Sunday 13 November 2011 
Matthew 16 : 21-28 (p. 984)

Jesus Predicts His Death

 21 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. 

    22 Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. Never, Lord! he said. This shall never happen to you! 

    23 Jesus turned and said to Peter, 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. 

    24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 

    25 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. 

    26 What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? 

    27 For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done. 

    28 I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.

SERMON

Today, we heard some hard words from Jesus, words very much in keeping with the theme of Remembrance.  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. 

If this service today is about anything, it is about self-denial and self-sacrifice for a cause greater than self. It’s not hard to see how that relates to the people of this parish who stepped up to the plate when the freedom of this nation was under genuine threat from – in the case of the first world war – old-fashioned greed and pride ; in the second world war – something even more sinister, indeed demonic.

Likewise, the church has nothing to say, and indeed no reason to exist, were it not for the self-denial and self-sacrifice of Jesus. He also had to confront old-fashioned greed and pride that is the inevitable condition of every human heart that does not know God in a personal way as Father. And He had to confront the sinister, demonic forces of evil that go beyond plain stupid selfishness into outright wickedness.

In his three years of ministry Jesus encountered, on a daily basis, what old translations of the Bible call the world, the flesh and the devil. Let me deal with that unholy trinity. The world doesn’t refer to this planet. What God has made is beautiful and wonderful, or at least it was till the human race mucked it up by gross mismanagement. 
When the Bible speaks negatively of the world, what it means is the world’s way of thinking, the idea that there is no absolute right and wrong, that you can do what seems best to you, that it’s OK to compromise on God’s Word to save face, to move with the times, to appear trendy, to avoid offending people. 
The world’s way of thinking might concede, in bad grace, the place of Jesus as one of many ways to find “God” ; of the Bible as one of many holy books ; but the underlying mindset is that God has no place in government, in business, in education. 
Let God out to play for an hour on Sunday, if you must, for those that like that sort of thing, but keep Him safely under lock and key for the rest of the time, well away from real life. That’s the world’s way of thinking, and it’s clinically insane. God’s the only one who can make life work for you. Listen to the promises God has made :

The Lord will guarantee a blessing on everything you do. Remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today. I am the Lord who heals you. I will rescue you from every trap and protect you from deadly disease.  I will rescue those who love me. I will protect those who trust in my name. When they call on me, I will answer ; I will be with them in trouble. I will rescue and honour them. I will reward them with a long life and give them my salvation.” 
To shut God out of everyday life is like shooting yourself in both feet and then trying to run the 100 metres. That’s the world – stupidity masquerading as sophistication, and the flesh ramps that up to another level.  The flesh makes a “god” of what I think, what I feel, what I want. It’s all about me. Me first. Isn’t that the root cause of most wars? 
Finally, the devil. Many church people don’t believe there is a devil. He’s a master of disguise, camouflaging himself in bad circumstances. The Bible says he comes to steal, kill and destroy. Cancer. Tsunamis. Droughts. Wars. All these steal, kill and destroy. The devil is at the heart of them. But the devil’s fooled so many people into thinking he doesn’t exist that the only supernatural force left to blame is the God they’ve never bothered to know! The devil does the damage, God carries the can! Slick, but sick!
Listen. Jesus gave Himself completely and willingly to defeat the world, the flesh and the devil, so that you and I don’t have to fight all those battles over again by ourselves. When we put our faith in Jesus, we share His victory. We plug into the promises of God’s Word, not the vacuous spin of the world. We enjoy the love, joy and peace of the Spirit, not the anger, stress and frustration of the flesh. We stand victorious in Jesus, the way the truth and the life, with the devil crushed under our feet.
And all this comes by grace. Jesus has paid the full price in his own battered, violated, blood-spattered body. His self-sacrificial death offers us life without measure, without limit, without end, and free of charge. But, you say, surely there must be some cost? Surely you get nothing for nothing? Well, what does Jesus say? 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.
The words of Jesus speak of laying down our life for Him. And, yes, for some people that may be in a literal sense. As indeed He did for us. Jesus laid down his life so that we might have the free choice whether to follow Him or to ignore Him. It was the same for most of the first disciples. Very few of the early church died peacefully in bed at a ripe old age. They laid down their lives for the sake of the message they proclaimed, of God’s reconciling love in Jesus, so that we might be free to receive it or reject it.

It was the same for the names on the war memorials in our villages. They left homes and loved ones behind, and laid down their lives, so that today we might be free to come to this service and remember with gratitude their self-denial and self-sacrifice, or indeed that we might be free to drive past the memorials loudly, in 2nd gear, music blaring, making fun of those who remember, or indeed that we might be free to lie in our bed nursing a hangover till mid-afternoon and never give them a thought.
You see, the self-denial and self-sacrifice of others doesn’t actually compel a response. That isn’t how it works. We are free agents. We have an absolute, unconditional right to respect or to despise the price others have paid to purchase our freedom. The ghosts of those brave men whose names are engraved on our memorials won’t come back and haunt those who ignore, or treat with contempt, the price they paid. 
The self-sacrifice of the victims of Flanders, Omaha Beach, or the concentration camps entitles the generation of today to exercise their freedom in wrong ways. If they did not have that entitlement, it would not be true freedom. Do you see the logic, albeit the uncomfortable logic, of what I’m saying? Likewise, the self-giving and self-sacrifice of Jesus gives you and me and everyone else out there the freedom to believe and receive, or to doubt and do without ; to join with or pour scorn on those of us who have faith.

That’s what must drive the devil mad. When Adam blew it, the devil demanded that all humanity died, simple as, without the option. When Jesus, the second Adam, came, He demanded that all humanity have the choice, life or death, blessing or cursing. Our God doesn’t do compulsion. From the very beginning, God’s will was for us to choose to have relationship with Him. He doesn’t stand behind anyone with a sub-machine gun and force us. We can exercise our blood-bought freedom for faith and life, or not.

Jesus said : Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in. Jesus waits to be invited into our lives. If we don’t want to let Him in, if we don’t want to hand over control of our life to Him, if we don’t want to lay aside our self-centred, me-first agenda, let Him wipe out the mistakes of the past, and open up a future of true health, prosperity and fulfilment in serving Him, so be it. It’s our call. Of course, our choice will have consequences here and hereafter, but … 

The self-denial and the self-sacrifice of Jesus on the cross paves the way for you and me to have a life of true and lasting meaning and significance. But we need to make a choice to hand over everything to Him. Much as we admire those who made a glorious one-off decision to die for the gospel, in certain respects making a daily commitment to live for the gospel is actually a tougher call – and it’s the one you and I face.

If you’re wavering, remember the last piece of the jigsaw. Part of the reason Peter got so flustered back in v.23 was that his brain was so fried hearing the bad news : Jesus must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed :  that he totally missed the end of the story : and on the third day be raised to life. We need to remember the end of the story. 
Otherwise what Jesus says in vs.24ff about laying down personal ambition, and giving up control of our lives, becomes both impossible and futile. Had Jesus not been raised to life, he would be just another dead hero, and we would still be lost in our sins. Had Jesus not been raised to life, the firstfruits, the Bible tells us, of the resurrection of all God’s people, there would be no gospel, no hope, no nothing. But He did rise again. Death was added to the list of enemies that Jesus not only defeated but humiliated. 
And His rising again means that you and I, if we choose to follow Him, costly as that decision may be, will one day see Him face to face, and – with Him – those saints who walked this way before us, who paid the same price we are invited to pay, and now share His glory for eternity. I invite you, in honour of what Jesus has done for you, to choose, now, how the story will end for you – life or death, blessing or curse.
