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“Discipleship, Learning to Follow Jesus”

Matthew 16:13-16 & 21-28

August 28, 2005


My first serious run at college occurred in the Spring of 1964 when I enrolled in Union University, Jackson Tennessee. (I actually began college a year earlier but that year was just for fun and ultimately didn’t count for much.) Union was and still is a Baptist school. I don’t know anything about Union University today but back in 62 it was a pretty strict Christian school. (No fratinizing in the women’s dorms. Couldn’t even visit the girls without a chaperone close by.


Freshmen at Union were required to take an etiquette class. Etiquette, for those of you who aren’t familiar with the French word, is sort of the social equivalent of the Ten Commandments and other miscellaneous rules of behavior. It is not surprising that the word in French means “ticket”. No matter where you live, if you don’t know and practice the etiquette of that society you won’t ever get a ticket into that society, you will forever remain an outsider.


At Union, in that etiquette class, I was taught that the proper way to introduce someone to someone else was to tell their name and then a little something about them. For instance, if I was introducing Danny to Lynn I might say, “Lynn this is Danny Washmon. He is an elder of our church and a teacher at Bell High School. Danny this is Lynn Belland. She is our youth director and a new mom. I could have chosen many different things about either one but there seemed to be a natural connection between teacher and youth director and mother. I wanted to show them they had something in common.


The reason I take the time to talk about introductions is that in our reading today Matthew is giving us a formal introduction to Jesus. I know, I know, for fifteen and a half chapters Matthew has been talking about Jesus. But it is here that he gets to the heart of his introduction. Who is Jesus? Peter says, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God”. Jesus is the Messiah, the Savior, the Lion of Judah, the Lord of Lords, the King of Kings, the only Son of God. In response Jesus says to Peter, “You are right! Only God could have given you this wisdom.” If we had any doubt about who Jesus was before chapter 16, we don’t have any doubt now.

And then Matthew tells us that “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 he must be killed and on the third day raised to life.”


Matthew has just given us a concise description of who Jesus is and what Jesus will do. Jesus will add the “why” as his ministry matures. He will make it perfectly plain that he is the Son of God crucified for sins he didn’t commit, but we did, raised by God as proof of his sonship. Believe and his sacrifice will become your sacrifice, he will become your substitute, and forgiveness and eternal life will be given to you. Nothing at all complicated or even illogical about that description, but it is amazing how many people just don’t get it.

But you don’t want to miss those first few words of verse 21, “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples”. That phrase, “From that time on” tells us very plainly that one explanation wasn’t enough for the disciples, they had to hear it time and again before they finally got it. So do we!


In a way you could say that on that day recorded for us by Matthew the disciples both got it and didn’t get it. Peter obviously understood what Jesus was saying because he immediately began to argue with him. But all the records show us that right through resurrection Sunday the disciples, including Peter, didn’t really understand what Jesus was telling them.


That is comforting to me! I hope it is to you too. It took me years before I began to really understand who Jesus is and what he has done for me. It’s nice to know that the disciples didn’t get it at first either. I’m still learning today. Every time I study the Bible I learn a little more about who God is and who his Son is, and who I am supposed to be as a disciple of Jesus. I’m still learning.


Nobody ever gets too old or too wise to stop studying the Bible! Nobody! The Bible is the living word of God. The Bible has something new, something relevant, something critical to say to you every time you pick it up. Private Bible study is important, time alone with the Lord is important, but it is always helpful to have other people to add their eyes and ears and experiences to our Bible readings. To pass up the opportunity to be a part of a Sunday Bible study or a mid week small group Bible study is a terrible thing, a sad thing, because God is just waiting to speak to you in those opportunities. Any time I learn that one of you is not participating in one of our group Bible studies, on Sunday or during the week, I know that you are missing a huge chunk of what God would like to tell you. I’d badger you about it but I have learned from experience that most of the time that doesn’t do any good. If you have never experienced the blessings of a group bible study you can’t understand.

Something else I’ve learned, both from experience and from this reading today. I’m not always right. In fact, as much as I hate to admit it sometimes my judgement is dead on target and other times I am so wrong that it is embarrassing. Peter discovered that in our story today. One minute he was the voice of God, and the next minute he was the voice of Satan.

Look at verse 16. Jesus asked, “’Who do you say that I am?’ and Simon Peter answered with Godly wisdom, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God’ and Jesus replied, ‘Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah’”, God gave you that wisdom. And then just 4 or 5 verses later this “blessed” guy does an about face and becomes a tool of Satan. Jesus clearly tells them what he is going to have to suffer and Peter “took him aside and began to rebuke him” in his best intimidating way. “Never, Lord!” Can you see that big burley fisherman towering over Jesus, blotting out the sun? “Never, Lord, this shall never happen to you!” And Jesus says, “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.” (I told you Satan never gives up didn’t I. This was one of those opportune times.)

The great preacher and teacher James Montgomery Boice said, “It is easy for us to be exactly right one minute and terribly wrong the next. One minute Peter is a prophet, a true spokesman for God. The next minute he is advancing the agenda of the devil, not realizing that in trying to deflect Jesus from the cross he is actually asking for his own damnation since apart from Jesus’ death neither he, nor any of us, can be saved. But Peter learned, and we shouldn’t forget that either. The very man who said, ‘Never Lord’, became one of the greatest expounders of the necessity of Christ’s death” I don’t doubt in the least that if we have any hope of being right in spiritual things, it will only be to the extent we study the Bible and grow in understanding. When I am wrong it is usually because I have run my mouth before I ran my eyes over the Bible.


We are fond of saying that the Bible is God’s love letter. From Genesis to Revelation God’s word expresses God’s love for us. Sometimes that love is so, so sweet. But sometimes that same love can be so cutting. We understand don’t we? Our own love has two faces doesn’t it? One side of our love is gentle and comforting, encouraging and supporting. But sometimes our love has to be sharp and cutting. The truth, delivered even in love, can hurt.

Well listen, here is something we can’t miss hearing, even though it will probably hurt. Without the cross Christianity is not of much worth. I’m not talking about Jesus’ cross, I’m talking about your cross and mine. Jesus said, “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. What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?”

Hard words! Words that set the standard so high for people like us that we begin to understand what Jesus meant when he said it would be harder for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God than it would for a camel to slip through a needle’s eye. We have a lot to loose, a lot to give up. Hard words! Give up my own wants, risk the life that I have so worked for, give up my comfortable self-controlled world for the cross of obedience to God. Make Jesus LORD and follow him no matter the cost!

I think that making Jesus LORD, taking up our cross, is a lifelong process for most of us. (I may be trying to give us an excuse here, but I don’t think so.) Paul is the greatest interpreter of Jesus word that has ever been and Paul said salvation “does not depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.” (Romans 9:6) In Ephesians he said, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is a gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.” (Eph. 2:8) Those are just two of many similar verses from Paul.

Our salvation doesn’t depend upon our desires and actions. Our salvation depends upon God’s grace and mercy and our willingness to trust him to direct our lives in perfect Lordly fashion. Our desires and actions will reflect our choice to make Jesus LORD.

If Jesus is Lord of our lives then we will say no to ourselves and yes to God. His will will dominate our wills.

If Jesus is Lord of our lives we will choose to spend time in prayer and Bible study because we know that God reveals his will most clearly in these two means of grace. We want to know!

If Jesus is Lord of our lives we will obediently put ourselves out for Jesus by sharing with others his love and grace.

If Jesus is Lord of our lives we will accept whatever God has given us and then offer it back to him as a sacrifice.

How we live will reflect who is lord.

Christianity is a journey, a process of a lifetime. Following Jesus isn’t just a door to walk through and it’s done, but a path to be followed from now on. The proof of your discipleship is that you follow the path of Jesus to the end. In Psalm 119 David wrote “My heart is set on keeping your decrees to the very end.” David wrote that he was going to follow God, keeping his laws, until the day he died, no matter what it cost.

It is pretty obvious that the cost of following Jesus is high, very high. The question is, is following Jesus a good or bad investment of your life? Well, Matthew 16: 25, 26, and 27 answer that question.

Verse 25 tells us plainly that walking down Jesus’ path will save your soul, and not taking that path will loose it. Not only that but Jesus doesn’t even use the word “soul” he says life. Fullness of life can only be experienced when we follow Jesus. Without Jesus this physical life is incomplete, even shallow and empty. Without Jesus death is a lot worse that we can ever imagine.

Verse 26 tells us that our soul is more valuable than the entire world. Things of the world can be beautiful but they are at best temporary. The soul is forever. We need to get our priorities straight.

In verse 27 Jesus tells us that there will come a day when he will return. And when he does those who have faithfully followed him will be rewarded “according to what he has done”.

A full life, a secure eternity, and rewards. Sound like a deal too good to pass up to me. How about you? The “deal” won’t last forever. Amen.
