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Take Up Your Cross
Mat 16:21-28
INT:  You probably have never heard of him. His name is Arthur Blessitt. He’s 64 years old and pretty average looking.  Arthur is anything but average. On December 25, 1969, he began walking in Hollywood California in what the Guinness Book of Records lists as the “Longest Walk” ever.  Arthur has walked in 307 countries, on all 7 continents, for a total of 37,352 miles. He has been arrested 24 times, walked through 50 countries at war, and even faced a firing squad. He has walked with Billy Graham in Northern Ireland, and with 70,000 people in Poland. He was welcomed in Rome by the Pope, and to Beirut, by then Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat. He even slept in the house of Israel’s Prime Minister at that time, Menachem Begin. What’s the big deal about Arthur?  Well, he walked all those miles in all those countries carrying a 12 foot cross on his back.  I’m not exactly sure this is what Jesus had in mind when he said, “Take up your cross and follow me.”  But it certainly has embodied the meaning of Jesus’ words.  Because Arthur has carried the cross, millions have prayed with him, and turned their lives over the leadership of Jesus.    
TS:  Since the beginning of Lent, we’ve been in a series of messages that Pastor Jim and I entitled, Just a Closer Walk With Thee.  In it, we’ve focused on the words of Jesus that encourage and command us to walk in a more intimate way with the Lord. Today, on Palm Sunday, we look at the words Jesus spoke to his disciples while they were on the way to Jerusalem. Jesus knew what lay ahead for them.  He knew about his triumphal entrance into Jerusalem.  He knew that one of the disciples would betray him. He knew that his earthly journey with the disciples would end at the cross. So Matthew records that Jesus began a new emphasis and direction in teaching the disciples. This is what we read in Mat 16:21-28.
TEXT: 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. Matthew tells us that just after Peter identified Jesus as the Messiah, Jesus BEGAN to emphasize a new direction with the disciples - THE CROSS. Jesus wanted them to understand the true nature of the MESSIAH’SMISSION. If they didn’t understand the true nature of his mission, they would never be able to understand their own mission. The disciples expected, like other Jews that the Messiah would enter Jerusalem, overthrow the corrupt religious leaders, kick out the Roman oppressors, and restore the Jewish people, who were God’s chosen, to be at the top of the world’s food chain, just as they were under King David. Both the Jews and the disciples were looking for worldly influence and success from the Messiah.  But Jesus had come to do a spiritual work .. a work that was to be of lasting and eternal importance for all people. This is why from that time on, Jesus called their attention to the CROSS. Jesus did not come to be a successful teacher, although he was.  Jesus did not come to be a renown healer, although he was.  Jesus did not come to be a great ruler, although he is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Jesus came for the CROSS. He came to be the SAVIOR and to FORGIVE our SINS.  Jesus wanted the disciples to understand this above all else. He did not want them to become disillusioned, despair, and give up or turn when it happened. That is on the night of Jesus’ betrayal, he told the disciples what to expect.  John records that Jesus said, "All this I have told you so that you will not go astray. John 16:1 But upon hearing what Jesus was saying about the CROSS, Peter blurted out what the others were thinking. 22 Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. "Never, Lord!" he said. "This shall never happen to you!" Peter just couldn’t imagine Jesus ending up on the CROSS.  From a worldly perspective, the CROSS was a shameful, humiliating way for his ministry to come to an end. When the Jews conquered the Promised Land, they hung the bodies of the defeated kings upon a tree outside their city kingdoms to disgrace and shame them. And the Romans had turned crucifixion into an art form, using it as a deterrent to those who might rise up against Roman rule and law. This is why the Gospel was often thought of by non-believers as scandalous. People actually thought the followers of Jesus were inviting them to follow someone like John Wayne Gacy, Ted Bundy, or Osama Bin Laden.  But while the world could only see in Jesus a man dying a criminal’s death upon the CROSS, those who looked with spiritual eyes would see the deeper reality.  The CROSS was an altar, where the blood of an unblemished lamb, Jesus, the Son of God and sinless man, was sacrificed to God for the forgiveness of sins. Peter couldn’t see this yet.  In fact, he and the others wouldn’t be able to accept it until after the Lord’s resurrection. But this is why Jesus’ response to Peter was so adamant and emotional. 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. Jesus went on to say,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." Mat 16:21-28  When Jesus instructed his disciples to take up their cross and follow him, Jesus was inviting them to join him, even after his death upon the cross, in the work of bringing redemption to the world.   
BIG IDEA: Jesus invites you to take up your cross and enter into his kingdom work of reconciling the world with God.
IF ANYONE WOULD COME AFTER ME:  Jesus invited the disciples to follow him when he first met them.  They left their businesses, their families, and all to follow Jesus.  So why did Jesus invite them to follow him again? Weren’t they already doing that? Matthew tells us it’s because Jesus BEGAN a new emphasis in teaching them that focused upon the CROSS. Following Jesus had meant living with Jesus, learning from Jesus, taking his YOKE upon them. After his death, following Jesus would not be the same. IF they were to follow Jesus, it would mean they would have to carry on his WORK of reaching out with God’s love and promise of hope to people every where …  especially the under-resourced, the sick, the oppressed, and the hopeless.  Jesus’ invitation was an invitation to continue to be his disciple and follow him EVEN AFTER HE GOES TO THE CROSS. HOW?  Deny yourself and take up your cross.
DENY YOURSELF: Christ’s admonition to DENY YOURSELF stands in contrast to Peter’s earlier advise to the Lord to spare himself from the CROSS.  The natural, human reaction for all of us is to live out of our basic instinct for self-preservation and self-interest. It’s a rare thing to see someone who can deny himself for the sake of others … and even rarer, when a person is willing to give his life for another. Jesus came to do a work that not only required him to deny himself, but would ultimately cost him his life – a life given for our sake.  Paul, in his Letter to the Philippians, described Jesus’ unselfish in this way, 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross! Phil 2:6-8  AP:  To deny yourself is to be more like Jesus .. to enter into the narrow way that Jesus taught about. 13 "Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. 14 But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. Mat 7:13-14  AP:  Make no mistake about it, following Jesus is costly.  Anybody who tells you otherwise is not telling you the truth.  Listen to a few things that Jesus said about the cost. 37 "Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me .. Mat 10:37 Jesus wasn’t saying that we shouldn’t love our family. He was saying that we shouldn’t love them more than him. Over the years, I’ve seen and even experienced the strain that following Jesus can put upon close relationships. IL: I remember when my oldest daughter was 6 months old and my wife told me that she didn’t want to be a Pastor’s wife and wasn’t sure she even wanted to be married to me. What do you do? How do you choose? Who do you choose?  IL: I’ve known parents to get fearful when their children get serious about following Jesus … And, I’ve cried and prayed with parents over their children, who seem to reject Jesus.  AP: Jesus spoke about other costs, like the impact upon financial wealth, as well.  He told the parable of a man who built bigger barns so that he could store up more of wealth for himself, only to die before they were completed. Jesus said, 21 “Yes, a person is a fool to store up earthly wealth but not have a rich relationship with God.” Luke 12:21 (NLT) While others are living beyond their means, we are asked by the Lord to live beneath our means and give to the Lord’s work. EX: The Old Testament teaches that we are give a tithe, 10% of what we make, to the Lord’s work. The New Testament models an even greater percentage of giving, as they gave sacrificially, beyond 10%, for the work of Christ. Believe me when I say God doesn’t want your money. He wants your heart.  He wants you to love Him more than your money. If you take the Lord’s way of giving seriously, it’s going to test your love for Him and cost you financially.  IL: A person who averages a salary level of $80,000 for a 30 year period .. making less when he begins and more when he ends, will over that same time period, if he tithes, will give almost a quarter of million dollars to the work of the Lord.  IL: For those of you who are part of this church family, we’re in the process of raising money to purchase the DeGrazia property across the street. IF we are serious about investing for the Lord in future generations at our church, then it will require a financial sacrifice by all of us. I hope that all of you are praying about it and listening for the Lord’s leading.  AP: Jesus said that there are others costs like power, prestige, and position.  IL: Peter and John had a very successful fishing business.  Matthew had a lucrative business, slimy though it was, as a tax collector. That’s why Jesus said,   26 What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?... IL:  You know, I’ve known some very successful people who left lucrative and successful careers to serve the Lord.  In fact, you have a few of them on the staff right here.  I’m not one of them.  God got to me early on … but don’t think that I didn’t struggle with it.  God had other plans for me, and I don’t regret it.  In fact, while following Jesus is costly, if you were to do a COST- BENEFIT ANALYSIS, you would see the benefits far outweigh the costs.  On the BENEFIT SIDE, you see the abiding sense of a personal relationship with Jesus, the meaning and purpose in how you live your life .. the character development that comes from loving others and walking with the Lord … experiencing the enabling power of the Holy Spirit at work in your life and in others … experiencing fellowship and joy, not only with God but with other believers … and then there is the personal satisfaction of knowing that you are living as God intended for you. And that’s just from a temporal point of view.  There’s still the matter of eternity – heaven and a home for you there! Do the COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS and ask yourself, …. what can a man give in exchange for his soul? SUM: Jesus invites us to DENY OURSELVES and join him in bringing God’s love to others.   
TAKE UP YOUR CROSS: But if we are to follow Jesus we must do more than DENY OURSELVES.  This is why Jesus invites us to follow him by taking up our cross.  AP: In this, Jesus makes it clear that joining him means you have a choice to make and an action to take.  When Jesus said, Take up your cross, the Greek verb suggests a sense of urgency about it. As though Jesus were saying,  “Pick it up at once. Don’t hesitate.  Don’t back away.  Make the choice. Follow through.”  You will notice that JESUS DOESN’T HAND YOU THE CROSS .. and the CROSS DOESN’T MAGICALLY END UP ON YOUR SHOULDER. You have to choose it.  You have to pick it up.  You have to take it into your two hands, embrace it, place it upon your shoulders, and carry it yourself .. just as Jesus did.  IL: One of the things I loved about Mel Gibson’s movie, The Passion, was how Jesus embraced the cross as he carried it.  Jesus is inviting us to be like him .. to join him .. to be totally committed to the Lord’s work, sold out, making whatever sacrifices are required.  The disciples would have understood Jesus’ reference to the CROSS was an invitation to join Jesus in his suffering. Following Jesus means that we share not only in the Lord’s work, but also in the Lord’s suffering.  This is why Jesus said, “20 …. If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.” John 15:20  Paul wrote, 17 Now if we are children, then we are heirs--heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. 18 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. Rom 8:17-18 Throughout the New Testament we are told in several places that whatever hardship and suffering we endure, develops our character, perfecting and molding us for the Lord’s glory.   Of course, suffering is not a very popular message. People would rather hear how good happens with Jesus. They want to hear how much better life is with Jesus, and how Jesus can take away their pain and problems.  There is no doubt that life is better with Jesus. And whatever pain or problems I face, I can face them with greater strength and conviction, when I do so with Jesus.  Jesus did not die to so that your life or my life can be easy and prosperous, regardless of what TV preachers say.  Jesus died to remove every obstacle to our everlasting joy of being with the Lord.  Jesus calls us to follow him in his sufferings so that we can enter into a life of joyful suffering for Jesus’ sake.  Such a life reveals to others that Jesus is more valuable than any earthly reward.  The idea of JOYFUL SUFFERING may seem like an oxymoron, but it isn’t. IL: Recently, we George and Kathy Dostal were with us. They serve the mission field in Guatemala.  We have supported them for over 10 years. It was interesting to hear the story of how they had reached out in love to help their neighbor for the entire time they were there.  He was not a Christian and didn’t seem to want to be.  But just before they were to return home, this man came to them and told them that he was ready to believe in Jesus.  He had seen Jesus in their constant care for him and others, in their personal sacrifices, and in their loving ways. AP:  When people see your willingness to follow Jesus and make sacrifices for him, they begin to know that he is real.  IL: When we help the under-resourced for Jesus, when we serve the elderly and infirmed for Jesus, when we make sacrifices or suffer for Jesus, people take note of Jesus and they see him as our pearl of great price … our supreme treasure.  No wonder Jesus said, 10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11 "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. Mat 5:10-11  Making sacrifices, doing good for others, standing up for Jesus even when it means you might have to suffer, speaks volumes to people about how real Jesus is.  And this is why the symbol of our faith is the CROSS.  It is not a symbol of a heaven.  It is not a symbol of the empty tomb.  It is not the image of Jesus.  The symbol of our faith is the CROSS!   To follow Jesus and join him in his work will cost you.  But as Jesus said … whoever loses his life for me will find it.  
CCL:  Jesus went on with the disciples, all the way to Jerusalem. There, the crowds gathered around him. As he entered the Holy City, they placed him upon a donkey, to enter like a conquering king. They shouted and proclaimed him to be the Messiah.  They expected great things from Jesus.  So did he. So did God.  But the Lord and His Father were looking to the CROSS!  Jesus would deny himself, take up his cross and carry it all the way to Golgotha.  There, out of his love for us, he would suffer and die in order to cover our sins with his blood. This is why John 3:16 says, 16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  Some of you may have never asked Jesus to forgive you.  If not, I invite you to do so today.  It is God’s free gift to you. While it costs you nothing, it wasn’t cheap.  It cost Jesus his life. Just ask Jesus to forgive you, and ask for the Holy Spirit to come into your life.  And it will be done!  If you make that decision today, please let someone else know about it.  For every one who wants to follow Jesus, I invite you to enter into his kingdom work this week by giving away, The 3:16 Promise, to a family member or friend. Invite them to join you next Sunday for services here.  IF you would follow Jesus, you don’t have to be Arthur Blessitt and take his words literally.  You can just take them to heart.  Deny yourself, take your cross, and join him in loving the world back into relationship with His Father. Amen.    
