOU'RE WORTH IT" WHICH MORPHED INTO "BECAUSE I'M WORTH IT:  FOR FORTY YEARS BURGER KING SOLD HAMBURGERS BY TELLING PEOPLE "HAVE IT
YOUR WAY" WHICH WAS CHANGED TO "BE YOUR WAY"…..AND OF COURSE, THERE IS THE OLD STAND BY:  "IT'S MY WAY OR THE HIGHWAY."….I AM SURE WE COULD MAKE A GAME OUT OF THIS SHOWING THE SELF-CENTERED LOVE OF HUMAN BEINGS…..AND WHAT DO ALL OF THESE SAYINGS 
HAVE IN COMMON?  IT'S NOT GOD'S WAY.  AND THIS IS WHY WE NEED TO BE SAVED FROM OURSELVES….FOR TO USE ANOTHER PHRASE……WE ARE OUR OWN WORST ENEMY.  AND SO GOD, LIKE A LOVING PARENT, COULD NOT STAND BY AND WATCH US DESTROY OURSELVES.  AND THAT'S WHY HE SENT HIS SON TO SUFFER AND DIE ON A CROSS JUST AS JESUS SAYS IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON:" AND HE BEGAN TO TEACH THEM THAT THE SON OF MAN MUST SUFFER MANY THINGS AND BE REJECTED BY THE ELDERS AND THE CHIEF PRIESTS AND THE SCRIBES AND BE KILLED……AND AFTER THREE DAYS RISE AGAIN" (V. 31, ESV).  
    B.  DID YOU NOTICE THAT THE DISCIPLES DIDN'T RESPOND VERY WELL TO WHAT JESUS SAID?  AND AREN'T YOU JUST A LITTLE BIT SHOCKED BY HOW PETER SPOKE TO JESUS?  NO DOUBT PETER MEANT WELL…BUT REALLY……WHAT HE SAID WAS A BIT CONDESCENDING AND DEMEANING.  HE ACTUALLY PHYSICALLY TOOK JESUS ASIDE AND BEGAN TO "REBUKE" HIM.  NO WAY COULD THIS HAPPEN TO JESUS!  DIDN'T JESUS AGREE WITH PETER WHEN PETER CONFESSED HIM TO BE THE CHRIST?!  JESUS WAS THE LONG AWAITED MESSIAH….THE SAVIOR…HOW COULD HE BE REJECTED AND KILLED?!  AND HAD WE BEEN IN THAT TIME AND PLACE….WE WOULD HAVE SAID THE SAME THING.  IF SOMEONE HAD ASKED US HOW GOD COULD SAVE THE HUMAN RACE FROM SIN, DEATH, AND DAMNATION I REALLY DOUBT WE WOULD HAVE SAID:  "HOW ABOUT HAVING A JEWISH CARPENTER KILLED BY THE ROMAN EMPIRE?"  ……..PROBABLY NOT.  WHICH REMINDS ME OF WHAT GOD SAYS THROUGH THE PROPHET ISAIAH:  "FOR MY THOUGHTS ARE NOT YOUR THOUGHTS, NEITHER ARE YOUR WAYS MY WAYS" (55: 8, ESV).  PETER HAD OBVIOUSLY FORGOTTEN ABOUT THIS ISAIAH PASSAGE.  RATHER THAN REBUKING JESUS…PETER SHOULD HAVE SIMPLY BELIEVED WHAT JESUS SAID.  AND THAT'S WHAT JESUS THOUGHT TOO AS HE REBUKED TO PETER, "GET BEHIND ME SATAN!  FOR YOU ARE NOT SETTING YOUR MIND ON THE THINGS OF GOD, BUT ON THE THINGS OF MEN" (V. 33, ESV).    GOD IS HOLY……HE CANNOT STAND SIN….GOD IS JUST……HE MUST PUNISH SIN………SOMEONE HAD TO BE PUNISHED FOR SIN….INDEED, WE DESERVED TO BE PUNISHED FOR OUR SIN…GOD HAS EVERY RIGHT TO PUNISH US FOR OUR SINS…AND HE WOULDN'T BE DOING ANYTHING WRONG……….IT WOULD BE JUSTICE……..WHAT WE DESERVE….JUST AS WE CONFESSED AT THE BEGINNING OF THE SERVICE:  "AND JUSTLY DESERVED...(JUSTLY DESERVED…WE SAID) YOUR TEMPORAL AND ETERNAL PUNISHMENT" …..OR DID WE NOT MEAN WHAT WE SAID?  BUT INSTEAD…..IN HIS GRACE AND MERCY GOD CHOSE TO PUNISH ALL THE SINS OF BILLIONS OF PEOPLE IN ONE PERSON:  HIS SON, JESUS CHRIST…JUST AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR SECOND LESSON:  "BUT GOD SHOWS HIS LOVE FOR US IN THAT WHILE WE WERE STILL SINNERS, CHRIST DIED FOR US" (ROM. 5: 8, ESV).  AND WITH HIS DEATH……OUR ENTIRE DEBT OF SIN WAS CANCELD..AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE COLOSSIANS:   "…HAVING FORGIVEN US ALL OUR TRESPASSES,  BY CANCELING THE RECORD OF DEBT THAT 
STOOD AGAINST US WITH ITS LEGAL DEMANDS. THIS HE SET ASIDE, NAILING IT TO THE 
CROSS…" (2: 13, 14, ESV).  AND THIS IS WHY PAUL SAYS IN OUR SECOND LESSON:  "…WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD THROUGH OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST" (ROM. 5: 1, ESV).
II.   BUT THERE'S MORE TO THE STORY…..TO ALL WHO HAVE PEACE WITH GOD THROUGH JESUS, THE CHRIST, HE SAYS:  "…LET HIM DENY HIMSELF AND TAKE UP HIS CROSS AND FOLLOW ME" (V. 34, ESV).   THIS IS THE THEME FOR OUR MIDWEEK LENTEN SERVICES:  "THE CHRISTIAN AND CROSS-BEARING".
    A.  EVEN THOUGH WE ARE CHRISTIANS WHO HAVE BEEN BORN AGAIN AND FILLED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT…YET, WE STILL HAVE OUR SINFUL FLESH THAT WANTS TO BE COMFORTABLE AND HAPPY AND LIVE LIFE ON OUR OWN TERMS.  SOMETIMES WE CHRISTIANS CAN CONFUSE OUR FAITH WITH BEING AMERICANS AND ABOUT OUR RIGHTS TO "…LIFE, LIBERTY AND….THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS."  BUT I DON'T HEAR JESUS SAYING ANYTHING ABOUT THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS……..I HEAR HIM SAYING SOMETHING QUITE DIFFERENT:  "IF ANYONE WOULD COME AFTER ME, LET HIM DENY HIMSELF AND TAKE UP HIS CROSS AND FOLLOW ME" (V. 34, ESV).    IS THERE ANYTHING HARDER IN LIFE THAN DENYING OURSELVES?  NOT ACCORDING TO JESUS………FOR HE SAYS THAT DENYING OURSELVES INVOLVES TAKING UP OUR CROSS. THAT DOESN'T SOUND LIKE PURSUING HAPPINESS TO ME…. IT'S NOT EASY SAYING "NO" TO OURSELVES…….WHAT WE WANT, WHAT WE THINK, WHAT WE WANT TO DO.  FOR IF ANY OF THESE THINGS CONFLICT WITH GOD……..WE MUST SAY "NO" TO OURSELVES AND FOLLOW JESUS INCLUDING THE YOUNG MAN TEMPTED TO GO TO THAT PARTY, THE PERSON THINKING ABOUT WHAT TO DO ON THEIR TAX RETURN AND THE COUPLE THINKING ABOUT LIVING TOGETHER BEFORE MARRIAGE.
     B.  BUT AS THEY SAY THIS CAN BE "EASIER SAID, THAN DONE".  .HOW DO WE DO WHAT JESUS SAYS?  HOW CAN WE PICK UP OUR CROSS, DENY OURSELVES AND FOLLOW HIM?.............WE FIND THE ANSWER IN WHAT JESUS SAID TO PETER:  "FOR YOU ARE NOT SETTING YOUR MIND ON THE THINGS OF GOD, BUT ON THE THINGS OF MAN" (V. 33, ESV).    OUR MINDS ARE VERY IMPORTANT. OUR MINDS ARE INVOLVED IN THE DECISIONS WE MAKE ABOUT LIFE.  IF WE LET  OUR MIND BE FORMED AND INFLUENCED BY THIS SINFUL WORLD….THINKING, SPEAKING AND ACTING AS THE WORLD DOES……..WE WILL DECIDE TO GO THE EASY, COMFORTABLE, POPULAR WAY….AND WE WILL NOT PICK UP OUR CROSS AND FOLLOW JESUS.  BUT JESUS REMINDS US THAT THERE ARE CONSEQUENCES IF WE DO THIS, "FOR WHAT DOES IT PROFIT A MAN TO GAIN THE WHOLE WORLD AND FORFEIT HIS LIFE?...FOR WHOEVER IS ASHAMED OF ME AND MY WORDS….OF HIM WILL THE SON OF MAN ALSO BE ASHAMED WHEN HE COMES IN THE GLORY OF HIS FATHER WITH THE HOLY ANGELS" (V. 36, ESV).   REMEMBERING THE DAY OF OUR DEATH AND THE JUDGMENT DAY PUTS EVERYTHING IN ITS PROPER PERSPECTIVE. WHATEVER GAIN WE HAVE IN THIS LIFE WILL ALL BE TAKEN AWAY BY DEATH AND THEN WE WILL STAND BEFORE JESUS CHRIST.  BUT EVEN MORE IMPORTANT:   HOW CAN WE NOT FOLLOW HIM WHO HAS ALREADY DENIED HIMSELF 
AND PICKED UP HIS CROSS FOR US?  ONLY GOD'S LOVE IN JESUS CHRIST WILL GIVE US THE WILL AND THE ABILITY TO PICK UP OUR CROSS FOR HIM AND DENY OURSELVES AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR SECOND LESSON:  "…GOD SHOWS HIS LOVE FOR US IN THAT WHILE WE WERE STILL SINNERS, CHRIST DIED FOR US" (ROM. 5: 8, ESV).  
CONCLUSION:    OUR DEAR LORD JESUS DIDN'T HAVE TO DIE ON THAT CROSS.  HE HAD NO SIN.  HE IS THE SINLESS SON OF GOD.   HE DIED ON THAT CROSS BECAUSE HE DENIED HIMSELF…..PUTTING OUR WELFARE AHEAD OF HIS OWN WELFARE.  AND IN THAT DEATH….HE CANCELED OUR DEBT OF SIN TO GOD…..GIVING US PEACE THROUGH THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS AND VICTORY OVER DEATH IN OUR RESURRECTION TO ETERNAL LIFE.  AND WHY DID HE DO THIS?  LOVE….LOVE FOR HIS FATHER WHO SENT HIM TO DO THIS….AND LOVE FOR US.  AND THIS LOVE HAS CHANGED OUR HEARTS.   THIS LOVE HAS TRANSFORMED OUR MINDS…  HOW CAN WE NOT LOVE HIM WHO FIRST LOVED US?  HOW CAN WE NOT DENY OURSELVES FOR HIM WHO DENIED HIMSELF FOR US?  HOW CAN WE NOT PICK UP OUR CROSS FOR HIM WHO PICKED UP HIS CROSS FOR US?  HOW CAN WE NOT LIVE FOR HIM INSTEAD OF FOR OURSELVES? ….. BUT WHAT ABOUT THOSE TIMES THAT WE DON'T DENY OURSELVES, PICK UP OUR CROSS AND FOLLOW HIM?  WHAT ABOUT THOSE TIMES?   WELL, WITH REPENTANCE AND PERHAPS AT TIMES WITH  TEARS FLOWING DOWN OUR CHEEKS…….WE TRUST IN JESUS………WHO PICKED UP HIS CROSS FOR US.  AMEN.
