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More and more news headlines reflect a growing conflict in our culture over Jesus and the Bible’s truth. This week the headlines focused on the debate over the definition of marriage here in California. The California courts say it is a right due any two persons. This overturns two votes of the majority of Californians that marriage is reserved only for male and female unions. Another recent area of conflict involves the Obama administration versus the Catholic Church over mandated health insurance requirements to include birth control. Of course everyone knows about the hotly debated arguments over abortion. And on college campuses there is growing conflict over those seeking to ban Christian groups from using campus facilities. They are requiring Christian groups to include non-Christians in their leadership positions for them to continue using campus facilities. There is a growing anti-Christian sentiment in our culture and among our government leaders. Of course this pales in comparison to what Christians are facing in other nations around the world. They are being jailed, persecuted, losing their jobs, suffering, and even being killed because of their faith in Jesus Christ. 

Divisions over Jesus have also come into denominations and local churches. Those that stand for Christ alone clash with those who want to include non-Christ centered views in churches. Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists, and Presbyterians struggle with this division over Jesus. Church of the Valley faces such conflict in our denomination. More and more pastors in local churches face opposition about the teachings of Jesus, often because these teachings are difficult for people to hear. In an article in the New York Times, a pastor shared about the pressure he faced in his church: "The advisory committee of my small congregation in Massachusetts told me to keep my sermons to 10 minutes, tell funny stories and leave people feeling great about themselves. The unspoken message in such instructions is clear: give us the comforting, amusing fare we want or we’ll get our spiritual leadership from someone else. Congregations that make such demands seem not to realize that most clergy don’t sign up to be soothsayers or entertainers. Pastors believe they’re called to shape lives for the better, and that involves helping people learn to do what’s right in life, even when what’s right is also difficult.” (G. JEFFREY MacDONALD, opinion published in the New York Times, Aug. 8, 2010)
So, the rest of my message will take only 6 minutes and I will tell you a lot of jokes. Actually, I am so grateful to minister here among you at COV. You hunger to hear the Lord’s teaching. I had a visitor recently tell me to speak longer to teach more of the truth of the Lord. Now I am sensitive to the Lord’s leading and to your attention spans. I commit to try to never bore you and always share the Lord’s message each week to help, encourage and challenge you. Together we affirm that Jesus’ truth is not only what we want to hear, but also what we want to follow. Although the teachings of Jesus may be difficult, and at times hard to hear, we have learned that following His teachings brings great reward. We are learning to doubt our doubts about Jesus’ truth, rather doubt that truth. That is because every time we think we know better than God how to run our lives, we have discovered that doesn't work. God does know better than us what is good for each of us.
Today we will look at what I believe is the toughest teaching of Jesus. On first reading, this teaching seems very harsh, unfair, and too hard to follow. However, if we look at it carefully, we discover this teaching actually brings greater life for those with courage to implement it in their lives. This key truth requires us to give up our lives for Jesus over any other demand or priority, including those that we love dearly. The paradox is that if we do not give up our lives for Jesus, we will lose everything that we try to hold close to our hearts. Let's hear how Jesus talks about this in Matthew 10:34-42.

34“Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. 35For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law— 36a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household.’

37“Anyone who loves their father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; anyone who loves their son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. 38Whoever does not take up their cross and follow Me is not worthy of Me. 39Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for My sake will find it.

40“Anyone who welcomes you welcomes Me, and anyone who welcomes Me welcomes the One who sent Me. 41Whoever welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and whoever welcomes a righteous person as a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward. 42And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones who is My disciple, truly I tell you, that person will certainly not lose their reward.”

Jesus is the Prince of peace. He came to bring peace with God and peace with each other in His family. Yet Jesus states here that He does not bring peace to this Earth. Jesus' peace is based on an eternal unity, not a temporary agreement to just get along. The peace this world demands requires tolerating behaviors that cause others harm. That is not real peace and it is not real love. If you truly love someone, you cannot sit idly by and watch them hurt themselves or others in their actions. If you truly love someone, you have to take a stand against the harmful behaviors and help the persons to find ways to be free of them. This can cause conflict in the short-term. Every parent understands the constant tension over whether they should tolerate certain behaviors or try to correct them. Every parent understands that discipline is difficult. If you discipline your child, there will be conflict with that child, but in the long term that child will be more successful and happy. If you don't discipline your child, there won't be conflict in the short-term, but in the long-term that child will have many problems. So what will it be: short-term conflict or long-term conflict? What will it be: spoiled child or successful child?
Jesus brings peace with God and peace with those in His family. Jesus does not bring peace with evil and darkness. Jesus does not bring peace with those who would stand against His truth and authority over our lives. We either stand with Jesus or we stand against Him; and you don't want to stand against Jesus. That is why families can become divided when one or more of their members become followers of Jesus. That is why communities and nations can come become divided over Jesus. That is why denominations and church families can become divided over Jesus. There can be only one Lord. No one can serve two masters. A house divided against itself cannot stand. Any nation not submitting to the authority of Jesus Christ will not last. Yet any family, any house, any nation standing as one under God finds itself “indivisible with truth and justice for all.”
Here is a key truth for our lives. Making Jesus the center of our lives helps us to put everyone and everything else in its proper place so that we live in harmony. Whenever we place anyone or anything else at the center of our lives, they or it cannot fill the place of God, which leads to disorder and problems in our relationships and lives. We cannot put our love for others over our love for Jesus or we will not be able to love anyone. Parents if you truly want to love your children, you must learn to love them with Jesus’ love. Children if you truly want to love your parents, you must learn to love them with Jesus’ love. Husbands if you truly want to love your wives, you must learn to love them with Jesus’ love. Wives if you truly want to love your husbands, you must learn to love them with Jesus’ love. You and I don't have enough love on our own to love anyone else. When we love anyone more than we love Jesus, that love always takes a selfish twist, where we love them more for our benefit and less for theirs. You and I know how difficult it is to truly love someone; to forgive, be patient, be kind and considerate. We need a love that comes from outside ourselves. We need a greater love that comes from the very source of unlimited love. We need Jesus at the center of our relationships so our relationships can succeed. If we are to be successful in any relationship, we must surrender that relationship to Jesus Christ.
This is what Jesus means when He tells us to take up our cross and follow Him. By the way, this is the first mention of the cross here in Matthew's Gospel. And it is very fitting this is the first mention of the cross, because to truly love someone you must be willing to sacrifice your life for them. Because Jesus loved us, He sacrificed His life on the cross for us. If we are to truly learn how to love another, we must take up our cross and follow Jesus in a sacrificial way in that relationship. We cannot do this in our own love or power. To take up our cross to follow Jesus does not mean we try to love like Jesus did without Jesus. No, we only have the power to love like Jesus did with Jesus. We have to say “no” to our own self efforts to love others or live life without Jesus in any way. We have to say “yes” to Jesus’ efforts in and through us to love and live with Him. Right at the very moment when you realize you cannot do it without Jesus, that is the moment Jesus can succeed through you.

Jesus must be the center of our lives, church and homes. Jesus must have first priority in everything we do and say. By doing this we acknowledge that He is the Lord, not us. By doing this we recognize He is God and we are His people. When this happens, every sacrifice we make results in reward. Every relationship we give to Jesus has greater hope. In Mark 10:28-31 when, Peter said to Him, “We have left everything to follow you!” Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields—and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and the last first.”
Although we give up a lot to follow Jesus, we gain so much more back. We gain the reward of a growing, deep, loving relationship with Jesus and the reward of the relationships we share in Jesus’ family. Look around you. Here are your brothers and sisters, your mothers and fathers, your children and grandchildren. Here is your family; a very small part of an even larger, immense family that is yours today and forever in Christ Jesus. I love the church and all we can do together. I love the deep relationships I experience in the church family. When our children were still babies, we followed the Lord’s calling to a church in Northern California, taking them away from close contact with their grandparents back in Pennsylvania, a continent away. An older couple in that church took a real interest in our children and our children really liked them back. This couple became over the years like grandparents to my children. There was so much love and support for my children from them and love and joy given back to them from my children. This couple is now with the Lord. We miss them, and thank the Lord so much for them. They were a beautiful gift of relationships from the Lord because we are in His family together. Let us rejoice in the relationships of love we find in Christ!
I have never regretted my decision to make Jesus the first priority – the center - of my life. That is why verses 40-42 of Matthew 10 are so important as an encouragement for us who share about Jesus with others. We go out to represent Jesus. We are Christ's ambassadors! We have the wonderful opportunity to represent Jesus to those around us. We gain a tremendous joy in directing people toward Jesus. Those who welcome us also welcome Jesus. What we do in Jesus name, even giving a cup of cold water, is rewarded. Any way that we give our lives for Jesus will be rewarded. Jesus knows what we're doing, and appreciates everything we do for Him. Jesus rewards all who minister in His name.
C. S. Lewis in the book Mere Christianity, (page 167) helps us to understand what Jesus means when He tells us to take up our cross and follow Him. "Christ says ‘Give me all. I don't want so much of your time and so much of your money and so much of your work: I want you. I have not come to torment your natural self, but to kill it. No half measures are any good. I don't want to cut off the branch here and a branch there, I want to have the whole tree down. I don't want to drill the truth, or crown it, or stop it, but to have it out. Hand over the whole natural self, all the desires which you think innocent as well as the ones you think wicked - the whole outfit. I will give you a new self instead. In fact, I will give you Myself: my own will shall become yours.’"
When we ‘lose’ our lives to Jesus, we find them! When we take up our cross, we discover Jesus. Submission to Jesus means freedom from wrong and evil. Submission to Jesus means freedom for healthy relationships and lives. I like to tell people that giving our lives to Jesus is actually the most selfish thing we can do. Now hear me clearly; I say that in the most positive way. The best thing we can do for ourselves is to give our lives and everything about them to Jesus. When we have Jesus we have not only life eternal, but also abundant life in this world. Jesus told us in John 10:10, "I have come that you might have life and have it to the full." So giving your life to Jesus means you have Jesus and everything that comes with Jesus.
This is the toughest and most rewarding teaching of Jesus, “38Whoever does not take up their cross and follow Me is not worthy of Me. 39Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for My sake will find it.” What will you do with this teaching? Will you try to hold on to your own life, keeping the control in your own hands? If you do, you will lose everything you hold dear. It vanishes into the temporal world around us. If you try to keep it, you lose it. Or will you give everything you hold dear to Jesus? If you do, He transforms us and all that matters to us into the eternal. If you give it away to the Lord, you gain it all. What will you do about Jesus?
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