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Christ Stays the Course of the Cross
1.  He recognizes the voice of his Adversary
2. He understands the plan of God

To those who through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ have received a faith as precious as ours: 
Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord.

She had lived in the same town all of her life.  She had a close group of friends that she had gone to school with since grade school.  And now it was the summer before her senior year.  Everything had been leading up to this glorious year.  She and her friends had already made plans for homecoming and prom.  They were looking forward to their last year in sports and music together.  This was going to be the best year ever!

And then one day in July when she came home from work, her mom and dad sat her down at the kitchen table and told her that the family would be moving in August.  Her father had accepted a promotion with his company that would require them to move over a thousand miles away.  

It felt as if someone had punched her in the solar plexus.  She couldn’t breathe.  This wasn’t the plan!  This was not the way it was supposed to happen.  “No! I’m not going!  You’ll have to leave me here!  This isn’t fair!  You can’t do this to me!”  On and on she went until she stormed up to her room, slammed the door behind her and sobbed.  

Peter had plans.  He had been with Jesus for almost three years.  He and his brother Andrew were the first ones that Jesus had called out to follow him.  They had followed him.  And oh the things they had seen!  Just after he began to follow Jesus, Jesus had taken away Peter’s mother-in-law’s fever.  And it had only gotten better from there:  Evil spirits driven out, incurable diseases cured, raging storms calmed, dead little girls raised to life, five thousand men fed with five loaves and two fish, four thousand men fed with seven loaves and a few small fish.  Peter himself had been able to drive out demons and heal people when Jesus sent him and the other eleven disciples out.  He had been able to walk on water—for a time anyway.  

Peter had plans.  Things were going to get even better when Jesus finally revealed to everyone what Peter had just confessed himself, “You are the Christ!”  Peter knew that Jesus was the Christ, the promised Messiah.  That was big news.  He was closely associated with the promised King—the King that would make King David look like small potatoes.  He couldn’t wait to see what was next.  He imagined where this was all going—to a glorious earthly kingdom where Jesus ruled and defeated all enemies.  And Peter knew he would have to be featured prominently in that kingdom.  Oh these plans couldn’t come to fruition soon enough.  

And then one day, out of the blue, Jesus ruined Peter’s glorious plans for his version of the Messianic kingdom:

 31He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again. 32He spoke plainly about this, and Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 

Jesus did not sugar coat it.  He spoke with a frankness of speech that concealed nothing.  This was the plan from the beginning.  The serpent’s head would be crushed, but the offspring of the woman would have his heel struck.  On Mount Moriah—the location of Jerusalem—the substitute ram would be slaughtered so that the descendant of Abraham could go free and live.  The Suffering Servant would be despised and rejected by men, pierced for our transgression and crushed for our iniquities.  But God would not let his Holy One see decay.  Just as Jonah emerged from the belly of the fish after three days, so too the Christ would emerge from the tomb alive.  

This was the plan.  This is the way it had to happen.  It must happen.  Jesus was committed to the course of the cross.  He understood the plan of God.  But this was not the plan Peter had in mind.  And Peter was not going to let Jesus ruin his plans!  So he takes him aside and began to rebuke him.  Jesus listens to the rebuke and turns to see the other disciples all looking at Peter and himself.  Then Jesus turned back to Peter:

"Get behind me, Satan!" he said. "You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men." 

Get behind me Satan?  Wow.  Did Jesus have to go that far?  Did he have to call Peter a name like Satan?  Jesus had just finished praising the words that had just come from Peter’s mouth—“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  Jesus had recognized the source of those words.  “This was not revealed to you by man but by my Father in heaven,” Jesus had said.  But now Jesus clearly recognized that even though Peter’s voice was the same, there was a different source behind Peter’s rebuke.  This was the voice of Satan.

The word “Satan” means “Adversary.”  Literally, an adversary is someone who wants to turn you away from the course you have been set on.  It was Satan who had turned Adam and Eve away from the course they had been set on.  They were created to love and to listen to their Creator.  Satan turned their trust in God’s love  and God’s Word into doubt.    

Jesus had been set on the course of the cross.  From before his birth, death on the cross was his destination.  Satan had tried to turn him from the destination before.  In his temptation Satan had offered Jesus all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor if he would just bow down and worship him.  He wanted to turn Jesus away from the course of the cross.  He wanted him to think he could end up at the same glorious destination, just by taking an easier path.  Just get down on your knees and face—much easier than being crucified by men and abandoned by God.  

Jesus didn’t bite then and he didn’t bite now.  His Adversary was speaking in the words of his disciple.  “This is a bad plan.  This shall never happen to you!”  And Jesus rebukes, "Get behind me, Satan!  You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men." 

Peter had in mind the things of man.  Did you notice what Peter focused in on?  Jesus said that three things would happen to him: he would be rejected, he would be killed, but he would rise again.  Peter only heard “rejected and killed.”  And that’s all he could focus on.  He didn’t even hear the wonderful promise of resurrection.  If Jesus was rejected and killed, his prospects for a wonderful and glorious life in an earthly kingdom would vanish.  His vision was focused on his own comfort, his own preservation, the short-sighted here-and-now.  

But Jesus was not finished speaking.  What he had to say next was so important that it wasn’t just spoken to Peter, not just to the disciples, but to the whole crowd that was following him.  

"If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 

This is the first time that Jesus gives the detail of the cross.  The cross was such a strong, bitter image in the minds of everyone who heard those words that day.  It was repulsive—and designed specifically to be that way so that it would be a strong deterrent.  It was always torturous and always ended in death.  It was brutal and it was scary.  

But Jesus gives the reason why the course of the cross is not a bad one:
35For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. 36What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his life? 37Or what can a man give in exchange for his life? 

Death stalks all mankind.  Every human being desperately clings to their life and tries to preserve it.  But the reality, as Solomon observed, is that everything is vapor.  Everything goes away.  If you store up a bunch of wealth for yourself and make your life as comfortable as possible, you still die and it all goes to someone else.  If you exchange money with a doctor to preserve your life, they can preserve it for a while.  But eventually everyone dies.  That is the reality of this life.  Because of sin, death will get you.  

Like Peter’s mindset, our mindset is by nature is selfish and short-sighted.  Satan has twisted our thoughts from the beginning so that our own best interests are the important ones.  Our own comfort and happiness is the thing to pursue.  We do not want pain or suffering.  We want the easy way, the luxurious way.

Those are the natural thoughts of men.  Those are not the thoughts of God.  In God’s world, the here-and-now is necessarily brutal and full of trouble.  And that’s all mankind’s fault.  Sin has ruined his perfect creation.  And God has allowed it to continue to exist in its ruined state.  Because of sin, the plans of the world will always conflict with the plans of God.  The people of the world will always reject the people of God.  And your sinful nature will always rebuke your inner saint.  

Whereas the thoughts of mankind by nature are selfish and short-sighted, the plans of God are selfless and focus on the long-term.  The course of the cross was not a fun one for Jesus to walk.  But God saw our salvation as more important than his comfort and so he stayed the course of the cross and did not turn aside from it.  It was through his selfless sacrifice that selfish people would live forever. God’s plan uses the bad and makes it good.  God’s plan sends a Savior not for the here-and-now but for the hereafter.  

Jesus told his disciples not once but twice the exact details of what would happen to him in Jerusalem.  He wanted them to know that this was the plan so that when it happened they wouldn’t be surprised.  He has told us today that the way of the Christian is the way of the cross.  He does not want us to be surprised.  He knows that we by nature will focus on the hard things up front and lose sight of the final goal.  And so he holds out eternal life again.  He lifts up our heads from the weight of our crosses and shows us the glimpse of eternity.  

Jesus ended his speech to the crowd with Judgment Day:
38If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels."

Christ has stayed the course of the cross for us.  We would have never made it.  We would never by nature surrender to such suffering.  Now, because of our baptisms, Christ now lives in us.  Our physical lives are now wrapped up in him.  For us to live is Christ and to die is gain.  We know that because Christ suffered and died here on this earth, we won’t have to suffer and die eternally.  

But like a teenage girl being forced to move, our sinful nature wants nothing to do with suffering.  Like that girl, we can’t see that the move is a good promotion for the family and the family will be better off for it.  Our sinful nature wants to cling to a life of ease here on earth.  How many times do we rebuke Jesus and tell him, “No, not this way.  This should never happen to me.  I’m a child of God and you should make sure I never have to suffer anything for being your follower!  In fact, my life should be one long success story because I’m on your side.”  

Remember your Savior this week.  Remember that he promised that his followers will bear crosses.  Recognize the voice of your Adversary who wants you to give up eternal life then for a better life right now.  Rebuke your sinful nature with the same words which Jesus used to rebuke Peter. “Get behind me, Satan, you do not have in mind the things of God but the things of man.”  Recall the thoughts of God.  The crosses are expected.  Losing physical life means nothing in the end.  Cling to Jesus and his Word.  Jesus endured the cross and death and now lives forever.  The Word of the LORD will last forever.  And you, child of God, connected to him and his Word through baptism, will live forever.  Let this sinful world bring it on this week!  Christ has stayed the course of the cross for you.  Nothing can harm you.

Amen.

And the peace of God which transcends all understanding will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
