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Grab your electric chair and follow me.”
How’s that for an invitation?

“Here’s some rope, make a noose out of it, throw it around
5
your neck, and walk behind me.”

Doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, does it? It didn’t make
sense to the disciples either.

I can sympathize with Jesus’ disciples. Jesus and the
disciples were relaxing at Caesarea Philippi — The Romans
turned this spot into a sort of resort area, a place where
cool breezes from the sea and mountains brush away the
desert heat and dust.

Maybe Jesus saw that his team was starting to burn out.
They’d been on the road for months, working hard, doing
God’s work. Maybe Jesus thought that they should take a
few days, kick back with some cold ones, and watch the
breeze go by.

Maybe.



It was at this beautiful, relaxing, serene, setting that Jesus
drops a bomb. He tells them about the upcoming trip to
Jerusalem. He tells them that he won’t get out alive. He
says that he’ll be arrested, tortured, and executed.

Peter couldn’t believe his ears. “What on earth are you
talking about, Jesus? There’s NO WAY I'll let that happen
to you!”

Peter was probably forming a strategy to protect Jesus if
the Jerusalem project went badly. Or maybe it was time to
re-consider the whole thing. Maybe they should head in
the OTHER direction.

It makes sense. They need to protect their leader. To
further their cause. To keep the momentum going. If they
lose Jesus they lose everything.

But Jesus twists around and the fire in his eyes almost
blows them down, he blasts him, “Get behind me Satan!
This is going to be hard enough without you getting in the
way!”

A stunned silence. Satan? That’s some strong language.



Has Jesus lost his mind? He does have options. But he
doesn’t seem to see them. Maybe he needs a few more days
at the beach. They weren’t doing anything wrong. They
were just trying to protect everything they’ve worked for.

If Jesus had listened to them his might have turned out
differently. Maybe even settle down and have a family,
maybe even make some money; then dying in his bed
surrounded by his kids and grandkids.

He would have been remembered as a great teacher, a
distinguished thinker, a celebrated philosopher. He would
be placed in the annals of those who lived well, leaving
behind a legacy of truth that enriched and ennobled
humanity. He would have been remembered for how he
lived rather than how he died.

But no. Jesus sets his sights on Jerusalem. Knowing that
torture and death are waiting for him there.

His disciples desperately want to keep him from the Holy
City. They want to keep him as his is — a great teacher, an
inspiring preacher, and a renowned healer. They don’t
want him to be a martyr. All they have worked for hinges
on him.



Think about how crazy this sounds. It would be like if,
after a many years of school, your buddy becomes a doctor.
The doctor, one day tells you, “It’s time for me to go to the
hospital to suffer, bleed, and die for my patients.” What
Jesus is saying is just that bizarre.

And I'm sure that some days, the disciples had their fill of
Jesus. Sure, he could heal sick folks, stop storms, and walk
on water. But he was always telling stories that made no
logical sense. He would offer cryptic teachings about how
the kingdom of God works. And he would get downright
morbid; always bringing up the subject of death. His
death. Their death.

“Whoever wants to come after me must first take up their
cross and follow me,” Jesus says.

Who wants that? Sometimes it’s hard enough just getting
through the day. Life offers enough challenges without
going out looking for them.

Some folks believe the cross that Jesus is talking about is
any frustrating, annoying, or painful event in one’s life.
They point to their back problems as the “cross they must
bear” or the boring job that just barely pays the bill, or the
teenager next door who blasts her music all night.



Others have abused this message saying that it means that
people should accept cruelty with gentle good humour.
They’ve told battered women to stay with their husbands
because that’s the cross that Jesus gave them.

They’ve told people whose children’s bellies are swelling
with hunger to accept their lot in this life and they will
receive great riches in the next life.

They’ve told addicts that their withdrawal pain is the
consequence - or the cross - of bad decisions, rather than
recognizing the underlying trauma that leads to addiction.

That is NOT what Jesus is talking about. Jesus is NOT
talking about blaming the victim or justifying cruelty.

It seems Jesus’ message of taking up your cross and
following him is met with the same reaction today. People
want to explain away this hard teaching from Jesus.

According to a recent article in Relevant Magazine, a new
study from Lifeway Research reveals that 76 percent of
Christians now believe God wants them to prosper
financially. That number rises among younger
generations, with 81 percent of churchgoers between the
ages of 18 to 34 and 85 percent of churchgoers 35-49
holding onto that belief.



“In the last five years, far more churchgoers are reflecting
prosperity gospel teachings, including the heretical belief
that material blessings are earned from God,” said Scott
McConnell, executive director of Lifeway Research. “It is
possible the financial hits people have taken from inflation
and the pandemic have triggered feelings of guilt for not
serving God more. But Scripture does not teach that kind
of direct connection.” (Relevant, August 23, 2023)

I'd be curious to see who was sampled. I wonder if any
Lutherans participated in the survey since Luther’s
Theology of the Cross is foundational for Lutheran faith,
which is contrary to the Prosperity Gospel.

Christianity for some, has become a self-help, get rich
venture rather than a journey of growing in faith or as a
follower of Jesus. Pretty much the opposite of what Jesus
is teaching here.

There is nothing romantic about the cross. The cross is not
heroism. The cross is not even about fulfilment.

The cross is about living a life that matters — a life for
Jesus’ sake — and about refusing to put our own comfort
and safety ahead of living a life like that.



The cross is dying to those things in our lives that are
keeping others from growing into who God created them
to be.

The cross is feeding the hungry, caring for the sick,
forgiving debts, welcoming the stranger, and advocating
justice.

Jesus knows the cross is never easy. The cross is making
that hard phone call to your brother whom you haven’t
talked to since you had that fight so many years ago. The
cross is putting down that bottle and helping others to do
the same. The cross is recognizing when you are at fault, so
that a relationships can be healed.

The cross means dying to those parts of our lives that are
keeping us from growing into who God created us to be
and the life that God wants us to live - a life of love,
compassion, generosity, service, justice, and forgiveness. A
life of common prosperity and abundance. A life where all
people can live in joy, peace, and hope.

The cross is discovering something worth living for,
sacrificing for, struggling — even dying - for. The cross is
not only a demand placed upon us, but it’s also a gift.



Have you found something in Jesus worth taking up a
cross for? Jesus promises that there is something worth
everything — even life itself — in following him.

When we take up our cross we discover what life is all
about. We discover something worth dying for that is also
worth living for. Because the cross it not an end in itself.
What Jesus didn’t tell his disciples is that the cross does
not end the story. The cross — suffering, even death for the
sake of others — leads to new and everlasting life.

The cross leads to resurrection. The cross leads to life. The
cross leads to freedom.

So take up your cross — I can’t tell you what shape your
cross will be. You have to discover that for yourself. But
when you find it you will find that — like Jesus, who gave
his life for the life of the world — your cross will show the
world God’s love. From the view of the cross, you will see
the world as God sees it; bursting with life and joy and
freedom.

May this be so among us. Amen.
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