July 24, 2020                                             Devotional       
Let us consider the teachings of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew:

“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it.  What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?” Matthew 16:24-26.
In these words we hear Jesus’ call to discipleship.  In Greek the word disciple means both follower and learner.  A disciple dedicates his or her life to learning and growing in one’s Christian faith and relationship to God.  A disciple follows Jesus by embodying Christ’s commands and precepts in one’s life.  A disciple is guided and empowered by the indwelling spirit of Christ.  How are you learning and growing in faith?  How are you following in faith?
Do Jesus’ words challenge you?  For following Jesus is by no means simple or easy.  It wasn’t in Jesus’ day and it’s not in our day.   I honestly believe that following Jesus is a daily challenge.   
To declare that one is a disciple of Jesus, is to say that Jesus is Lord.  Jesus is one’s personal Lord and Jesus is the Lord over all rulers and powers of this world.  It is to affirm that one’s life stands under Jesus Christ.  It is to say one’s life is not one’s own, but that it belongs to Jesus Christ.   Jesus expects that our ultimate loyalty, allegiance, and commitment is to him.

Jesus knew what calling followers would mean in terms of the consequences for one’s relationships, including families and friends.  Jesus knew conflicts and disagreements would arise between those who chose to follow Christ and those who chose not to.  In the Roman world of Jesus’ day, to have a professing Christian family member was dangerous, because if the Romans found a believer in the household, they would arrest the entire household.  There was a cost, a price to pay to follow.   If there is no cost, no sacrifice, then ask yourself – am I truly following Jesus today?   
Following Jesus is one of life's greatest challenges.  And each of us, either have had to or will have to choose where our loyalties lie.  I believe it’s a decision we make again and again during our lives.  
Jesus says you must deny yourself, forget yourself!  Some have interpreted those words to mean Jesus was calling followers to deprive themselves physically.  He was exhorting followers to lead an ascetic lifestyle. He was telling followers to neglect their own health.  Some have interpreted his words to mean despise yourself, don’t care about yourself.  But this doesn’t square with Jesus’ command to love your neighbor as you love yourself.
I interpret Jesus’ words to mean: don’t be dominated by self, don’t worship self, don’t be self-absorbed or become a prisoner to self.  Love others, not just yourself.  Deny that natural sinful desire to concentrate exclusively on your own needs, wants, desires, and comforts.  Open your eyes to the needs of people around you.  Grow in conforming your heart and mind to the heart and mind of Christ.  Strive by faith to reach the very height and breadth and depth of Christ’s full stature. Be Christ-centered rather than self-centered.
What do Jesus’ words - forget yourself or deny yourself mean in terms of your life?  
Take up your cross!   Jesus took up the cross to die for the sins of the world.  An instrument of torture became a means of grace.  The cross Jesus calls us to take up is a decision to give or dedicate our lives to something or someone beyond ourselves.   The cross is something that Christ wants you to take up on behalf of another.  It requires making a personal sacrifice on behalf of someone or something else.  It is sharing another’s burden and bearing it with them.
When we accept Christ’s call to take up a cross, the Holy Spirit empowers us to fulfill that call.  Yes, there is always a price.   Sometimes it’s the sacrifice of time or money.  And on occasion, it requires the ultimate sacrifice, the giving of one’s life in the service of Christ.

Our motivation for taking up a cross is our knowledge that Christ loves us.  It is motivated by our desire to obey Jesus Christ.  It is motivated by our desire to thank Jesus Christ.  It is motivated by our desire to share with others what we have received from Jesus Christ.  Discipleship always begins with Christ’s Spirit reaching out to our spirit.  You may or may not recognize it as a call from the Lord.  The cross Christ calls us to carry varies in kind and time.  Christ may call you to carry a cross on behalf of another for a day, a week, a month or for a life-time.  You likely will carry more than one cross during your life.   Is there a cross Christ is calling you to carry today?
St. Francis said it beautifully: “It is in giving that we receive, in pardoning that we are pardoned, and in dying that we are born unto eternal life.”  
The Lord bless and keep you,

Rev. Alan W. Deuel
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