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Following Jesus


Have you ever had one of those times when you were trying to explain something to another person, and you were convinced that you had explained yourself so fully and completely that there would be no possibility of misunderstanding?  Then you discovered that the whole entire message was completely lost?


So many times when I was in the classroom, I would think that I had explained a lesson so well that no student could possibly have misunderstood, only to learn that they were totally and completely confused about the entire lesson.  Sometimes I was completely convinced that the problem could not have been my ability to explain, but the student’s inability to hear.  Other times I wondered where I could have gone so wrong.  Either way, I remember how frustrating those times were for everyone involved.


If you have had that kind of an experience, you know a little something about the frustration which Jesus faced over and over again, as he tried to teach his disciples on a daily basis.  Jesus had been traveling around with this group of disciples for many months and he had tried to be very careful not to let them get the full picture of all that was about to happen.  It was as though he knew that they could not possibly handle too much information too quickly, so he was careful to divulge the information they needed in manageable doses.  He was realizing that the end of his earthly ministry was drawing near, so the time for a more direct approach was upon him.


Earlier in this chapter of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus had asked his disciples what people were saying about him.  Peter gave that beautiful affirmation, “You’re the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.”  You may remember that while Jesus’ response to Peter, certainly affirmed his answer as correct, Peter had to be taken aback by Jesus’ request that they keep that a secret.  As a matter of fact, he made them promise not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.


Can’t you just imagine their confusion?  They had not been very accurate in answering Jesus’ questions for nearly three years of shared ministry.  Too often they had misinterpreted or misunderstood his teachings.  Finally when Peter got the right answer they were ready to high five one another in celebration and then run out into the streets to spread the news.  They knew all of the prophesied of the long awaited Messiah.  They wanted to let everyone know that the day for which they had waited and prayed had finally come.  But instead of being able to share such good news, Jesus told them to keep it quiet.  


We do know why he told them to keep it quiet, right?  He made them promise to keep his secret, because they were still thinking that their promised Messiah would be a great and powerful conquering kin.  They certainly did not expect a suffering servant.  Jesus had tried to prepare them for that, but they still did not understand all that Jesus had to do.  Jesus had been trying to prepare him for his impending death, but they were still not ready to face such horrible news.  They were growing more dependent upon Jesus every day.  Some of them probably still thought that Jesus would grow into the role of the conquering hero.  


After Jesus made it clear to them that he had to suffer and die at the hands of the religious leaders, so that God could raise him from the dead on the third day, Peter had heard all he could stand.  Who knows, he might also have been feeling pretty good about himself for that other correct answer, so he said, “Impossible Master!  That can never be!”  Peter could not stand the thought that Jesus words were true.  He did not want it to be so.  They seemed fatalistic, at best, or downright suicidal, at the worst.  Peter probably thought that this group of ragamuffins could never survive without Jesus.  He had to intervene before it was too late.  


Jesus’ words in rebuke of Peter seem rather harsh and yet they are some of the most often quoted words in the scriptures, as he said, “Get behind me, Satan!”  I have often heard those words quoted, often in jest, when one person is tempting another to do something less than desirable, like eating a decadent dessert or purchasing something completely frivolous.  It is used to compare someone to the most famous of all tempters, and in that sense, Jesus’ words are right on target.  Certainly Jesus realized that Peter’s words were a temptation to sell out to the ways of this world.  Jesus knew fully that such a path would have been a tragedy and a travesty.  


What we often miss in these words is that they were spoken in great love.  They were intended to show Peter that he did not understand God’s ways.  He did not understand that God’s greatest glory could only come through the suffering of the cross.  Jesus was trying to remind Peter that he had been called to be a follower of the Living Christ, not to jump forward and try to take over the lead, when he didn’t like the path which God had chosen.  Peter was trying to steer Christ into the world’s ways, but he had been called to follow Christ.


Now, I realize that we did a lot of background to get to these few words which we shared a few moments ago, but I felt it necessary to do that in order to understand them in the context in which they were given.  So, after all of these things, Matthew says that Jesus really went to work on these disciples.  And when Jesus goes to work, he cuts straight to the heart of the matter.  Jesus said, “Anyone who intends to come with me has to let me lead.  You’re not in the driver’s seat; I am.  Don’t run from suffering; embrace it.  Follow me, and I’ll show you how.  Self-help is no help at all.  Self-sacrifice is the way, my way to finding yourself, your true self.  What kind of deal is it to get everything you want but lose yourself?  What could you ever trade for your soul?”  Jesus had been teaching them over the past three years what it meant to follow him, but they still didn’t get it.  He was trying another time to make it completely clear.


One of the other translations of this text says that Jesus told his disciples to deny themselves.  By saying that, Jesus was not really espousing self-denial or self-deprivation.  He was trying to show them that following him begins with denying the sinful and broken state into which we were all born.  It would also imply that Christ knew all too well that human nature makes us self-centered and self-absorbed.  The followers of Christ would have to deny the selfish motives that can so easily dominate our thoughts and lives.  We are called as followers of Christ to focus all of our energy on God and God’s ways, rather than our own.  Following Jesus calls us to denounce the self and to pronounce God into our very lives.  Following Jesus means that we are expected to dethrone the self and to enthrone the Living God.  Following Jesus means that we are to say no to our self while we say yes to God.  To deny the self, means not making one’s self the dominating force in our lives and to allow and recognize God to be the driving force in our lives.  The life of denial to self is the life of ascent to God.  


Now, I don’t know about you, but I would have been happy enough if Jesus had stopped with saying that we should just sit back and let him do the driving, but no, he couldn’t stop there.  He had to go further and say, “Don’t run from suffering; embrace it.” or in the more familiar translations, “take up your cross and follow me.”  However you put it, most of us are none too thrilled about that whole suffering thing, and we certainly do not like the idea of taking up a cross.  You would think that Jesus knew and understood human beings well enough to know that we tend to run from such things rather than embrace them.  He had to know just how reluctant those disciples were about taking on the role of the suffering servant and yet that is exactly what he was asking them to do when he asked them to follow him.  For most of us, the place where we are most helpful to God is where there is little recognition and no reward for the work that we might have been able to accomplish.  Clearly Jesus saw in the lives of his followers the need to serve others in order to follow him.


Most of us like to think that we make our own way in this world, that we choose our own path, but Jesus says that we are called to be followers who stay out of the way and allow him to do all of the leading.  Many of us, at least those of us who are my age or older, remember playing “Follow the Leader” when we were children.  I don’t know what you thought about that game, but I often wondered why the leader was doing some of the ridiculous things that she or he would do.  But if you remember the game, you know that no matter how silly the leader’s actions seemed, you would always follow that lead, rather than to be put out of the game.  In that childhood game, I would always try very hard to follow the leader so as to stay in the game.  Jesus did not want his followers to lose out on the game of life, as a matter of fact, he wanted them to experience life abundant.  That was why he told them to sit back and let him do the leading.  These words, as many of the words of Jesus, seem so simple and so clear, yet we are in good company with many other disciples throughout the centuries, who have struggled to allow Jesus to lead.


So, you may be wondering why I would stray from the lectionary text for this fifth Sunday of August in 2009?  Well, on Wednesday morning, in our Mighty Acts of God Bible Study group, I read these words and they seemed to be exactly what we need to hear.  We can so easily become tempted by the lies and deceits of this world.  We, too, find it difficult to live in a world where we are surrounded by so many temptations.  We are all so prone to wanting to take charge of our lives and of the life and direction of the church that we forget to sit back and let God be in the driver’s seat without us getting in the way.  We are constantly inundated with self-help books and temptations to pursue the pathway toward the easy life.  I have some really bad news for you, which is actually the good news of the gospel.  The only pathway to God leads through suffering and a cross.  The good life, the abundant life of discipleship is paved with suffering and heartache.  We do not need to think for one minute that we have ever been alone on the struggles that you have faced in recent years or in the struggles which we will surely face in the future.  We were not called to follow Christ to the easy life.  We were called to follow Christ on the way of the cross.  We have been called to be followers, humble, servants who follow the living Christ.  We have been challenged to deny ourselves and to follow wherever Christ might lead us, without trying to get in the way.  The challenge for most of us is that this way of following Jesus demands that we must re-commit ourselves every day, because it is such a temptation to try to lead and let God follow.  Mercifully, we serve the God who is not afraid to remind us how to be followers and when to let go, so that God can do what God will choose to do.  Allow God to lead and be willing to follow.  That is our challenge this day and every day.  And that, my friends, is the way to the abundant life.

And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.

