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“A Hard Lesson To Accept”
The text we’ve just heard is a difficult one to hear.  Not because the words are hard to understand, but because they’re difficult for us to accept and internalize.  This difficulty is embedded in three distinct movements found in the text.  

First, there is Peter’s bold profession that Jesus is the Messiah, only afterward to be rebuked by Jesus.  Then there’s Jesus’ startling prediction that He must suffer and die.  Finally, Jesus offers an austere call to discipleship, cautioning prospective disciples that to follow Him requires self-denial and the willingness to pick up a cross.  
These are not easy words to hear, let alone accept.  They contain stern challenges that confront all disciples of Jesus.  

To better understand these challenges, let’s look at each in turn.  We begin with the verses related to Peter’s profession.
The dialogue between Jesus and His disciples begins innocently enough.  They’re on a journey to the villages in the region of Caesarea Philippi, and as they travel Jesus nonchalantly asks, “Who do people say that I am?”  

The disciples respond by saying some believe Jesus to be John the Baptist, who months earlier had been beheaded by King Herod.  Others rumor Jesus to be Elijah, a celebrated prophet from centuries past who mysteriously had been swept away into heaven in a fiery chariot.  Still others rumor Jesus to be one of the other great prophets of Israel’s past.
Hearing these responses, Jesus then rephrased His question by making it more personal.  This time He asked, “But who do you say that I am?”  
Typical of his direct temperament, Peter was the first to reply, blurting out, “You are the Messiah!”  (v. 29)
Hearing this, Jesus then told His disciples not to tell anyone, which to us appears somewhat strange.  The reason for this would soon become apparent.

Then Jesus began to describe a scenario that was to unfold in the coming months.  He told His disciples that He would be rejected by Israel’s religious leaders, endure great suffering, and then be crucified, only to be resurrected three days later.
Hearing these dreadful words, Peter took Jesus aside to set Him straight.  Peter simply couldn’t imagine all these horrendous events happening.  After all, Peter had just professed Jesus to be the expectant Messiah, the One for whom Israel had been praying for centuries.  He was the long-awaited answer to Israel’s prayers.  Hearing that Jesus would be rejected by the religious leaders, tortured, and then crucified was too much for Peter to accept.  So Peter felt compelled to take Jesus aside to set Him straight.

But the text tells us that it was Peter who was set straight.  In fact, Jesus sternly addresses Peter as Satan, telling him to get away.

The problem: a clash of expectations.  For Peter and all Israel, the role of the Messiah was political.  For centuries Israel believed that when the Messiah came, He would set Israel free from the tyranny of foreign rule.  They believed the Messiah would restore the former golden age of King David, placing himself upon the throne of Israel.  

When Peter professed Jesus to be the Messiah, these were the unsaid expectations Peter had in mind.  At no time had Peter even considered the possibility that the Messiah would be rejected, tortured, and certainly not put to death.  Such events were a contradiction to everything that was expected of the Messiah.
Which is why Jesus rebuked Peter so severely, and why Jesus instructed His disciples not to speak to anyone about His being the Messiah.  Jesus fully understood the expectations Israel had for their Messiah, but He also recognized that those expectations were not aligned with God’s plan.  God had other plans.  The problem: a clash of expectations.
The same is still true even today.  It’s not uncommon that occasionally the plans we make conflict with God’s plans.  There are times when our plans are misaligned with what God has in mind.  Like Peter, we’re convinced we know the will of God, but the reality is we’re not seeing things as God sees them.  
The prophet Isaiah spoke to this very issue when he wrote centuries before Jesus: “My thoughts,” says the Lord, “are not like yours, and my ways are different from yours.  As high as the heavens are above the earth, so high are my ways and thoughts above yours.” (Isaiah  55:8.9)
It’s for this reason that for more than a year now Allison has been involved in a discernment process concerning her future.  As a congregation, we’re attempting to differentiate between what we want and what God wants.  We’re attempting to distance ourselves from what pleases us so we can please God.  
But as you’re aware, it’s no easy task.  Why?  One reason is because we have difficulty believing God’s ways can be different than our ways.  We have difficulty believing God doesn’t always want what we want.  
I’m reminded of a quote written by an atheist.  He wrote, “God created man in His own image, and then man reciprocated.”  His point: more often than not we project ourselves onto God, believing God’s will to be our will.  

There’s no doubt about it, discerning God’s will is no easy task.  It takes time and much prayer.  It takes faith and courage.  And it requires an attitude of selflessness.  It takes a certain ability to differentiate between God and ourselves.  Which introduces us to the next challenge contained in our text.  

After rebuking Peter, Jesus invited the crowd that had been assembling to come closer.  He wanted to address both the crowd and His disciples.  Jesus then dismissed any aspirations that being His disciple was about privilege, rank or power.  Put bluntly, Jesus said that if anyone wanted to be His disciple, he would have to deny himself and take up a cross.  
Now those are hardly words that are inviting or alluring.  They’re difficult to hear, let alone accept.
You see, becoming a disciple isn’t something that happens in a moment, but instead involves a life’s journey of faith and courage.  It’s not something you automatically attain when you join the church.  Being a church member is not the same as being a disciple.  Nowhere in the scriptures do we read that Jesus called people to become a member of His church.  Instead, He called them to be His disciples.  Membership implies privileges; discipleship implies service. 

Some of you may be familiar with the Russian comedian, Yakov Smirnoff.  He became an American citizen on July 4, 1986, when he took the oath of citizenship administered by Chief Justice Warren Burger at the Statue of Liberty.  He often speaks openly about his love for this nation.  
When he first arrived in the United States as a youth with his parents, he was unprepared for the incredible variety of instant products available in American grocery stores.  He jokes, "On my first shopping trip, I saw powdered milk.  I learned that you just add water, and you get milk.  Then I saw powdered orange juice, and again I learned that when you add water, you get orange juice.  Then I saw baby powder, and I thought to my self, What a country!"

While Smirnoff is obviously joking, we sometimes make a similar assumption about what it takes to become a disciple.  Without giving it much thought, we assume if we join the church, go to worship regularly, drop something into the offering plate, and pray occasionally, we’ve become a disciple.  It’s as easy as mixing water and powdered milk.  

But in today’s text Jesus dismisses any notion that being a disciple is either easy or simple.  There’s a cost involved.  It’s the cost of selflessness, which means serving the cause of Christ before serving our own cause.  Of course this precludes that a disciple understands that the cause of Christ can be – and often is - different than our own.  

At Allison, we’ve taken the time and effort to describe what we believe a disciple looks like.  We’ve defined a disciple as someone who possesses the following five characteristics.  They include …

1.  Faithful in worship.  In other words, a disciple is

regularly involved in weekly corporate worship, unless otherwise prohibited by ill health or physical limitations.  Worship is not an option to be exercised when we have nothing better to do on Sunday morning.  
2.  Connected to a small group.  A disciple is someone 

who participates in an ongoing small group for purposes of spiritual growth and accountability.  A disciple does not practice their faith in isolation, but in the context of a community of believers.   
3.  Involved in ministry.  A disciple is someone who is 

involved in hands-on-ministry employing their Spiritual Gifts.  It’s more than warming a pew on Sunday morning.   It’s investing oneself in the lives of others as a representative of Christ.
4.  Counter-Cultural.  A disciple is someone who appears 

different from the rest of the world.  A disciple is someone who is involved in transforming the world, not being conformed by it.
5.  Generous.  A disciple is someone who views all they 

have as a trust from God.  They understand that giving to God through the Church is more about being an act of faith in God than it is about helping to pay the church’s bills.
As we reflect on these five characteristics, it’s obvious there is room for all of us to improve.  The question is, are we making any headway?  Are we further along our faith journey than we were at this time last year?  Or have we become lax, content to remain where we are?
For the past few weeks there’s been a display in the rear corner of the sanctuary promoting a variety of Christian education and spiritual enrichment opportunities for Allison.  Two days ago I looked over the 15 opportunities that have been scheduled.  I was discouraged to learn that only 21 people have registered.  That’s about 10% of our worshipping congregation.  What of the remaining 90%?

At this point in time, 9 events have no one registered, and 5 of the remaining 6 events have only three or less registrants.

Now don’t misunderstand.  I’m not scolding anyone for not registering.  You’re all responsible adults who can make your own decisions.  But I do wonder, if you’re not taking advantage of the spiritual opportunities offered by Allison and her sister churches, where and how are you being spiritually fed?  What is your immediate plan for spiritual growth?  Do you have one?
Jesus said, “If any one wants to be my disciple, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.”  (v. 34)
As a disciple of Christ, in what way have you denied yourself so that you may be a more faithful disciple?  
Let those who have ears, let them hear.

Amen. 
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