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Matthew 16:21-26




Pentecost 15 ~ Series A ~ August 28, 2005

The Things of God for You

The text for today’s message is the Gospel lesson, Matthew 16:21-26, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

It was in last week’s Gospel lesson that Jesus asked His disciples, “Who do you say that I am?”  And it was Peter who said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  By the grace and knowledge of God the Holy Spirit, Peter was right.  Before him stood Jesus, the Son of God in human flesh.  

Imagine the thoughts and reactions of the disciples.  Their Teacher has gotten off to a humble start, what with this walking from town-to-town and teaching.  Nevertheless, He’s the long-awaited Christ.  Things are going to get better, aren’t they?  He’s only going to grow in popularity and power, and gather the love of many, right?  It’s only a matter of time until He sits on a throne and begins to rule…isn’t it?  And how wonderful for the disciples, to be in this on the ground floor and going along for the ride.  All of this must appeal greatly to the disciples’ human minds and thoughts.

But the mood changes in the very next verses:  From that time 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.  

Jesus is going to Jerusalem to suffer and be killed…?  How can that be?  How could the Son of God allow Himself to die?  Why would He…?  This doesn’t fit in with the disciples’ preconceived notions.

Ever the spokesman, it’s Peter who pulls Jesus aside.  “Never, Lord!  This shall never happen to You!”  We can’t read the mind of Peter or know his emotions, though we might guess at a mixture of shock and disbelief, fear and concern for his Lord.  But no matter how sincere his motives, Jesus still turns to Peter and 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.”

That’s got be just about as shocking to Peter, because Jesus has now called him Satan and accused him of acting against God’s plan.  Why?  Because Peter’s got the Lord’s life all planned out, and crucifixion isn’t part of the plan.  He knows exactly who he wants Jesus to be.  But that’s the problem.  Rather than listen to the Savior and submit to His Word, Peter wants to make Him into something different.  

But no matter how well-intentioned Peter might be, look what he’s doing.  He’s telling Jesus that there’s no way He’s going to die on the cross.  In effect, he’s declaring his intention to do his best to thwart the salvation of the world.  He’s saying that he’s going to do what he can to make sure you and I go to hell. 

Peter’s thinking the things of men.  The Lord can’t go to the cross and die, because that’s just not right.  This goes along well with Satan’s agenda.  The last thing the devil wants is for Jesus to redeem the world from sin.

But no matter who Peter wants Jesus to be, Jesus is Jesus.  He is the Christ, the Son of the Living God who has become flesh to die on that cross.  Peter and everybody else shouldn’t expect any different. 

Therefore, Jesus continues: “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 own soul?  Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?”

“If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”  Peter and disciples, if you’re going to follow Jesus, deny yourselves.  Reject who you think Jesus is supposed to be, and submit to His Word.  If you think that following Jesus is all about glory and power and an exalted life on earth, you’re not going to follow Jesus.  You’re going to abandon Him with the crowds who don’t like His teaching, or you’re going to run away when you see Him arrested, suffering, and crucified.  

If you run away from Jesus to save your life, you’ll lose it.  Deny yourself, confess your sin, and be His forgiven people, and you’ll live forever.  Because, disciples, never forget the reason that Jesus is going to that cross.  There is nothing you can give in exchange for your soul.  That’s why He’s going to exchange His holy, precious blood for it, that you might have grace and life forever.

Forever.  Because don’t forget what else Jesus said.  On the third day, He’ll rise again.  And while you’ve run away, He’ll come to you to give you His peace and grace.

It goes without saying that the world wants to redo Jesus.  As someone recently wrote, “we live in a time where the world permits everything and forgives nothing.”  If there is no such thing as sin, then you sure don’t need a Savior from sin.  Still, the world wants to make use of Jesus—to justify war or antiwar movements, to cloak sin and claim His approval, to use as a good example, or to sell books and movies.

You flee all that, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, and that is why you are here today.  By the grace of God, you know of your sin and honestly confess it.  You know you deserve only God’s judgment, and rejoice that Christ Jesus is the Son of the Living God who has died on the cross to take away your sins.  By the work of the Holy Spirit, you deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow your Savior.  Thanks be to God! 

But do not be deceived.  Just as the devil used the moment of Peter’s triumphant question to make him rebuke Jesus for the Gospel, so he is at work to lead you from the things of God and back to the things of men.

You follow the One who foretold that He would suffer many things.  So will you.  So do you.  You know your personal tests and trials more than anyone, be they relationships or finances or loneliness or grief or sickness, or whatever…   

As you follow in the footsteps of Jesus in this world, you will suffer many things.  The devil will whisper: “Far be it from you, O child of God.  If you really are His, shouldn’t your life be better?  Such suffering should never happen to you.” 

And indeed, many so-called Christians in the world today preach that enough faith will make you healthy, wealthy, happy, and trouble-free in this life.  But from God’s Word, you know better.  You know that He permits trials to strengthen your faith, to discipline you, to demonstrate His mercy and faithfulness.  If you were to demand that you not suffer, you would be demanding a different Jesus and a different Word that only offers to make you carefree.  You would be seeking to gain the world and forfeit your soul.  

Therefore, resist the devil’s temptation, because Jesus has exchanged His life to gain you for eternal life where you will be delivered from every torment and suffering that afflicts you here and now.

You follow the One who presented Himself as the perfect Sacrifice for your sin.  And as you take up the cross and follow, you hear St. Paul declare to you in today’s epistle, “Therefore I urge you, brothers in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—His good, pleasing, and perfect will” (Rom. 12:1-2). 

In Christ, you are a new creation and no longer conformed to the world.  You are not forgiven to go on in sin and selfishness, but to give and to serve.  Still Old Adam wears away at you with temptation after temptation.  Where God gives you much so that you may give to others, your sinful nature tempts you to indulge in the latest new stuff rather than present your tithes and offerings.  Where God delivers you from sin, Old Adam tempts you to cherish pet sins while maintaining a godly appearance.  Where God graces you with His saving Word to tell, your sinful nature wants you quiet lest you raise a fuss.  

In these ways, Old Adam tempts you to be conformed once again to the world.  You will be tempted to consider yourself a Christian who does give, serve, and avoid sin, without a need for forgiveness.  If you do so, you declare, “Far be it from you, Lord Jesus, to ask me to live by Your Word, in the freedom of the Gospel.  It shall not happen to me!”  And so you place your soul in jeopardy, as you seek to gain the whole world and forfeit your soul.

You follow the Savior who, after suffering many things, was put to death on the cross.  After suffering many things, you will die, too.  And so the devil seeks to make your dying the greatest time of fear and doubt, because it is his last desperate chance to snatch you from your Lord.  

He knows that even though we acknowledge that death comes to all because of sin, it is all too easy and common to grow angry with the Lord when it touches our lives, when we or a loved-one face death.  We much prefer a Jesus who keeps us alive than the true Savior who promises to raise us from the dead.

With these and many other temptations, the devil prowls around and seeks to devour you, attempts to snatch you from your Savior by tempting you from the things of God—life and grace and salvation—to the things of death.  This temptation is very real.  Beware, lest you say to the Lord, “Far be it from You to act according to Your Word and will upon me!”

No, daily by God’s grace, hear your Savior’s bidding.  Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Him.  Daily, confess to the Lord your sins, all those times when you prefer the things of man to the things of God.  Thus deny yourself, and acknowledge the Lord’s mercy and faithfulness to you.  

Then rejoice to take up your cross, which is nothing else than the one Jesus died on.  He has made His death your death, for He died for your sins.  Thus His cross is now your cross, so that you do not have to suffer God’s judgment for the evil that you have done.  (That is why it is a good thing, daily, to make the sign of the cross.  It is a reminder to each of us that we live as those redeemed by Christ the crucified, for He made His cross to be ours in Holy Baptism.)

Because Jesus has made His cross your own, therefore you are forgiven.  And you are forgiven for all of your sins.  Thus, when you doubt His faithfulness to you in your sufferings, He declares, “Remember how I delivered people from sickness and grief on My way to the cross.  As I healed and delivered them, I’ll also heal and deliver you from all your afflictions.  It will be in My time, which is best for you.  In the meantime, you can be certain of My faithfulness because I’ve already delivered you from sin and death and hell by My own death on the cross.

Though you will still fall far short of making your life a perfect, living sacrifice to your Lord, you are not forsaken.  The living God declares to you this day, “My Son has died your death and made His cross to be yours.  Because He has taken your sin away, I do not hold your sin against you.  Rather, for His sake, I see you wholly acceptable before Me, because all of your sin is taken away.”  What joy you have to deny yourself and confess your sins daily, knowing that the Lord sees you perfect and righteous for the sake of His Son.

Also, unless the Lord returns first, death will come to you as it comes to all.  And though you grow frightened or angry or despondent at that remorseless enemy, the Lord Jesus does not forsake you.  Instead He declares, “Yes, I suffered many things and was killed.  But I did rise again on the third day.  And as I have shared My death with you, so also do I share My resurrection.  Even now, you have eternal life in Me, and I will raise you up, body and all, on the Last Day.”

Forgiveness, faithfulness, salvation, redemption, eternal life.  These are the things of God for you.  These are Jesus’ gifts to you.  And through them you have joy and glad confidence in this world of suffering and death.  By the grace of God, you daily deny yourself and confess your sins before the Lord.  Daily, you live with the sure comfort that Jesus has borne His cross for you to take away your sin, and that He makes His cross, your cross.  In Him, your life is found, because He has exchanged His own lifeblood to gain your soul for eternity.  Because Christ has done it, you bear His cross, and you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

