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“ I Must Suffer” — September 3, 2017
Jer 15:19–21
Thus says the Lord: If you turn back, I will take you back,
and you shall stand before me.
If you utter what is precious, and not what is worthless,
you shall serve as my mouth.

It is they who will turn to you, not you who will turn to them.
20 And I will make you to this people a fortified wall of bronze;
they will fight against you,

but they shall not prevail over you, for I am with you


to save you and deliver you, says the Lord. 
21 I will deliver you out of the hand of the wicked,
and redeem you from the grasp of the ruthless.

Matt 16:21–26
21 From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.22And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.” 23But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling-block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”
24 Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 25For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. 26For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life?”

Jeremiah is told to be strong and relentless with his fellow countrymen, not to give in to their desire to deny that their frivolousness will have consequences. Jesus has to show the same bronze-hard determination, knowing that he is going to be arrested and killed.

This is the first of three warnings of his coming death that Jesus gives to his apostles, along with the promise that he will rise again. The three warnings and promises occur in Mark and Luke, as well, for a total of nine passages. He gives a lot of detail in these passages about who will get him arrested. What is not present is any hint of atonement theology, any notion of a saving death, or of salvation being dependent upon the death. These are sober and factual warnings to his friends who are quite unprepared for the violence that is looming. 

Jesus knew it would be hard for them to handle the coming events. But he needed them to not fall to pieces, to stay focused on preaching the gospel as he had trained them to do.
The lack of readiness is shown by Peter’s response to this warning; he tells Jesus it simply can’t be so. Jesus tells him he is thinking human, and not divine, thoughts. “Get behind me, Satan,” is not the kind of thing he ever again says to any of the apostles, even to Judas. It is very jarring, but he had to shock Peter out of his denial, and only something intense would do it. Jesus had to live out his life to completion, even though it meant that the authoritarian religious leaders would see him as a threat, and would get him killed.

In fact, this has happened over and over again in Christian tradition: a teacher shows a way of liberation from authoritarian priestly control, and the priests get him killed. The Catholic Church killed the reformer Jan Hus, and many others. Jewish tradition says that a mob under the control of the authorities killed the prophet Amos.

Jesus is not just speaking to the apostles. He is telling all of us about the need for self-denial when he says “take up [you]r cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it” (Matt 16:24–25).

Jesus speaks dramatically, but there is drama in life if you stand for something. You will encounter resistance. 

All disciples, at one time or another in their walk of faith, will feel like they are carrying a cross. They will encounter hostility, and will have to endure it. But it is a permanent spiritual truth that those who are willing to lose their life for Jesus’ sake, will save it. It is a many-layered truth. At one level, it refers to being willing to die for the faith. But it also applies to all of us non-martyrs.

Jesus is saying that we must be willing to let go of ego and of our ambitions and desires. We need to live for truth, for Jesus, regardless of the consequences. We may have to die to selfishness, even die to the desire to always be treated fairly. 

We certainly have to let go of expecting to be appreciated. Forward thinkers are rarely appreciated in their own time, and in their own country. As Jesus said, “Prophets are not without honor except in their own country and in their own house” (Matt 13:57). 

In fact, every forward-looking reformer is misunderstood and rejected, usually starting within the immediate family. Jesus was surprised that his apostles did not recognize this pattern, did not anticipate the rejection that was coming. This is part of what fuels his heated remark to Peter.
Unfortunately, the habitual resistance to thinkers continues in Christian cultures—but it shouldn’t! Christians should be different. Christians should be attuned to truth, wherever and whenever it is uttered. But instead, Christians have fallen back into old habits, old prejudices. How many Christians are children of the world and of the way things have been, more than they are children of God, and of the way things should be? 

I know I am often unconsciously the product of my environment and of material thinking, and I have to be reminded of my higher principles. I need to live for soul values more than for material values.

We come to Jesus’ final statement, where he says “what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their soul?” (16:26). You’ll notice that I’ve used the word “soul” rather than “life.” The Greek word psyche can be translated either “soul” or “life,” and “soul” is probably more accurate in this setting.

What does it profit us to gain the whole world, to make a lot of money, to get political allies and cronies, to be popular—if we neglect the soul? How empty are we then? 
We should not be too attached to material things, to status or popularity or wealth, or even safety. We are only on solid ground if we are truly devoted to God. God knows where our real loyalties lie, and God helps us progressively transfer our loyalties to the soul level. We can feel safe about that. But there are times when we need to set our face like bronze against an evil environment, and we need to stand for something, even if it costs us everything.
Even in that situation, however, God is with us, and guarantees our eternal safety. Of course we have to care for our material safety. But what does it profit us to strive only for material safety, if we are not spiritually safe?
