Exegetical point:  God’s definition of messiah includes both suffering and death, as well as glory and judgment. (Text Matt 16:21-28)
Focus Statement:  God wants us to live full spiritual lives 
Function statement:  That my hearers may be willing to take a risk and follow Jesus more fully into something they might not want to do.

Trouble in the World

It is never easy to move on from a high point.  The low points get all the press.  The addicted person has to “bottom out”.  Families, at least on A&E, stage interventions.  Memoirs by and large are about recovery or the more profound, redemption.  Low points get all the press, but high points can cause more lasting damage, both earthly and spiritual.  Those high points come to define us.  We get enchanted by their fading shimmer.  We would rather try and recreate them than risk something new.  The introspective and artistic among us often note the repetition and the results.  If you played basketball and are of a certain age, you saw the movie Hoosiers and dreamed of being the next small school team to win a championship.  Within that movie is one of those high point stories.  Shooter, the town drunk, living his life through his son.  Shooter had been the star player on the team 20 year ago - a team that had made it all the way to the sectional championship.  You might be tempted to think that the loss was a low point, but that is not how the movie plays it.  Small towns didn’t even make it that far.  Shooter was the hero.  And for 20 years that town would turns its eyes away from Shooter’s drinking and the end of his marriage, as he constantly tried to relive the same moment, the same high point.  Real life examples abound.  Child actors almost never make the transition to being successful adults.  Business people all know and sometimes make fun of the guy whose answer to everything is “synergy” or “work smart, not hard”.  This guy or gal some 15 years ago had one flashing insight that pulled in the big client or started a new business and now is the proverbial person with only a hammer – every problem looks like a nail. Minister’s have a special temptation in this regard.  They can create one sermon or message that really connects, and every sermon after that is the same thing.  Forget this whole counsel of God stuff, I’m going with a whole container truck full of chicken soup for the soul.   At the risk of offending 60% of my audience, if the polls are right, even Presidential nominees repeat.  One great speech in 2004 launched a campaign of great speeches of diminishing returns.  Ever bigger stages and grand phrases all trying to replicate the Hope expressed in that first speech.  High points come to define us and they make us risk averse.  They make us less likely to try and be successful in different venues or by different methods.  We are safe here, under this label.  It worked once.  Out there, that might mean failure, or worse just middling stuff.  Let’s re-live the success.  
Trouble in the Text

Peter has just lived one of those high points.  His confession of Jesus – you are the Christ, the Son of the living God – brought forth the adulation of Jesus, the person Peter believed to be the messiah.  Blessed are you Simon – Bar Jonah…this was revealed to you by my Father in Heaven.  Pretty heady stuff.  The unique blessing of your messiah.  A revelation from the Father.  And it goes even further.  What you do Peter, here on earth, its done in heaven.  Oh my, now we are talking.  Ok Jesus, let’s get this show on the road.  Let’s now get those 5000 men you fed in the desert and start the march to Jerusalem.  You keep doing your miracles and the parable stuff, and I’ll be the general, the prime minister of the reign of heaven.  That’s what is coming, right Jesus.
From that time, Jesus began to make known to his disciples that it is necessary for him to go up to Jerusalem and to suffer many things from the Elders and the Chief Priests and the Scribes and to be killed and on the 3rd day to be raised.

Peter…Peter takes Jesus aside…and begins to rebuke him.  A strong word – rebuke.  Not argue.  Not discuss.  Rebuke.  Rebuking the words of the person who a few seconds ago was your messiah.  The messiah doesn’t die.  The messiah doesn’t suffer.  God can’t suffer.  He’s above suffering.  What are you talking about Jesus.  Come over here.  As your prime minister, let me tell you how it’s going to work.  God be merciful to you!  Peter’s response is a greek idiom.  No way! - We might say.  The ESV woodenly says, Far be it from you, Lord!  The NIV says Never, Lord.  The root of the idiom though is mercy.  May God be merciful, Lord, this will certainly not happen.  Stop talking of death and suffering, especially at the hand of the current rulers.  You are the messiah; we are on our way to topple them.

Peter wants to continue living in the success, in the high point.  Isn’t what I say already done by heaven?  Don’t I have the revelation of the Father?  Let’s stay there, at that success.  At that glory.  Stop this talk about a suffering messiah.

But Jesus turned away saying, “Get behind me Satan.  You are a stumbling-block to me.”

Grace in the Text 
Peter mouths the words that Jesus so wants to hear.  God be merciful to you.  That is exactly what Jesus asked for in Gethsemane.  If this cup can be taken from me, Father, please do.  In the Old Testament, that awful yet cut to center of it story of Abraham sacrificing his son Isaac, ends in mercy.  God provides the sacrifice.  God be merciful to you.  Yes, maybe the Father will provide a sacrifice for His Son.  “Get behind me Satan…you are a stumbling-block to me.”  The Son of the Living God is the substitute.  Peter doesn’t realize what he is saying.  If God has mercy on Jesus, then he doesn’t have mercy on us.  God be merciful to you.  Get behind me.  You are not setting you mind on the things of God, but the things of men.
The way of God is to blaze the trail, to find a path through the mess sin had created in His creation.  That way is through the cross, through the center of suffering and pain and the worst that sinful man could imagine.  That way was for God to take that suffering into Himself – to redeem that suffering.  To demonstrate that God is not just a God of glory, which he is, but also Emmanuel, God with us, even in suffering.  And it is something of a paradox, something too big to actually understand, but God had no need to do that.  He was God.  He could have stayed with past success.  That eternal glory billet is pretty good.  But God left the comfort of eternal glory to become man, a man, Jesus…to suffer…to pick up a cross…to mark the path through sin and death and hell.  Get behind me Peter, that is where you can follow me from.  Following me, behind me, through the cross, that is where both of us find God’s mercy.

And Jesus ends this scene with the logic of the situation.  If you want to come after me, there is only one way - a narrow way.  Deny yourself and take up the cross and follow me.  If you want to save yourself, you are going to lose.  Glory here is fleeting.  Staying in success here is not the answer.  You could gain the entire cosmos and still lose your life.  None of that stuff you think you have in your spiritual account is yours.  You have to risk it.  Pick up the cross.  Lose your life for Jesus’ sake.  When you do that, you find real life.  The real glory that doesn’t fade is on the other side of the cross.  The living water, the bread from heaven, on the other side of something that right now scares you to death.  Peter, it is all there, the Son of Man is going to come with His angels in the glory of his Father.  Some of you won’t even die before you see that.  Peter, stay behind me, don’t tempt me not to carve this path of salvation.

Grace in the World
The same words go out to us today.  We would like to see the glory this side of the cross.   We like to stay in the successes.  We don’t like taking risks.  We don’t want to walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  But that is what Jesus means.  Pick up your cross.  Some disciples have been crucified – tradition has it that Peter was one of them.  Revelation finds the martyrs under the throne crying out “How long”.  I’d like to share the story of maybe the most recent life in their ranks.  From Voice of the Martyrs and Gulf News from United Arab Emirates, Aug 12th, 2008:

A Saudi member of the religious police cut his daughter’s tongue off and burned her to death for converting to Christianity.  The father killed his daughter following a debate on religion.  The victim wrote a blog under the name “Rania” a few days before her murder.  Her brother found Christian articles written by her as well as a cross.  Our contacts tell of Christians simply disappearing when families learn of conversion, but now Arab media outlets confirm the violent reponses.
We in America are fortunate.  Confession does not lead to an actual cross.  We have the experience and freedom to spiritualize that cross to burdens or things that annoy us.  But Jesus’ words mean a real cross.  The disciple, like Rania, denies herself, and takes up her cross, and follows Jesus.
And the disciple does this because following Jesus, through that cross, taking that risk and following Jesus, is the only way to stand in the real glory.  What you find in this life, moth and rust destroy.  The glory fades no matter how much we try and recreate it.  Even Bill Gates with all his money can’t recreate Microsoft.  That path of Jesus is not easy.  Along the way he probably asks you to do a bunch of stuff you’d rather not do.  I doubt “Rania” wanted to be burned alive.  Given the board out in the Narthex, it doesn’t look like people want to teach Sunday school. [Although thankfully one more than a week ago.]  Given the two, I’ll take Sunday School, but the disciple stays behind Jesus and follows his path.  It goes through the cross, but the Son of Man stands in lasting glory on the other side.  Glory that he shares with his sisters and brothers who confess His name and have picked up their cross and followed.

May the Lord grant you the strength to deny yourself and follow Him.  Amen

