Sermon for 1st Sunday in Lent 
St Timothy’s Church. 1st March 2009
(Sarah Walsh)
1. SERMON TEXTS

a) 2 Corinthians 5:14-18

14For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died. 15And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. 

16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view;* even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view,* we know him no longer in that way. 17So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new! 18All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation.
b) Mark 8:27-38

Peter's Declaration about Jesus 

27Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” 28And they answered him, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” 29He asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” 30And he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him. 

31Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. 32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” 

34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.” 

2. SERMON: “Carrying your cross”
Today we’re beginning a Lenten series of 5 sermons – this mornings is entitled “Carrying your cross”. This then will be the focus for this particular sermon.  
I’d like to begin by focussing upon the first few verses of the Gospel passage that we heard from Mark 8. To help though to picture the scene; I would like to share with you a little bit about my youth and the time I spent as a teenager with the youth club at Christ Church, in Fulwood. We had some great times together and many events were organised for us such as our annual houseparty, going out for days in the summer into Derbyshire and we even went on one occasion for a night walk which when I was 16 was a very exciting thing to do. As a young person I really looked up to my youth leader, Greg because he was someone that I great admired. The friends I made and the fellowship we had were great, although of course there were at times difficulties and arguments amongst us which had to be dealt with and sorted out. The group though would not have worked as well as it did without the charisma of Greg who had the ability to mix with us as well as helping us to grow in God as well. 
I am sure you all too have had similar experiences of being involved with a charismatic leader who it has been a delight to know and be with. This in a way must have been the experience that the disciples had as they followed Jesus. I sometimes really wish that I could have been one of those first disciples because  it must have been much much more thrilling than any of the experiences I have ever had. Observing the miracle for instance of a blind man being given back his sight which is the incident that directly comes just before the passage of the Gospel we read this morning is certainly something I have never experienced and I must admit I would be awestruck if I ever had the fortune of being involved with something like that. Those first disciples then, who had just begun to follow Jesus, must have gradually been recognising His great charisma and healing power. Trust between them was beginning to grow and there was great admiration for Jesus. This was then perhaps the reason why as they were walking the long distance between Bathsaida and Caesarea Philippi that Jesus asked them “Who do you say that I am?”. They gave several answers but it is the bold speaking Peter who gives hits the nail right on the head with the answer “You are the Messiah, the Son of God”.  

It’s a bit difficult to fully appreciate the excitement and joy that the disciples must have felt when they recognised Who Jesus was. Many Jews of the time were waiting for a Messiah – the anointed one sent by God – who they believed would rebuild or cleanse the Temple, defeat the enemy which was the Roman rule of the time, and bring God’s justice to the world – the Messiah then was to be God’s agent bringing in the Kingdom, in sorting out the mess and muddle of Israel of the time and in putting the Gentiles into their place. 
However the disciples enthusiasm was very short lived as they began to learn that all of their ideas and expectations of the Messiah was not what they had anticipated. Yes Jesus was bringing in the Kingdom of God but the goals and definitions of what this meant were radically different from the ones that most traditional Jews of the time had. He wasn’t then going to become a powerful King or ruler that would form an army to fight of Roman rule, neither was He going to build a new Temple. Instead Jesus was going to do something radically different which in wordly terms just didn’t make sense. As He explained to His disciples, He was  going to give up His earthly power, be arrested and condemned by the Jewish authorities and was then to be handed over to the Romans for a horrendous execution by crucifixion. 

This prediction of what was going to happen must have been a terrible shock for the disciples; who had had so much hope for what Jesus might do for them; and their society in the future – Jesus was “their hero” and now they find out that He was going to die – it is hardly surprising that Peter wants to deny and defend it – of course he didn’t want Jesus to die – it just could not possibly make sense. The disciples must have felt numb, and speechless with the words of verse 31 which state that: “the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed and after three days rise again”. They probably too did the not understand the last part of the verse which states “after three days rise again”. Of course as we live after Jesus’ resurrection we know that Jesus’ death was not the end– but the poor disciples must have felt completely bewildered and confused and possibly may well not have really wanted to have believed it. 
There are many similarities with the experience we have heard from today’s Gospel with our own lives. The next verses too are intended not just for the disciples that were with Jesus in His lifetime but apply to us all as well as the Christian life is about imitating and following Christ. We are called then, as followers of Jesus, to deny ourselves, to follow Him and to carry the cross. These are powerful, poignant, scary words and in the worlds eyes the cross, must seem rather odd – what other religion has a sign of cruel torture and death as it main symbol of faith?  Infact to many people they must think we are mad. The cross though is packed with meaning to which self-giving love, forgiveness, and new life are central. The cross then is not just a symbol for death and destruction but points to life – new life – because the heart of Jesus’ mission was to bring life to the world, to show people that they were and are loved by God and to assure them of forgiveness. 

As disciples of Christ then we are called too to “carry the cross” in order to grow more and more into His image. Through this we not only enter into a much fuller relationship with God and receive new life within ourselves but we can also become better channels and ambassadors of sharing His love to our needy world. Of course we are not, this side of Heaven, ever going to be able to be completely transformed into the complete mirror image of Jesus. And speaking for myself, the more I think of my life and the closer I become to God, the more I recognise how weak I am. There are many things within me which are often influenced by my own self-love, ambition and pride to which I hope one day I will be able to let go off.  Despite then sometimes my bitter disappointment in the way I have handled certain things or situations I also know as 2 Corinthians verse 14 states  “the love of Christ will always may urge me on”. Somehow miraculously as the Vicar keeps reminding and encouraging me Gods power is made perfect in weakness!  However awful or dreadful then we feel about ourselves we must not despair, God blesses us when we try to change and He will work through and in us even though we often do mess things up.  As we travel through Lent then and in order to be obedient to our Lords command of denying ourselves perhaps it is important to stop daily and spend more time, even if it is only 5 minutes, with God in prayer. During this time to seek Gods guidance about those things within our inner lives that are not “of God” and to try and ascertain in this what it is that we need to turn away and repent from.  
Denying ourselves is very important in order to grow as Christians and by doing this we will become more aware of how we can carry the cross of our worlds suffering for the sake of Christ. Our discernment of what God is calling us to take on board is something that we again have to pray about and also discuss in fellowship with each other. It is also very dependant upon what is going on in our lives at the moment. There are times for instance in my own life, and I am sure you have all had experiences too, when I have had to face really hard personal suffering. When Lucy’s sister, Emma died very suddenly through an accident I felt very much as if the cross I had to bear was my own personal suffering. My cross then at that time was to hold onto and trust in the love of God knowing that Emma was safe in the hand of God in heaven. My grief and pain for Emma will always be with me until the day I die – it is my continual cross to bear – but over the years I have found that God has enabled me to find peace within this situation. 

At others times in my life too I have felt very strongly that God has called me to carry the cross by being proactive through looking after people who the world would reject.  In  these situations I did have the choice of pulling out, but there was something within me, which I believe is God,  which made me keep standing firm to my convictions  even though  at times it meant an enormous amount of courage, perseverance and commitment. 
All of our lives are unique, we all called to different vocations and we are all in at various points on the Christian journey – some of us, like myself have been Christians for a long time whilst others have just made our commitment to Christ. It is therefore not possible to be too black and white and give too many instructions about how to carry the cross because at the end of the day all of us have to work out for ourselves with the help and guidance of prayer and the fellowship we have with each other. Although it is important to discern our own individual journeys as Christians – we are the body of Christ and so carrying the cross together is also an important part to our discipleship. Developing then the links we are beginning to have with Asha is one such way of how we can hold the cross of Jesus through practical help to those people who are less fortunate than ourselves. It will be great to hear how Jonathan and Di get on when they return in 10 days time. 

The Christian life is at times extremely hard to live out – it can feel at times as if we should be doing more.  At other times despite all our good intentions, prayers and wishes God seems to put us in positions that seem unfair and we are absolutely powerless to do anything about them.  The reality though, of being a Christian, is that through our own individual and corporate experience of the Living Christ, from reflection on scripture and on  our Lord’s life and from prayer, we are continually drawn to want to follow Jesus just like the first disciples. As we learn to get to know Him better and experience the activity of His love and forgiveness in our own lives and those around us, we can become more and more amazed by His graciousness, generosity and self-giving love. Jesus is our Messiah – the anointed one from God - He is “Our Hero” and God’s unique anointed suffering servant. He is  also our risen crucified King and our Lord and Saviour. 
It is His wish for us to follow in His footsteps “to deny ourselves and carrying the Cross” so that we can grow more and more into His image and so we can in our own individual ways be channels of His love. There is no doubt that at times following Jesus is difficult and it requires a huge amount of inner strength and perseverance to keep going. We must though never loose sight that Jesus’ death was not the end, but He is through His resurrection alive and active with all of us now. The cross the also represents the assurance of God’s forgiveness and new life.  
As we travel through Lent individually and corporately let us then keep hold onto the two components or dualism of the cross . Yes, carrying the cross for the sake of Christ does bring sometimes great personal pain but in time and through God’s mercy, love and grace it also brings new life as well. 
Let us finish just for a moment in silence – and pray that as we begin Lent that we will find time to devote ourselves more fully to getting into the habit of denying ourselves and to keep striving to carrying the cross for the sake of the Gospel. 

Amen. 

3. QUESTIONS
1. Jesus is perceived in many differing ways (Messiah, prophet, teacher, charismatic leader, hero, friend etc). What answer would you give to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” 
2. How do you discern the activity of Jesus’ presence and activity in your own individual everyday lives (family, friends and work)? 
3. “Self-denial and carrying the cross is only accomplished when one has recognised the significance of who Jesus is”. 
How true do you think this statement is? 
4. The Gospel states clearly that denial of self and repentance is a key element in serving Christ. How do we search our inner selves and how can we seek spiritual help if we need it? 

What do you think are the main reasons why this is such an important task in Christian discipleship and are there any rewards and benefits from doing it? 

5. Can you think of any situations from personal or joint experience where  “Carrying the Cross” has been a choice and how was the decision made? 
How can Carrying the Cross be continued to be developed through choice in our own individual and corporate lives and how can we discern that it is God-inspired rather than self-inspired? 

6. Carrying the cross can also be because we are having to face circumstances beyond our control. Can you think of any examples in your own lives or others?  

What suggestions do you have to keep hold of the Christian faith during these times? How can the church and its fellowship help at these particular times?   

