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I wish I had an Irish accent to greet you on this St. Patrick’s Day weekend. What a joy to gather together. If you are a guest, we are so thrilled to have you with us.  You could be doing a lot of different things this weekend, but you chose to be part of National Community Church. We want to invite you to come back and be part of what God is doing in us and through us.
We are in a series called ‘If.’ If you have a Bible, turn over to Matthew Chapter 16. We are going to jump in and see what God has for us. Matthew 16:21

21 From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 
Now, we already know what is about to happen, so we read this from the vantage point of 2,000 years removed. But you’ve got to cut Peter just a little bit of slack and love this response. Peter took Jesus aside, I’m envisioning his arm over his shoulder, and Peter began to rebuke Him. ‘Never, Lord.’  Isn’t that an oxymoron! Because the word ‘Lord’ means wherever, whenever, you call the shots. So the word ‘never’ before the word ‘Lord’ those two things don’t belong together. 
22 Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

23 Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! 
We didn’t read the passage just before this but it’s where Jesus says who do people say I am, and people say Elijah or this or that but Jesus says who do you think I am and Peter says, ‘You are the Messiah, the Lord, the Christ.’  This is moments before the Lord says, ‘You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church and what you bind on earth will be bound in heaven.’ It’s like the greatest moment of his life! Simon becomes Peter. If you are going to have a nickname, the Rock definitely beats Satan! 
“Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely human concerns.” 
Let me pause here. I think all of us need someone in our lives that when we compare ourselves to that person, we actually feel pretty good about ourselves. That will catch up with you in a second. Peter is that person. One minute he is nailing it, walking on water, but the next minute, he is sinking. I can relate to that! It’s the duality of right answer one second and wrong answer next second.  I don’t know about you but I’m full of faith one minute and full of fear the next. One minute I am full of grace, but you cut me off and I’m ready to cut you down. For some of you, it’s going to be right when you leave church. I’m loving God one minute and totally ignoring Him the next. Sometimes I feel like I’ve got this dual personality. So I understand. Let me make a little observation here. When you try to do God’s job for Him, you will always end up being a stumbling block. I think sometimes some of us try to comfort those around us when actually we need to speak a word of rebuke, in love and in gentleness, but we try to pray away the pain or we try to short-circuit what that person is going through but it might be that what that person is going through might result in God’s glory, which is the ultimate objective. So we’ve got to be very careful that we don’t short-circuit God’s plans and purposes.

I think that’s what’s happening here. On one level, you could say it’s nice of Peter, like he doesn’t want Jesus to suffer and be killed, and I’m thinking that might be true, but my hunch is that Peter also knows that Jesus is suffered and killed, he is probably next! So there is a little bit of personal stock in it.

This is not a church where we are going to preach half the gospel. This is the hard gospel. Sometimes, suffering is ordained by God. Do I like that? No. Now, some of it is not. The enemy comes to kill, steal and destroy. But I also know that God has a way of redeeming some of the difficult things, the trials and sufferings, in our lives and through it we can become more and more like Christ and bring glory to the Lord Jesus Christ.

I think the ultimate act of redemption was the cross. But if Peter had had his way, it would have never happened. Sometimes we’ve got to allow those things to happen.

I flew to Atlanta this week and spoke to some youth pastors from across the country. Then afterwards, I was in the Green Room doing a little post-message video chat with the organizer of the conference. We were chatting and one of the pastors in the Green Room pastors an inner-city church in Detroit and we had a little bit in common. Just like we are in movie theaters, they are in a former porn theater that they have turned into a sanctuary where they gather and worship God. It’s a cool deal but it is a rough neighborhood. A couple years ago, he was stabbed 37 times. Everybody that reported on the story could hardly believe that he survived that stabbing. He told me the story, if your stomach can’t handle this, sorry! He said he had to pick up his intestines and carry them and he had to crawl out of his house to a neighbor’s house where he could get help. The amazing thing is that after they came in to do the investigation, they said there was no blood trail. You explain that! It was like the Lord stopped the hemorrhaging and said, ‘I’m not done with you.’  He had to go through quite a healing ordeal but he survived it. So there was this moment at the end where he was telling me this story and at the very end he said it was so bad that they literally couldn’t stitch him up because of infection so he had to heal from the inside out. 

12 years ago, my intestines ruptured and I should have died. I went into surgery and infection filled my body. I was on a respirator for two days and my intestines were literally outside my body for two days. At the very end of it, it took six or eight weeks, they couldn’t stitch me up, I had this gaping wound and had to heal from the inside out. 
So finally, he finished telling me and we talked about how we had that in common, that we had to go through the whole deal of healing from the inside out. Then I had a hunch. I said, “Did your belly button move?” After I finally healed, my belly button is two inches higher than the normal person. He was like, “Mark! You aren’t going to believe this! My belly button is moved over two inches!”  You have no idea how much we both wanted to pull up our shirts and do a belly bump! But that would have been weird. But listen, it was the worst thing he had ever been through and it was the worst thing I had ever been through. It robbed me of all energy. I had to go through multiple surgeries and I still have the scars on my body. But there was this moment where we both said, “I would never want to go through that again and I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world!”  Sometimes you have to walk through things. Sometimes we have to go through a sort of death experience to experience the fullness of life that God has for you. I don’t even know if I’m doing a great job explaining, but I’m sharing my story. Don’t pray away the pain every time. Don’t look for the escape route. Sometimes you have to go through the cross. Without the cross, there is no resurrection. You’ve got to walk through those things. Verse 24
24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 25 For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it. 26 What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? 
When Jesus was six years old, like every other six year old Jewish boy, He would have gone to the local synagogue school and this is where we pick up from last week. I shared with you that they coat the slate with honey and while the child would lick that honey off the slate, the rabbi would quote Psalm 119:103 May the words of God be sweet to your taste, sweeter than honey to your mouth.  The very first lesson was that the word of God is sweet. The child would begin studying the Scripture. They would actually memorize, between the ages of six and ten, the entire Torah. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. At that point, for many of them, their formal studies would end. But the best of the best would graduate and go on and continue through the Scripture and they would memorize the entire Scripture, all the way from Genesis to Malachi.  Every word! Then, after graduating, the best of the best would present themselves to a rabbi. We tend to use the word ‘mentoring’ but ‘discipling’ is very similar. For what it’s worth, it means training. It assumes that there is a training process. The word ‘disciple’ is used 269 times in the New Testament. It is a trained one or one who has been taught. It has all these different dimensions, but ultimately it is about someone who follows a rabbi. That is the original context. So the graduates would present themselves to the rabbi and the purpose was to see if they would let them follow them. The process would begin with questions that were asked of the potential disciple. If they were accepted, a process would begin where that rabbi would share their way of thinking and way of living. That world view, that summation of everything they’ve thought and taught was called their yoke. That’s interesting in light of Matthew 11: Come to me all you who are weary and heavy laden, take me yoke upon you and learn from me. I am gentle and humble at heart and you will find rest for your soul.  
If they didn’t pass the test, the rabbi would say, ‘You know the Torah well but you are not able to be my disciple. Go home to your village, learn your family business, fishing, farming, tax collecting, carpentry, and get married and make babies and pray that they become rabbis’. That was the pink slip, if you will. But those who were accepted as disciples, the rabbi would simply say, ‘Come follow me,’ and you would leave your family and you would leave the comforts of home and the convenience of familiar surroundings and you would follow that rabbi wherever and whenever. You would eat what they eat and get up when they get up. Whatever they do, you would do down to the minute details for the express purpose of becoming just like that rabbi.

One of the rabbinic sayings was this: May you be covered in the dust of your rabbi.  They have dusty roads in Israel and if you followed close enough, you would literally be eating their dust. So even when you think about Jesus washing their feet, the dust was really accumulated by virtue of following Jesus. So this is the process that a Jewish believer would go through. 

It’s interesting because we think of Jesus as a carpenter but He is referred to as a rabbi 13 times and 41 times He is called teacher. The Bible doesn’t say when his formal discipling ended, so we don’t know that, but here’s what I love. The day finally comes when He goes into the desert and He is tempted for 40 days and then comes back in the strength of the Spirit and it is time for Him as a rabbi to begin accepting applications, if you will. What’s cool is that He doesn’t go after the Pharisees. He doesn’t go after the people who have already passed the test. He goes after people He is going to have to call Satan. He is going after the people who have failed the test at some point, that didn’t qualify because they lacked something in character or in knowledge or in gifting or ability. It’s almost like He comes back around and says, ‘I know these other rabbis but I want you to come follow Me.’ And that offer is still on the table. It’s an open invitation. Come follow Me.
There are seven phrases in the gospel that spell out what it means to be his disciple. In other words, if you do this, you are my disciple and if you don’t do this, you are not my disciple. Would it be significant for us to know what those seven are? One of them we talked about last week, John 15:8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit showing yourselves to be my disciples. That’s one – bearing much fruit.  The proof is in the pudding. It is not about information, it is about transformation. It is about the fruit of the Spirit in your life. That is how people are going to know we are his disciples, not by saying it. It is about the love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control that defines us. 
Another one is Luke 14:26 If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother and wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. This does not mean hate your relatives, it means in comparison to the love that I hope you have for your family, those you love the most, that love doesn’t even begin to compare with the love you have for your heavenly Father, for your Savior.
John 8:31 If you abide in my Word, you are my disciples.

John 13:35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.
Here’s where it gets interesting. Five, six and seven are in one statement, three of them in one verse. This is one of the most significant statements in all the gospels and we just read it.  Whoever wants to be my disciple, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.   These are huge! I think we ought to make sure we know what Jesus is saying. 

So let’s talk about it. Number one, whoever wants to be my disciple must deny himself. The word ‘deny’ has a few different meanings. It means to forget oneself. It means to disown or divest yourself of something. It means to abstain from something, to deny yourself. This is where I think fasting is becoming, to me, where I’m at in my journey, fasting is probably,  you’ve got to be in the Word of God and you’ve got to be in prayer, but fasting is right there. Fasting forces myself to deny myself. Some of you for Lent have decided to give something up. You tell me, is that getting easier? For me, about half way in, it’s really hard! What did I really commit myself to? And then I start to look for those loopholes and that’s why you’ve got to be really explicit up front. I’m doing this little deal where I’m not eating food during the day. So I play games, like daylight savings, I mean, what’s really day? Or it’s day on the other side of the world. But it’s so good for me because it is forcing me to deny myself food, but that’s not the issue. It is denying myself all the other things that would undermine my spiritual growth and what God wants to do in my life. And I’ve found that if I’ve got a little bit of self-control here, I might have a little bit more over there. I’ve talked about this so much, I don’t think you can divide physical disciplines and spiritual disciplines.  The more disciplined I am in one part of my life, the most disciplined I’m going to be in other parts of my life.
Let me put it in these terms, the word ‘deny,’ I think there comes a moment where you have to have this revelation that you don’t belong to you. I Corinthians 6 says do you not know that your bodies are a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you and that you have been bought by God at a price. You have been redeemed by God. You don’t even belong to you. You don’t own you anymore, not if you’ve put your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. It is like signing over the deed to your life and saying, ‘God, I belong to you.’ What you are doing is you are giving back to God what belonged to Him in the first place. Everything you have and everything you are.

Here’s the trick. What about self-fulfillment? You go ahead and indulge yourself on anything and everything that you want, not denying yourself anything, almost like Solomon in the book of Ecclesiastes. You try to satiate your hunger and appetite for anything, no holds barred, you do that and I promise you that at the end of the day, you will not experience fulfillment.  You will be empty and broken and you will find yourself saying how did I end up here. But if you start denying yourself, you will find that fulfillment is somehow found in the process of denying yourself what your flesh wants so that you can then fulfill God’s destiny for your life. Self-denial is it. It is the only what to get to that place where you are experiencing the goodness of God, the joy of the Lord, the peace that passes understanding. 
Alright, deny yourself, and then take up your cross. We read this from the other side of Calvary, so we see the shadow of the cross shining back onto this moment where Jesus is really speaking prophetically about what would happen, but let me put it in the context in which Jesus said it. In the year 6 AD, if we study a little bit of Jewish history and we read some Josephus, we will discover that while Clorinius was the governor, there was a revolutionary, this is during Jesus’ lifetime, a revolutionary named Judas of Galilee who led a revolt. They were experiencing taxation without representation and Judas wasn’t happy about it because the Romans were taking the census so they could levy taxes. By the way, the book of Acts references this historical personage, Judas of Galilee, and it didn’t turn out so well for him, along with his band of revolutionaries were all hung on crosses along the road to Galilee. When Jesus uses this language, the image that comes to mind are these revolutionaries who are literally hung on crosses as a symbol of death and torture and humiliation. This is what happens if you don’t submit to Rome. Why would He use such strong imagery? I think it’s this idea of the cross means total commitment, absolute surrender. It means you don’t hold anything back. I think this is where some of us lose it a little bit because we are happy to follow Jesus right up to the point of inconvenience but once it gets inconvenient, then we shrink back. Right up to the point of sacrifice but don’t ask me to sacrifice. Or right up to the point of risk where it would actually necessitate a little faith, or right up to the point of our personal comfort. And we think we are following Jesus, but I say we haven’t even started following Him yet until you get to the point where you are taking up your cross.

And it’s the word ‘daily’ here that is the killer. I can maybe do that once, but every day? That’s what Jesus is commanding. I don’t think we have any other option, not when He says you carry your cross, I hung on the cross, I died in your place and you aren’t willing to pick it up and carry it? I’m not talking nails here, just pick up your cross and carry it. I hung on the cross for six hours and suffered. Huge sin was on my shoulders. We say crosses aren’t comfortable and they are heavy and they have splinters and I’ve got a bad back or isn’t there some other way? I think what Jesus is saying is, ‘I’m going to give everything to you and I expect nothing less in return.’ And until you come to that point, you will never experience the joy of following Jesus Christ because you’ve got one foot over here and one foot over here. I’ve said this before, some of us are too Christian to enjoy sin and too sinful to enjoy Christ. So we find ourselves straddling in this position and that’s because we are not carrying our cross. We’ve got to pick it up.

We get this in a human scheme. I’ve done so many weddings and usually I end up providing the vows. Do you take them to be your wedded wife/husband, to have and to hold from this day forward for better for worse, richer or poorer, sickness and health, to love and to cherish as long as we both shall live. Right? I love those vows! When I’m leading a husband and a wife as they make this vow and commit their lives to each other, as I’m leading them, I love that! It’s one of the greatest moments of pastoring. I’ve never had a couple tell me they wanted to make a few minor amendments. Like, but how about for better for better and for richer and richer and in health an in health, to love as to cherish as long as it is convenient? Would that be ok?  Can you imagine? Or, ‘we’re totally committed to each other but I just want one fling a year and poker night with my buddies because that’s sacred.’  Or, ‘I’m willing to leave and cleave but my mom’s cooking is so good.’ Can you imagine, in the context of committing their lives to someone else, but holding one thing back. It would not work! And it does not work with God either. I have a simple philosophy of marriage. You need to get married because you are selfish. I know no other mechanism whereby your selfishness has a better shot at being uprooted! Here me, you can be selfish and married, you just can’t be selfish and happily married! You are with that person all the time and selfishness doesn’t work and you’ll have a miserable marriage if it is about meeting your needs. But if you flip it and it becomes about loving your wife and Christ loves his church, that changes the game. When you get focused on meeting the needs of the other person, that relationship becomes a source of so much joy, and when it is not about changing things about them, but you look in the mirror and say, ‘God, how can I become more like you?’  By the way, here’s my other free piece of advice, usually marriage isn’t completely successful and that’s why some of you need to have kids! Some of you need lots of kids! You need lots of kids because of the selfishness in your heart. By the way, the word ‘diaper’ spelled backwards is repaid.  
All kidding aside, it is not about us. It never has been and never will be. All things are from Him and for Him. It is all about the glory of God. He is the Creator. He is the Savior, the Redeemer. It is about our lives bringing glory to his name. And if that’s what it is about, there is no situation or circumstance in your life whereby God cannot be glorified. In fact, I would even say that some of the worst things that will ever happen to you are where God can be glorified the most.

Trust me, I anticipate the day that there is no more mourning or sorrow or pain. I look forward to that day as much as you do. When someone gets sick or they are facing some tragedy or situation in their lives, I’m going to hit my knees and pray for that person and pray through and ask God if it would be his will, let it be taken from them. Jesus even prayed that so I think we are on safe ground. He was in the garden wrestling with what He knows is the will of God. I wonder if He was thinking, maybe I should have listened to Peter. Is this really necessary? Do you think there was a moment of temptation? But He says, ‘Not my will be done but Thy will be done.’

Here’s what I believe. Everything minus Jesus equals nothing. And nothing plus Jesus equals everything. We are saved by grace through faith. It is the merits of Jesus Christ. He was crucified for us and bore our sin on that tree so that our sin could be nailed to that tree and we might bear it no more. Then He says that’s not the full deal, He is going to take you sin and give you his righteousness. That’s the gospel! That’s the full gospel. 

Finally, whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow Me. Let me end with this. I want to be careful this weekend that nobody walks out of any of our services, out of any of our locations not hearing what I’m about to say. I think that there are many people who feel like they have responding to this invitation when Jesus said, ‘Come follow Me,’ but they really haven’t, or they’ve done it with words but not really with a life surrendered to God. Listen, you can’t trick God. You can’t fool God and say some abracadabra magic prayer and be good to go and then live however you want to. There is no fruit in that and according to one of these seven, if there is no fruit, that is evidence that you aren’t really his disciple. 

My fear is this, many of us feel like we are following Jesus when in fact we haven’t accepted his invitation to follow Him, we have simple invited Him to follow us. There is a world a difference between those two things. I’ll be honest, for many years, I thought I was following Jesus when in fact I had really invited Him to follow me, especially into the classroom at that stage of life and onto the basketball courts. ‘Would You follow me and serve my purposes and help me do what I want to do?’  But that’s not denying yourself and taking up your cross and following Him. For many years, I had an inverted relationship with God. It was more about God serving my purposes than me serving his purposes. And when you are in that place, you think you are doing the right thing and some of you are even trying, but what you don’t realize is that there is a reason why you aren’t experiencing the joy of the Lord. It is because you’ve never fully surrendered yourself to Him and said, ‘I will follow You and I will go wherever You want me to go.’

What an invitation! Come follow Me. Jesus says whosoever will may come.  That’s the invitation on the table. Would you accept it? Would you receive it? Let’s pray together.
Father, I thank You and give You praise, because there is nothing like following You. Lord, thank You for your grace that redeems us. Thank You for your Spirit that empowers us. Thank You that we’ve been given an assignment. There is a reason why we are on this planet. You have plans and purposes for us that are way beyond anything we can conceive. You are the One that knit us together in our mother’s womb. The Bible says that before the creation of the world, You had plans and purposes for us. We are your workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do good works prepared for us in advance. You are the One who orders our footsteps. All things work together for good for them that love God and are called according to his purpose. I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. We thank You for the invitation. Lord, I pray for those this weekend who need to receive that invitation. What a great weekend to do it! 
There was a missionary, actually he was a slave, escaped, You called him to go back. It would be the last place I would want to go, to a place I was enslaved, but he went back. He planted 700 churches, ordained 1,000 pastors and baptized 120,000 people. He was someone who said I’m going to deny myself and take up my cross daily and I’m going to follow Christ.

God, may we be a people that follows after You. May we eat your dust. Lord, right now we rejoice and praise You for those who for the very first time say I’m in! I am surrendering my life to the Lord Jesus Christ and I am committing myself, not withholding anything but freely and fully giving myself to the One who freely and fully gave Himself for me. If you hung on that cross, we can carry. If you died on that cross, we can find new life by carrying ours. Help us. In Jesus name, Amen. 
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