Heyn 2

Text: Mark 8:27-35
Take Up the Cross
I. Christ’s Cross
        

II. Your Cross
Dear fellow redeemed in Christ, fellow cross-bearers,
I’m guessing we’re all familiar with the term “fair-weather fan.” It usually refers to a sports fans who follows a team fanatically as long as the team is good, but stops following or caring as soon as things get rough. 
For example, most of you know that I’m a pretty big Brewers fan. Which is easy right now because they’re doing quite well. But I was also a Brewers fan back in the 90s when they were one of the worst teams in baseball almost every year. I’m very proud to say that I’m not a fair-weather fan because, like most “true” fans, I don’t like it when people just “jump on the bandwagon” and only follow a team when things are going great. I would say that you have to stick though the bad times with a team in order to really appreciate the good times. 
Well, God doesn’t like fair-weather Christians either. And it’s really more than that. Fair-weather Christians, those who follow Him only when things are going great, aren’t real Christians. That’s what Jesus tells us in our text and that’s what we look at this morning. Brothers and sisters in Christ, take up the cross. Let Christ’s cross be your confidence and identity; let your cross be your mark as a Christian.  

I. [Christ’s Cross] First, let’s look at where we are in Mark. Last week we saw Jesus preaching to the Gentiles, right? He had gone to the Jews, who had loved Him at first, but then left Him. So these were the people He moved on to. And they loved and followed Him, too. Remember what happened? He healed the deaf and mute man, and then told them not to tell others about it. But they couldn’t help themselves because they were so amazed! Well eventually these Gentiles stopped following Him, too. 
The problem was that they were fair-weather Christians and Jesus knew this. They saw Him as a great miracle-working prophet, and who doesn’t want that? But when He stopped performing miracles and started teaching them, they didn’t care so much. Some of them actually understood that He was the prophesied Savior of Israel. But their idea of the Savior was that He would perform miracles, and then lead a big revolt against the Roman Empire and restore Israel as a world superpower. 
Peter and the twelve disciples fell into this category. Peter certainly had the right idea when he said that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” Christ is the Greek word for “anointed one,” basically meaning the king. And Jesus truly was and is a King… the King of Kings. But like so many other Jews, Peter and the disciples just expected an earthly king, one who would free them of their earthly problems. And so they didn’t like it when they heard that He must be rejected, suffer, and die. That’s not the kind of king that they wanted to follow. 

It’s not generally the kind of king that the world today wants to follow. I’m guessing most of us have seen the movie The Passion of the Christ. Where the Roman soldiers whip Jesus with the scourge that rips pieces of flesh out of His back… Where He’s a bloody mess and still has to carry that big heavy cross up to Golgotha. Where they drive nails through His hands and feet and He dies one of the most painful executions that world has ever known… a form of execution that isn’t even allowed in our country today because it’s seen as cruel and inhumane…. The world wants strong leaders, right? Jesus looked pretty weak, certainly not the strong leader that the world wants.
But here’s what the disciples, and so many people today miss. In order for Him to be our glorious Savior and King, this was necessary. Before He took His place at the Right Hand of God, Jesus had to be the “Suffering Servant.” They missed Isaiah 53 where Isaiah prophesied, “Yet we considered Him stricken by God, smitten by Him, and afflicted. But He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities.”
 As Jesus was telling them, this is what must happen. Before He wore the crown, there had to be a cross. 
Why? I mean we know that even Jesus would have preferred another way. He prayed in Gethsemane, “Father if there is any other way [any other way at all], take this cup from me.”
 But this was the only way. Because somebody had to carry that cross. And you and I never could. We haven’t even always dealt the right way with our own sins and problems, much less the sins of the world. We could never completely deny ourselves. We maybe have denied Jesus in the past, like Peter did, but we haven’t always denied ourselves. We like ourselves and our own desires too much. And so this was necessary. For your and my sins and shortcomings. So that we might have a brand new identity.
Because of the cross that Christ bore, that’s exactly what we have. We have a repaired relationship with our heavenly Father and appear perfect in His eyes. We’ve been washed completely clean of our sins in the waters of baptism. We have the continual reminders of Christ’s body and blood that He gives to us in the Lord’s Supper. And we have the comfort that He is with us every day of our lives. Each of us has been given a new identity in the cross of Christ. And, having been given that new identity, we bear our crosses because we know our Savior, and we know where He leads. So let’s talk about the crosses that Jesus asks us to carry.
II. [Your Cross] First of all, it’s not the one that Christ bore. We don’t have to bear the weight of our guilt and sin, we probably won’t be executed by crucifixion, and we don’t have to undergo any separation from God. Because Jesus has already done all of that for us! 
So what is the cross that Jesus is talking about? Well for those first disciples, to whom Christ was speaking, it meant being ready to die for their faith. That was a purpose of Mark’s Gospel. He was writing to Gentile Christians who would soon be persecuted for their faith and to he wanted to encourage them. They had to be ready to give up everything, even their own lives, for Christ. 
And that’s what we’re called to do, too. But seeing the cross that Christ bore for us, and the new identity, it doesn’t seem so daunting. Because we have a new perspective on life. We see that the desires of the flesh, and the thing of this earth, even our lives, aren’t really that important. We’re ready to lose all of our possessions, because we know they won’t last forever anyway. And we know that those things are meaningless for our souls. We’re ready to even give up our lives, because we know that if we give up our lives for the sake of the Gospel, we’re gaining eternity. Because we have a new identity in the cross of Christ and that’s all that matters. 

Knowing this, we’re able to deny ourselves and submit to the will of God. The Greek word for “deny” is the same word as when Peter denied Jesus on Maundy Thursday. He denied any acquaintance or connection with the man. And that’s the heart of bearing our crosses. It’s denying any sort of connection with myself, or at least my sinful flesh and its desires. It’s saying, “I do not know the sinful man inside me that wants me to live for myself. I do not know that man.” That’s what carrying my cross means. It means I completely deny myself, and I submit to my heavenly Father’s will, just like Jesus did. 
Not that it’s easy. It won’t be. I guarantee that when we are truly bearing our crosses, living as Christians, we’re not going to win any popularity contests. And it’s not just the world that opposes our crosses. Our sinful natures hate them as well. But as Christians, as new creations, as those who follow Christ, it’s what we’re called to do. 
And because of the cross Christ carried for us, it’s what we can do. We have the cross of Christ, motivating us and leading us on. We have the strength of Christ as He works in our hearts to adopt His attitude. And we have the joy of His cross as we press on towards the prize He’s won for us. The prize that makes it so we can even bear our crosses joyfully. 
What is that prize that our Savior is leading us to? Paul describes it in his second letter to the young pastor Timothy. There he writes, “Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory. Here is a trustworthy saying: ‘If we died with him, we will also live with him. If we endure, we will also reign with him.”
 This is what awaits those who follow Him. The only way we follow Christ is by bearing our crosses. But we do it, even joyfully, because we know the cross that He bore for us, and we know where following Him leads. 
So take up your cross. Is it burdensome? The sinful flesh would like you to think so. But it really shouldn’t be. I mean, it’s a reminder that you’re a Christian. That you’re a blood-bought child of God through faith in Christ’s cross. It’s really only as burdensome as sails are to a ship, or wings are for a bird. So take up your cross and follow your King. You know where He’s leading. Amen. 
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