What does it mean to follow Jesus?
Psalm 105:1-6, 23-26
Matthew 16:21-28

As I was sitting in my study this week, I was pondering one of those “I am” statements that Jesus so elegantly said. “Who do you say that I am?” Last week’s question was “Are you Living for God?” I hope that you have reflected this past week on that question. I hope that you have asked yourself “Am I living for God? This week’s question is another critical question that we as believers need to be able to answer when confronted in faith.  “What does it mean to follow Jesus?” On Wednesday night we went around and shared our responses to this question. I won’t put you on the spot here today, but I want to give you a second or two, to think about if you were out in your everyday world and someone came up to you and asked you; “What does it mean to follow Jesus”, how would you respond? I am almost certain there would be many different responses as there was on Wednesday night. Now this is not just a simple easy to answer question. But a question that is very important in the everyday life of a Christian. Last week’s question wasn’t meant to be an easy one either. The summer sermon series was intended to get you to think about your Christian life and how it can impact others around you. We as Christians need to reminded of our faith and how we are to live out God’s will here on this Earth. So, if you are living for God, then what does it mean to follow Jesus?  Pause
In our text today Matthew gives us that answer in a very clear, simple but challenging way. Jesus says; “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves, take up their cross, and follow me.” Last week Paul told us to put ourselves up on the altar. This week we are told by the Lord himself to deny ourselves and take up our cross. We can take 3 important things from our text today. First, Deny ourselves. Second, take up our cross. Third, follow him. I would like to think that you can’t do either of these alone. You can’t follow Jesus without denying yourself, nor can you follow Jesus without taking up your cross. I believe Jesus gives us these three things, to reassure ourselves that if we are living for God, we will follow these 3 demands.
First, Jesus teaches us that we must deny ourselves. This is definitely not a popular teaching in our world today! It never has been. It won’t win you an election. It won’t make you famous. And we don’t hear it anywhere else but in church.
Deny ourselves. What does this look like? What Jesus is talking about here, is that there are times when we must say “no” to ourselves in order to say “yes” to God. It’s really that simple. During our Wednesday night bible study as we are working our way through Romans, there was discussion about this very thing with the Israelites and how they were told by Paul what would happen if they would follow Jesus. Jesus is also saying here in Matthew that we must deny our false selves in order to truly be the person God created us to be. We must not be ruled by the World’s standards. This is where many people run into trouble. They think they can have the best of both Worlds. The fact is Jesus is telling us we can’t. We have to conform to God’s standards and live for God not the World. As I am out in the World, I see many bitter and angry people. All you have to do is just look at them and you know they are bitter and not loving, nor are they living for God. Remember our body language tells us a lot. My friends, I will tell you when you put your whole self in God’s hand, you will be a much happier and loving person. When you look out into the World, you can recognize those living for God, and those following Jesus. It is the self that equates success with happiness. The self that believes that the one who dies with the most toys wins. The self that thinks that things like more money, more power, or more pleasure are what will bring more peace.  This is all our false self. And only when we deny it, can we become our true self, the person that God has created us to be. We don’t have to be anything different from who we truly are. But we will never discover and accept who we truly are until we deny the false self that we all have. That is step one to following Jesus. 
Second, we are to take up our cross. Jesus says; “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross.” If denying ourselves is unpopular these days, then how about taking up our cross? And what does that even mean? If there is one thing that I have learned as a pastor, it is that, not all crosses that we take up are voluntary. Sometimes a cross is placed on our shoulders that we did not ask for. A positive COVID test or any unsettling health diagnosis, the death of a loved one, the loss of a job – these, to me, are crosses that we don’t ask for. But when we accept them, and trust God to be with us through them, then we are taking them up as crosses. I often hear people say; why does God let that happen? Let me remind you that these crosses are not God’s punishment. But when we can accept them, we will begin to see God at work in them. In the 80’s Dr. Robert Schuller wrote a book titled; Why do bad things happen to good people?” In this book, Dr. Schuller outlines these crosses that we all have to take up not only to strengthen our faith, but to understand our walk with Jesus. There are many other crosses that are voluntary. Tasks, for example, that we know will be difficult, but that we choose to do anyway, because we believe that God wants us to. There are many stories these days of people, especially in the health community, putting themselves in harm’s way on our behalf. Another thing to keep in mind is that the cross that we are asked to take up by Jesus changes over our lifetime. The cross that you are asked to take up as a young person is very different from the cross that you are asked to take up as an older person. As a young person, your cross might mean standing up for what you believe, even when it’s unpopular. It might mean saying no to friends, even when it threatens your friendship. When you get married, there are new crosses, including those times when you are called to put your spouse’s needs and interests before your own. If you are blessed to have children, there are new crosses as well. Including caring about your child so much that it hurts you when they are hurt. As you continue to age, new crosses present themselves. Giving up independence, as you no longer are able to drive. Learning to humble yourself and rely on others for help. And, again, these crosses are not always voluntary. But part of what it means to follow Jesus, is to accept them gracefully, and humbly, and courageously. Accept the cross, trust Jesus, and follow him. And when you do this, you will be telling the World much more about what you believe than any words that you might say. 
In Matthew 10: which is a correlation for today’s text, Jesus is commissioning his disciples and he's explaining to them what their mission is going to be and what it's going to be like. He's explaining to them what they're going to endure and be prepared for. He talks to them about some hard things. He talks to them about trouble and says; I'm sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves. He talks to them about suffering. He says you will be flogged. He talks to them about betrayal. He says brother will betray brother to death and a father. His children will rise up against parents and have them put to death. He talks about hatred, and says you will be hated. He talks about persecution, and says you will be persecuted.  And Jesus said; “don't assume that I came to bring peace on earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword for I came to turn a man against his father a daughter against her mother a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law and a man's enemies will be the members of his household the one who loves a father or mothers more than me is not worthy of me the one who loves a son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever doesn't take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Anyone who finds his life will lose it and anyone who loses his life because of me will find it. What Jesus is telling disciples here is that your love for him, has to be greater than all other love. This is why the gospel can get us believers in trouble. So, if we are to take up our cross, its going to be rough, but the outcome is so much better than the World will give us. 
Thirdly, Follow me. But as we do this, and choose to take up our cross, let us remember the third and final aspect of what Jesus is teaching us today about what it means to follow him: That we deny ourselves and take up our cross in order to follow him. And that means that when we do this, Jesus himself will be with us. He will be leading us. And he will help us do what he asks.
With Jesus leading us, we can deny ourselves and take up our cross. Without Jesus, it would be far too difficult. But he doesn’t ask us to do this alone. He invites us to follow him, which means to be with him. Be with him in all circumstances. Be with him in fellowship. Be with him in worship. This brings to mind for me another invitation that Jesus makes. He also invites all that are weary and carrying heavy burdens to come to him, and he will give you rest. Take his yoke upon you, he says, and learn from him. For his yoke is easy and his burden is light. Could the cross that we are being asked to take up be this yoke? I think so. Could denying ourselves also be this yoke? Again, I think so. When we are yoked with Jesus, we no longer do whatever we want and go wherever we want. We are denying ourselves. And we are taking up this burden, this cross. But Jesus takes it up with us. And that makes the cross bearable. Denying ourselves and taking up our cross means being yoked with Jesus. It means losing one life, but it means finding another. It means losing the life that leads to despair and emptiness, but it means finding the life that leads to hope and meaning. And the only way to find this life, is to deny ourselves, and take up our cross, and follow Jesus. So let us do so, to the glory of God. Amen
