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[bookmark: _Hlk128506876][bookmark: _Hlk206093328]There are at least 6 times in scripture that Jesus says “Take up your cross and follow me.”  I started the sermon series with the version of today’s story.  “Take up your cross and follow me” is a clear call to action – with two direct commands – take and follow.  It is a call to discipleship, to living the life of faith, sharing God’s love in the world.  Jesus tries and tries again to tell us how hard it is to follow in the way of love.  How hard it is to follow.  

[bookmark: _Hlk206427830]I think today’s passage from Matthew reminds us, even with the best of intentions, sometimes we get it right and sometimes we get it wrong.  Look at Peter – one day praised as having all the right answers.  “Blessed are you … on this rock I will build my church.”  And the next, “Get thee behind me, Satan.”  Try as we may, we will not reach the perfection of Jesus.  But then again, perfection is not expected of us.  So just what is expected of us?  “Take up your cross and follow me.”  

In Jesus day, there was only one reason for a cross.  And it was death – suffering and death.  When Jesus lifted his own cross – literally – it was to march to his own death on Golgotha.  I do not for one minute believe God is calling us to die for our faith.  Jesus died for us so we don’t have to.  So what did Jesus mean for us?  Jesus is not calling us to die for our faith but to live our faith – to fully live our faith.  Scripture says, those who would save their life must lose it.  We must give our life to God – completely.  We must give control of our life to God.  We must put our lives in God’s hands - as Jesus did when he accepted the way of the cross.  Jesus knew what was coming and Jesus chose to submit anyway – to accept the suffering, the humiliation and the death.  Jesus did this because he understood God’s plan.  He understood God’s love and God’s purpose of saving humanity.  Jesus knew that by putting the needs of others ahead of his own pain, Jesus was fulfilling God’s plan that would lead to salvation for everyone.  Jesus knew that in his suffering, because of his suffering, we would be healed and saved – all the world could be healed and saved by this act of love.  Jesus loves as God loves.  And Jesus calls us to the same.  Not obedient to death, but obedient to life in Jesus Christ.  “Take up your cross and follow me.”  

What does it mean to follow Jesus today?  What does it mean to give our life to Jesus, to be obedient to God’s plan, to offer all that we have for God’s purpose?  What does it mean to love as Jesus loves?   It’s all about trust.  Unlike Jesus, we don’t know what is to come.  We must trust God and follow Jesus.  Each moment of every day, we must decide to trust God and follow Jesus – to do whatever God sets before us.  For Jesus that meant laying down his life, suffering and death on a cross.  For us that means laying down our life, our gifts, our desires, our hopes, our dreams at the foot of the cross.  It means giving our lives to Jesus.  It means doing what we believe God calls us to do – showing God’s love to others.  It means trusting God to lead us where we need to go.  It means trusting God that God has us in hand, whatever happens.  Trusting that God’s plan is for the good – for us and for all.  

I keep talking about trust.  Christ keeps calling us to trust.  But it is hard.  The world is a scary place and we all know bad things happen to good people.  Trusting God means even if those bad things happen, even when those horrible things happen, trusting that God loves us and will care for us.  That we will make it thru and be ok – because God is with us.  

Jesus wants us to know exactly what we are getting into – not life free and easy.  But life filled with God.  The reading from Luke is a reminder that discipleship is not always what we expect.  But it is what God plans.  If we trust Jesus and follow, whatever comes, we are in God’s hands.  
In the story from Luke the first disciple is eager but unprepared.  The last two say they are committed but life easily interferes with their intentions.  I fear we are sometimes the same.  We say we want to follow Jesus.  We have promised to follow Jesus.  But we let other things interfere.  For me it’s usually laziness or distraction.  I want life to be easy.  But sometimes discipleship is not easy.  It requires energy, enthusiasm, time, creativity.  One of the questions we ask of church officers – elders, deacons and pastors – is “Will you serve with energy, intelligence, imagination, and love?”  I love that question.  It reminds us it is not just about jumping in and saying yes.  It is about concentrated commitment.  energy, intelligence, imagination, and love.  I confess often I am lacking these traits.  How about you?  As Jesus is calling you – are you like one of these “half in” disciples, or are you all in to follow Jesus?  All in.  Take up your cross and follow.  

The good news is it is not about perfection.  Look at dear Peter in the Matthew passage – one day praised as having all the right answers.  “Blessed are you … on this rock I will build my church.”  And the next, “Get thee behind me, Satan.”  And the next day again, jumping all in to try to walk on water.  It is not about perfection.   It is about commitment.  As we follow, Jesus will straighten us out and set us right.  Take up your cross and follow.  

And notice – Jeus doesn’t say - take up my cross.  Jesus says take up your cross.  We are not to take on the burden of Jesus.  It is not our death that would serve God’s purpose – it is our life given to God for God’s purpose.  God’s purpose is love and letting everyone know-feel-experience and believe that love of God.  God wants us to invite others into that presence and purpose of God.  We do that by loving as Jesus loved – by caring, giving, helping, healing, teaching and touching as Jesus did.  

Further notice Jesus doesn’t say take up someone else’s cross.  It is “Take up your cross” – the cross that fits you.  The purpose that is made for you.  Take up your cross and follow Jesus - means accept your own path, look for your own path from God.  Do what God makes you able to do as you live love in the world.  We take up that which God has given us, whatever God sets before you in life.  We take up any way we can show God’s love in the world, wherever the Spirit leads.

The cross for us, is not the way of death.  Rather it is the way of life.  The cross is salvation and redemption.  It is the chance to start over when needed.  It is the chance to renew when we need to find strength.  

The cross is a message that God loves us so much Jesus will do anything to save us.  Anything.  Not only will Jesus die for us.  God will send the Spirit to strengthen and inspire us, to give us courage and wisdom.  When you take up your cross – you take up that message of love from God – that promise of God.  

Notice in the reading from Luke, Jesus says – take up your cross daily.  Every single day – receive God’s gift and deliver God’s message of love to the world.  Take up your cross daily and receive the grace of God.  

Take up your cross daily – reminds us that every single day, every single moment, we are invited to recommit our life to Christ, to decide again with every step that we will follow Jesus.  Yes, again today, I will follow Jesus.  

As you go out into the world this week, take up your cross and follow Jesus.  Every single day, find a way to share God’s love.  In the name of Jesus Christ our Savior and Lord.  Amen. 


March 15 2025

Matthew 16:13-26
Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” And they said, “Some say John the Baptist but others Elijah and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.
From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes and be killed and on the third day be raised. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.” But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me, for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”
Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any wish to come after me, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life?

Luke 9:57-62
As they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.”  And Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  To another he said, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  And Jesus[j] said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.”  Another said, “I will follow you, Lord, but let me first say farewell to those at my home.”  And Jesus said to him, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”

John 19:16-19
Then he handed him over to them to be crucified.  So they took Jesus, and carrying the cross by himself he went out to what is called the Place of the Skull, which in Hebrew is called Golgotha. There they crucified him and with him two others, one on either side, with Jesus between them. Pilate also had an inscription written and put on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.”

The Wod of the Lord.
Thanks be to God.

2

