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The challenge of discipleship
    midweekchurch
I hate it when someone is trying to sell me something under false pretences. So you pick up the phone and they talk about how you can have a really cheap holiday but when you get to the end of the conversation you have to attend a seminar or two to qualify. Or when the advertisement yells at you that they will give you a free colour TV but that is only if you buy the whole lounge suite. I don’t like it when people are devious. I don’t appreciate it when the fine print shows why the deal that is too good to be true is being offered to me. It is because there is a catch, a big catch.

And so that is why I appreciate so much what Jesus says.  Jesus doesn’t come along and try and lure us in under false pretences. He doesn’t say “Become a Christian and life will be full of blessing.” Or “God wants you to healthy, wealthy and wise.”  Instead he is honest. He doesn’t hide away the bad stuff in the fine print. He tells it as it is. “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up the cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it but whoever loses his life for me and the gospel will save it.” 

Honesty is an important characteristic for great leaders to have. In the early days of WW2, when Winston Churchill took over the leadership of England, all that he offered his people was "blood, sweat & tears." During the siege of Rome in 1849, Garibaldi, the great Italian patriot, made this famous proclamation: "Soldiers, all our efforts against superior forces have been unavailing. I have nothing to offer you but hunger & thirst, hardship & death. But I call on all who love their country to join with me."

1. The Christ. Jesus never sought to lure men to Him by the offer of an easy way. And tonight what he is going to say to us is far from easy. Now our passage starts off with a question, Jesus asks his disciples “Who do people say I am?”  That’s not an unreasonable question. He has been with the people probably for two years now. He has taught, he has healed, he has cared, he has provided. So the crowds of people that have flocked to him have seen many aspects of his character. So, who do people say I am? 
And the answers are interesting – John the Baptist, a mighty figure who was to call God’s people back to God. Elijah, the prophet who would come to prepare God’s people for their Messiah, their king. A prophet, someone who spoke the very words of God. All reasonable answers. All respected figures. All say that Jesus is a good man, a very great man.

But all the options, John the Baptist, Elijah and the prophet, are preparatory. None of them is the real thing. They are all the entree and known of them is the main meal. So no one among the crowds has guessed the true nature of Jesus. No-one has seen that he is in fact the Messiah, the promised king, the one who would bring in the Kingdom of God. 

So Jesus turns up the heat in the kitchen a little more. Forget about them, who do you say that I am? Now this is the critical question, the most important question of all. Who do you say that Jesus is? On which side are you going to land? Is he just a good man, a fine teacher, a wise leader or is he something more? Who do you say I am?
Peter who never liked those awkward silences, jumps in with both feet and says, “You are the Christ.” You are the king. You are the one that God promised who would bring us back to Himself.  Yes up until this point the disciples don’t seem to understand, they still are spiritual blind. But the light is now on. The scales are falling off their eyes. Peter, maybe for the first time in the book of Mark has it 100% right.

Don’t tell anyone about this, Jesus says. There will be a time but not now. In the meantime I want to make sure you don’t have any false pretences as to who the Messiah really is. 

2. The Christ who suffers. Because the Christ, the Messiah, the King will not be the sort of leader that you would imagine, he will be one who suffers may things, who will be rejected by the elders, the chief priests and teachers of the law. He will be killed and after three days he will rise again. 
Jesus speaks plainly about the Messiah. He will not be the triumphant king who will kick out the Romans and give the Israelites the place in the sun that they always wanted. He will not as the Jews today believe, be a successful king that will push back the border of the Israelite nation and bring peace to the region. He will not be a king who is her to give you and I whatever we want. He will be a King who will suffer, will die but he will come back to life.

Now that is a bit ridiculous isn’t it? The King, the great king that the Israelites have waited for almost a thousand years, the one who would take over where King David and King Solomon were, the high point of Jewish history, is actually coming to suffer? To die? Kings rule they don’t die. What good would be a dead Messiah?

And so once again Peter jumps in boots and all, he pulls Jesus aside and rebukes him! Only to be rebuked and called maybe the worst name possible. He is not just called a hypocrite or a failure but Satan. Jesus says get behind me Satan, for you do not have in mind the things of God but the things of men. 
You see Satan is using Peter to tempt Jesus not to go to the cross. Satan is trying to lure the Messiah forward with riches, prosperity, power. But God’s will for his Messiah is service, poverty and sacrifice. The things of God are the opposite to the things of man. The way of God is contrary to the ways of man. 

The gospel of the twentieth century would be pleasing to Peter. We have become convinced that God has only blessings in store for us. Success without suffering; promise without pain. 
We have been told, "Only believe in Jesus Christ as your personal Saviour, and all you have ever dreamed of will be yours. Jesus is the king and because he is king he will give you whatever you want." According to Mark, Jesus has one word for these dream merchants— these preachers of a painless gospel— and that word is "Satan!"
Now last week when I asked for questions, Brian said there were no questions because I didn’t say anything controversial. Well let’s get ready now for some controversy. We have to realise that Jesus is a king who suffers because anyone who want to follow Jesus is also taking the path of suffering. If you want to live life and chase power and pleasure, fortune and fame, then don’t be a Christian. If you just want to live a quiet life and raise your family then don’t become a Christian. For going the way of Jesus is the way of suffering. The Christ who suffers provides the model for the 

3. Christian who suffers. “For if anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” Count Nicholaus Zinzendorf was a man born in 1700 to a wealthy family. After studying in Whittenberg, Germany, he embarked on a tour of Europe, visiting museums, universities, libraries. At a museum in Dusseldorf his life was changed. He looked at Domenico Fetis’ Ecce Homo, which means “Behold the Man.” It is a painting of Jesus wearing the crown of thorns. It bore the inscription “I did this for thee! What has thou done for me?” Zinzendorf was a Christian, but as he pondered the question he determined that he had really never done anything for Jesus.
Really that is not possible. To be a Christian and not do anything for Jesus. To be a follower of Jesus who suffered and died and not be willing to suffer and die. Because that is what the word Christian means. A follower of Christ. Christ was not rich. Christ did not own his own home. Christ gave all that he had to others and that meant he was even willing to give his life. And if we are going to be a follower of Jesus, we must be willing to do the same thing.
If you are going to come after me, you must deny yourself. Now in the 21st century we don’t deny ourselves very much instead we indulge ourselves. That’s what the day spa is all about. That’s what the comfortable car is all about. That’s why we go out for meals at restaurants and drink fine wines. But if we are going to be a follower of Jesus, it is not about getting what we want, it is about denying ourselves. It is about going without.

What have we gone without in recent times because we are following Jesus? I suppose we are going without a quiet night in front of the telly tonight but that’s isn’t really too bad, after all there’s nothing on tonight anyway. When was the last time we decided we would not buy that electrical product and instead give that money to missions? When did we decide not to upgrade our mobile phone and instead upgrade our money to the Church? As a Christian one of the marks of who we are is that we follow the king who denied himself.
He must deny himself and take up the cross. The Cross symbolises your willingness to die if need be, to give up everything for the sake of following Jesus. Jesus is not saying put a cross around your neck, but put a cross over your shoulders. There you won’t be able to hide. There everyone will see it. It’s a mark of identification. I’m going where Jesus went. 
C. S. Lewis puts it this way, "Christ says: give me all. I don’t want only so much of your time or money or work, I want you. No half-measures are good enough. Hand over the whole self, all the desires which you think innocent as well as theories you think wicked--the whole outfit. And I will give you a new self instead,"

Deny yourself, take up the cross and follow me. This is a game of follow the leader. Wherever Jesus went, we go. When he stopped, we stop. We don’t just go where we want to go. We don’t just follow the crowd. We follow the road less travelled, because it is the road of self denial, it is the road toward the cross, it is the road that Jesus is already on. 

For whoever wants to save his life will lose it but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. What Jesus is saying is if you want to live your life for yourself, if you hoard it jealously and selfishly you will lose it. Life like sand trickles between our fingers whether we like it or not and to grasp onto it more tightly means only that is flows faster from us.
We need to be willing to lose our life for Jesus and for the gospel. As we serve him and as we do his work there will be a cost, a huge cost. I was talking to someone from our Church a week or so ago about us possibly Church planting again down the Tweed Coast. Think of the cost on your time, they said, what about your family, your kids. Let’s consolidate, let’s put such plans to rest for a while until it won’t be too demanding.

Now that might be a sensible plan and it might be what we end up doing but I replied to them, there is always  a cost to do what Jesus wants us to do. There has been a tremendous cost made for this Church to provide you with this sort of service. People have given up time, effort, energy, money so that we can leave this place saying wow what a good night that was tonight. Many of you personally know what that cost is. But I would say that it is a cost that is well and truly worth it when you consider what you get in return. It’s a cost I’m willing to pay, yet again. Jesus paid it for me. Jesus still is paying that cost for us. And he calls us to carry the cross, to lose our life in order to truly gain it. 

There was once a man complaining about the cross that he had to bear, so an angel ushered him up to heaven and took him into a room filled with crosses. The angel told the man, set your cross down and pick out another. The man looked and looked, some were large, some were thorny, and he looked and looked and finally picked the one that looked easiest to bear. The angel said, “That is the one that you brought in.”

The cross we bear is not above our ability, or I should say, God’s ability to help us to bear. But it is difficult. It is far from easy. And Jesus carried his cross for us. The Christ was the one who suffered and we as Christians are called to suffer as well. 
What does it cost you to be a Christian? What price do you place on your faith on your soul? We should be willing to give anything so that we may continue to follow Jesus, the one who gave his life to purchase our salvation for us.  And that leaves us with Jesus final challenge 
for 4. The Christian. “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words (even ashamed of the cost of commitment) then the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father’s glory.” This is where the rubber hits the road. Well we listen to Jesus? Will we accept what he has to say? Will we go where he sends us? Or will we deny him by being ashamed of him and going our own way.

Because the kingdom of God will come with power. You will see sometime soon that this is true. So don’t lose your nerve. Don’t have in front of your mind the things of men but instead the things of God. For then you will realise that you might be letting things go, letting things go that you value but what are you really doing? You are giving them over to God. Your family, your future, your homes and your health are now not in your hands but in God’s hands. And I think he is better placed to look after them than we are. 
Billy Graham has said, “Salvation is free, but discipleship costs everything we have”. And Jesus is upfront about this. Being a Christian is not easy, in fact it may cause more pain, more hardship in this world than for the non Christian. But God does not ask us to do something that he wasn’t willing to do himself. And so just as the Christ must suffer, so we too have to deny ourselves, take up the cross and follow him.

The Danish theologian and philosopher Soren Kierkagaard once said, "I went into church and sat on the velvet pew. I watched as the sun came shining through the stained glass windows. The minister dressed in a velvet robe opened the golden gilded Bible, marked it with a silk bookmark and said, "If any man will be my disciple, said Jesus, let him deny himself, take up his cross, sell what he has, give it to the poor, and follow me."  "And I looked around and nobody was laughing." 

Do you get his point? We make a mockery of Jesus words if all we want is a comfortable religion. We are a joke if we say we follow Jesus and yet we are not willing to deny ourselves, take up the cross and follow him. As Martin Luther famously said, “A religion that gives nothing, costs nothing, and suffers nothing, is worth nothing.”

