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I have to tell you from the outset, today’s Gospel reading is really difficult for me.  It’s well enough for we Christians who live on the other side of Jesus’ resurrection to speak of the cross in a positive way.  I mean, we “love that old cross where the dearest and best for a world of lost sinners was slain.”  But the reading today goes a bit father than that into some very uncomfortable terrain.

But let’s not jump ahead.  Let’s back up and put ourselves in the story.  Last week we heard Peter’s confession that Jesus was “the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  The disciples had finally figured out that Jesus was the king that Israel had been waiting on for hundreds – thousands – of years.  Here in their midst was the hope of the nation.  And just as soon as Peter seemed to have put it all together, Jesus starts preparing the disciples for his death.

Can you imagine what that would be like?  Your beloved friend and mentor – and the promised bringer of peace and restoration – talking about how he was going to die?  Can you imagine the frustration, confusion, and anger that must have been churning in Peter’s gut?  It was too much to bear!

So Peter pulls Jesus aside and says, “Never! This shall never happen to you!”  Peter couldn’t bear the thought of losing Jesus.

And you know something?  I think Jesus was pained by the thought of what was coming too.  I mean, he wasn’t naïve.  He knew the kind of death he would die: brutal, public, humiliating.  What’s more, Jesus had the power to avoid the whole ordeal.  But this is what love is.  And as tempting as Peter’s words may be, they also showed Jesus that Peter did not yet understand love.  Worse yet, Peter still didn’t know Jesus.


It’s easy for us to see Peter’s mistake because we have the advantage of knowing how the story of the cross ends.  Jesus did die.  He took all of our sins upon himself and by his death he bridge the gap between God and mankind.  And we know that death wasn’t the end of the story for Jesus.  Christ’s resurrection from the dead gives us the hope and certainty that we will rise like he did, and live forever in paradise.


So, being 21st century Christians, it’s unquestionably easier for us to accept Jesus’ prediction of his death than it would have been for Peter.  But what Jesus says next is the really hard stuff.  “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”


Those are some pretty heavy words, and I think we have very cleverly found a trick of softening the blow these words would deal to us.  This is the trick: we skip right over the “denying ourselves” step and then make a metaphor out of our cross.


Here’s what I mean.  Have you ever heard someone refer to some struggle in their life as “Just my cross to bear…?”  What that person has just done is to make “taking up your cross” the same as “struggling with sin.”  An annoying neighbor, unruly children, and addiction to cigarettes are not “crosses” you bear.  If they were, then everyone – not just Christians – would be taking up crosses everyday.  

Let’s put the verse back in its context and read it again.  Jesus predicts his death on the cross, Peter objects, and Jesus rebukes him.  Then he turns to his disciples (and you and me) and his message is, “I am going to be crucified, and if you want to be my follower, pick up your cross and follow me up the hill.”

That’s tough to hear.  If I want to follow Jesus, I have to die.  That’s a little tougher than just putting up with an annoying neighbor, isn’t it?  But Jesus doesn’t just leave us hanging out there.  He isn’t a cruel tyrant that enjoys seeing his subjects suffer.  He is the loving King who desires that all his people should truly live.  And so, His call to death is also a call to true life.

We live in a culture of Self-love, Self-indulgence, Self-gratification, and Self-discovery.  Which is why Christ’s message is so difficult to understand.  “Whoever wants to save himself will lose himself, but whoever loses himself for me will find himself.”  How can that be right?  Is Jesus being contradictory for the sake of sounding smart?  Hardly.  Even if it defies logic, I suspect His words to us ring true with our own experience.

There are two paths people take to live for themselves.  The first and most obvious is the person that hardens himself, so what people think and feel won’t hurt him.  He puts up walls and becomes self-reliant and self-focused. And you know what that sort of behavior leads to.  Loneliness.  Coldness.  A dried up spiritual life.  A dead-end.

I’m sure you all know people like that.  Oftentimes those are people that have been hurt deeply, and have resolved never to be hurt again.  But then there is the other path, the more subtle and better looking path.  The path most everyone you know walks, myself included. It’s the road of living for “who-I-want-to-be.”

When I’m walking down this path, I spend a lot of time concerned with how other people see me.  I try to sound smart, I try to appear talented, I try to seem trustworthy and sensitive.  I try to impress.  And it works for a while.  When I keep all the juggling pins in the air and everyone is happy with me, I feel like a somebody.  And it’s nice - for a while.

But eventually I drop something, or somebody just doesn’t like how I’m doing things.  And then this false self-image I’ve built comes crashing down like a house of cards.  And all of a sudden, I’m standing at the dead-end.  And it hurts bad.

So, it seems no matter which road I take, if I spend my life trying to save my life, I will most certainly lose it.

But there is a third way: the way of the cross – the road of love.  If I’m going to follow Jesus, I have to give up the struggle to save myself.  And it’s strangely liberating when that happens.  When I have resolved to die for Christ, I don’t have to run around guarding my pride and dignity.  I don’t have to worry about what happens to me.  Jesus has that covered.  I don’t need walls or a protective shell.  I don’t have to worry about people loving me back.  I don’t have to try to please, I can simply love.  When I take up my cross and follow Christ, I am finally free to give and to love and to find myself in Christ.

Paul well understood the hard road of Love.  Listen to his encouragement to the church in Rome, “…all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” (Romans 6:3-4)

 Paul goes on to describe what this new life looks like.  “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves… Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer… Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse… Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.  Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.” (Romans 12:9-16)

Imagine your life lived that way.  I mean think about it.  What if you could love without being loved back.  What would your home look like if you could stop worrying about being right and just serve each other?  What would your workplace look like if you didn’t have to play politics – if you didn’t have to try and befriend the people that could help you move up in the world?  What if you sought friendships with people because they needed a friend?

You know what’s the best part?  You don’t walk alone.  God is beside You every step of the way.  And when you stumble or turn down one of those dead-end roads or are too tired to walk, the Lord picks you up, sets you on your feet, and empowers you to continue down the road that leads to life.
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