FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST             MATTHEW 10:38             JULY 2, 2017 WC 1647
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,
LAST SUNDAY WE HEARD FROM THE PROPEHT JEREMIAH WHO REMINDED US THAT GOD’S WORD BRINGS CONFLICT AND SUFFERING.   THIS SUNDAY OUR GOSPEL LESSON CONTINUES THIS THEME OF SUFFERING KNOWN AS “CROSS BEARING”.  MANY CHRISTIANS, PERHAPS MOST, ARE NOT FAMILIAR WITH THE BIBLICAL TEACHING ON CROSS-BEARING OR AT LEAST THEY HAVE SOME MISUNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT IT.   FOR EXAMPLE, NOT ALL SUFFERING IS CROSS BEARING.  PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT CHRISTIANS NEVER BEAR A CORSSS..  PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT CHRISTIANS  SUFFER….BUT THEY NEVER HAVE  A CROSS TO BEAR  AND  CHRISTIANS MIGHT SOMETIMES SUFFER BUT NOT BEAR A CROSS.   SO THEN LET’S LESSON TO JESUS THIS MORNING AND LEARN MORE ABOUT  "WHAT IT MEANS TO BEAR THE CROSS."
I. WE MUST CLEARLY UNDERSTAND THAT CROSS BEARING HAPPENS ONLY WHEN WE FOLLOW JESUS. ISN’T THAT WHAT HE SAYS? "ANYONE WHO DOES NOT TAKE UP HIS CROSS AND FOLLOW ME IS NOT WORTHY OF ME."

     A. THE CROSS WAS CENTRAL TO THE LIFE OF JESUS. FROM THE MOMENT OF HIS BIRTH JESUS BEGAN HIS JOURNEY TO THE CROSS; FOR THIS WAS THE WILL OF HIS FATHER WHO SENT HIM. AND HE WOULD OBEY.  NOW YOU WOULD THINK THAT SOMEONE WHO PERFECTLY PLEASED GOD IN ALL THAT HE DID WOULD HAVE AN EASY LIFE. BUT THAT’S NOT WHAT HAPPENED TO JESUS.  HE ENDED UP SUFFERING AND DYING A SHAMEFUL AND CRUEL DEATH ON THE CROSS.  HOW DO WE EXPLAIN THIS?  IF HE WAS COMPLETELY PLEASING TO GOD WHY DID HE SUFFER AND DIE?  BECAUSE THE WORLD HATED HIM.  DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS, NEVER EVER FORGET..THIS WORLD THAT WE LIVE IN IS IN REBELLION AGAINST GOD.  THIS STARTED IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN.  IN THE THIRD CHAPTER OF JOHN’S GOSPEL JESUS SAYS: "THIS IS THE VERDICT: LIGHT HAS COME INTO THE WORLD, BUT MEN LOVED DARKNESS INSTEAD OF LIGHT BECAUSE THEIR DEEDS WERE EVIL."   SINCE THE WORLD IS AGAINST GOD, THE WORLD DOESN’T WANT TO HEAR ABOUT GOD AND THE THINGS OF GOD.  PEOPLE DON'T WANT GOD INTERFERING WITH THEIR LIVES.  AND SOMEONE LIKE JESUS AROUSES THE ANGER OF THE WORLD BECAUSE SOMEONE LIKE JESUS MAKES THE WORLD LOOK BAD.  PEOPLE WANT FREEDOM, FREEDOM TO ESTABLISH THEIR OWN TRUTH; FREEDOM TO LIVE LIFE THE WAY THEY WANT TO LIVE LIFE.  AND SO SOMEONE LIKE JESUS JUST AROUSES THE WORLD’S HOSTILITY.  AND SO THEY KILLED HIM.  IN JOHN’S GOSPEL, JESUS SAYS TO THOSE WHO OPPOSED HIM: "YOU ARE DETERMINED TO KILL ME, A MAN WHO TOLD YOU THE TRUTH THAT I HEARD FROM GOD."   AND YET, GOD WHO BRINGS GOOD OUT OF EVIL HAS CHOSEN TO SAVE THE WORLD FROM SIN AND DEATH BY THAT VERY DEATH ON THE CROSS.  AND ON THE THIRD DAY HE WAS RAISED FROM THE DEAD TO GIVE FORGIVENESS AND LIFE TO THE 
WORLD, AND ESPECIALLY TO ALL WHO WOULD BELIEVE.

    B. SO, THEN, IF JESUS WENT THE WAY OF THE CROSS, TO FOLLOW HIM, ALSO MEANS TO GO THE WAY OF THE CROSS.  AND THIS IS WHERE WE START GETTING A LITTLE BIT UNCOMFORTABLE, 
BECAUSE THE IMPLICATION IS SUFFERING.   TO FOLLOW JESUS MEANS TO GIVE OURSELVES COMPLETELY TO HIM JUST AS HE GAVE HIMSELF COMPLETELY TO US….FOR AS JESUS SAYS, WE CANNOT SERVE TWO MASTERS. EITHER WE WILL HATE THE ONE AND LOVE THE OTHER, OR WE WILL BE DEVOTED TO THE ONE AND DESPISE THE OTHER (MATT. 6: 24).  WE ARE TO LOVE JESUS MORE THAN ANYONE OR ANYTHING IN THE WORLD…MORE THAN OUR FAMILY AND FRIENDS; MORE THAN OUR JOB, AND OUR MONEY AND OUR POSSESSIONS.  WE ARE TO LOVE HIM MORE THAN WE LOVE OURSELVES, MORE THAN LIFE ITSELF.  UNFORTUNATELY, WE DO NOT DO THESE THINGS EXACTLY AS WE SHOULD.  BUT BECAUSE JESUS DID…WE HAVE GOD’S FORGIVENESS AND PEACE.  BUT HERE’S WHERE OUR CROSS COMES IN:  AS WE DO TRY TO BELIEVE AND TEACH AND LIVE ACCORDING TO WHAT HE TAUGHT, WE WILL BE OPPOSED BY THE SAME UNBELIEVING  AND HOSTILE WORLD THAT CRUCIFIED HIM.  THE WORLD WON’T LIKE US ANY BETTER THAN IT LIKED JESUS AS JESUS HAS WARNED US IN HIS SERMON ON THE MOUNT: "BLESSED ARE YOU WHEN PEOPLE INSULT YOU; PERSECUTE YOU, AND FALSELY SAY ALL KINDS OF EVIL AGAINST YOU BECAUSE OF ME." (MATT. 5: 11,ESV).  THIS IS WHAT IT MEANS TO BEAR THE CROSS. WE BEAR THE CROSS WHENEVER WE SUFFER AS A CHRISTIAN.  THAT’S WHY PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT CHRISTIANS DO NOT HAVE THE CROSS TO BEAR. YES, PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT CHRISTIANS SUFFER.  BUT IF THEY ARE NOT SUFFERING AS A CHRISTIAN, FOR JESUS CHRIST, IT CANNOT BE CALLED BEARING A CROSS. THAT’S WHAT JESUS SAYS: "PICK UP YOUR CROSS AND FOLLOW ME." BEARING THE CROSS ONLY HAPPENS WHEN WE ARE FOLLOWING JESUS. SOMETIMES WE MIGHT SUFFER BECAUSE WE HAVE MADE SOME SINFUL CHOICES THAT HAVE BROUGHT SUFFERING INTO OUR LIVES. THIS IS NOT BEARING THE CROSS.  IF OUR SUFFERING IS THE RESULT OF SOMETHING WE DID, THERE IS NOTHING HONORABLE ABOUT THAT.  CROSS BEARING HAS TO DO WITH SUFFERING THAT IS NOT OUR FAULT AND IS NOT SOMETHING THAT WE DESERVE.  BEARING THE CROSS IS SUFFERING UNJUSTLY---AS JESUS BORE HIS CROSS AND SUFFERED UNJUSTLY. IN HIS FIRST LETTER THE APOSTLE PETER NICELY SUMMARIZES WHAT IT MEANS TO BEAR THE CROSS: "IF YOU SUFFER FOR DOING GOOD AND YOU ENDURE IT, THIS IS COMMENDABLE BEFORE GOD. TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED, BECAUSE CHRIST SUFFERED FOR YOU, LEAVING YOU AN EXAMPLE, THAT YOU SHOULD FOLLOW IN HIS STEPS." (1 PETER 2: 20-22, ESV).
II. BUT OUR TEMPTATION IS TO AVOID THE CROSS, TO REFUSE TO PICK UP OUR CROSS. WE WANT TO RUN AWAY FROM THE CROSS.

     A. AND WHY IS THIS? WELL, THE ANSWER IS VERY SIMPLE, WE DON’T WANT TO SUFFER. OF COURSE, IN THE GARDEN OF GETHSEMANE JESUS DIDN’T WANT TO SUFFER EITHER. BUT HE TOLD HIS FATHER: "NOT MY WILL, BUT YOUR WILL BE DONE."   EVEN THOUGH HE KNEW IT WOULD INVOLVE SUFFERING, JESUS CHOSE GOD’S WILL AND DIED FOR US AND OUR SINS. AND THAT’S ALWAYS OUR DILEMMA: "DO WE WANT OUR WILL OR GOD’S WILL TO BE DONE?" WE CHOOSE GOD’S WILL AND BEAR OUR CROSS WHENEVER WE DENY OURSELVES CERTAIN WORLDLY PLEASURES THAT ARE CONTRARY TO GOD’S WORD AND WILL. BUT WE RUN AWAY FROM THE CROSS WHEN WE CHOOSE TO DO SOMETHING THAT GIVES US PLEASURE—EVEN THOUGH IT’S AGAINST GOD’S WILL. WE BEAR THE CROSS WHEN OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER PEOPLE ARE STRESSED OR EVEN BROKEN BECAUSE OF OUR LOYALTY TO JESUS. BUT WE RUN AWAY FROM THE CROSS WHEN WE ARE MORE CONCERNED WITH PLEASING OTHER PEOPLE THAN WE ARE CONCERNED WITH PLEASING JESUS. WE BEAR THE CROSS WHEN WE ENDURE OPPOSITION AND CRITICISM BECAUSE OF JESUS: "YOU DON’T REALLY BELIEVE THAT DO YOU?" "ISN’T THAT A LITTLE BIT OLD FASHIONED?" "ISN’T THAT JUDGMENTAL AND INTOLERANT?" "DO YOU THINK ONLY YOU HAVE THE TRUTH?" BUT WE AVOID THE CROSS WHEN WE MAKE AVOIDING CONFLICT MORE IMPORTANT THAN STANDING UP FOR JESUS AND THE TRUTH.  SOMEONE IS BEARING A CROSS IF HE LOSES HIS JOB BECAUSE HE REFUSES TO DO SOMETHING THAT IS UNETHICAL OR IMMORAL. BUT SOMEONE MIGHT WANT TO AVOID BEARING THE CROSS—AND SO HE ENDS UP DOING SOMETHING UNETHICAL OR IMMORAL. IN ALL OF THESE SITUATIONS WHERE WE HAVE A CHOICE TO PICK UP OUR CROSS OR TO RUN AWAY FROM THE CROSS, WE ARE IN OUR OWN GARDEN OF GETHSEMANE, MAKING A CHOICE BETWEEN OUR WILL AND GOD’S WILL. TO CHOOSE OUR WILL IS TO CHOOSE NOT TO PICK UP OUR CROSS. TO CHOOSE HIS WILL, IS TO PICK UP OUR CROSS, FOLLOW HIM, AND SUFFER.

    B. YOU SEE THEN CROSS BEARING WILL LEAD US IN ONE OF TWO DIRECTIONS. ONE DIRECTION IS UNFAITHFULNESS AND DISOBEDIENCE.  TO AVOID BEARING A CROSS FOR JESUS WE MIGHT BE TEMPTED TO CHANGE, WATER DOWN OR COMPROMISE THE TRUTH OF JESUS CHRIST AND GOD’S WORD.  WE WILL BE TEMPTED TO LIVE OUR LIVES ACCORDING TO THE WORLD AND ITS STANDARDS. AND THIS IS ALWAYS THE EASIER WAY TO GO.  IN THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT OUR LORD JESUS TELL US: "ENTER THROUGH THE NARROW GATE. FOR WIDE IS THAT GATE AND BROAD IS THE ROAD THAT LEADS TO DESTRUCTION AND MANY ENTER THROUGH IT. BUT SMALL IS THE GATE AND NARROW THE ROAD THAT LEADS TO LIFE AND ONLY A FEW FIND IT." WE MUST UNDERSTAND THE IMPORTANCE OF BEARING OUR CROSS FOR MUCH IS AT STAKE AS JESUS TELLS US: "ANYONE WHO DOES NOT PICK UP HIS CROSS AND FOLLOW ME IS NOT WORTHY OF ME." OR AS HE SAYS ELSEWHERE: "CANNOT BE MY DISCIPLE." IN THE GARDEN OF 
GETHSEMANE JESUS ONLY HAD ONE CHOICE IF HE WAS TO SAVE US FROM OUR SIN AND DEATH;… TO OBEY HIS FATHER’S WILL AND GO TO THE CROSS.  AND SO IT IS WITH US. TO BE A DISCIPLE OF JESUS AND TO FOLLOW HIM LEAVES US ONLY ONE CHOICE: TO PICK UP OUR CROSS. TO ACCEPT WHATEVER SUFFERING WE MUST BEAR IN ORDER TO BE A DISCIPLE, A FOLLOWER OF JESUS CHRIST.

CONCLUSION: THIS MORNING WE HAVE LEARNED THAT NOT ALL SUFFERING IS CROSS-BEARING. PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT CHRISTIANS MIGHT SUFFER---BUT THEY CAN NEVER BEAR THE CROSS OF CHRIST. FOR THEIR SUFFERING HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH JESUS AND HIS CROSS.  AND NOT ALL OUR SUFFERING IS CROSS BEARING. IF WE SUFFER BECAUSE WE HAVE SINNED, WE ARE SIMPLY SUFFERING THE NATURAL CONSEQUENCES OF OUR SINFUL BEHAVIOR. IT IS SUFFERING. BUT IT IS NOT BEARING THE CROSS. BUT IF WE SUFFER IN SOME WAY BECAUSE OF OUR LOVE AND LOYALTY TO THE TRUTH OF JESUS, THEN WE ARE INDEED BEARING A CROSS---AND WE ARE TRULY HIS DISCIPLE.  FOR IN PICKING UP OUR CROSS WE ARE FOLLOWING HIM WHO PICKED UP HIS CROSS FOR US. AMEN.
