Confessing Christ
Have you ever made a confession? If you have you know what it feels like when you get really honest with yourself and then to step out in front of other people and tell the truth. That is what a confession is. It is telling the truth about what you think is right, and that comes from the very depth of your being.
Most of us do not like the idea of confession because it brings to mind unpleasant kinds of truth telling. Mostly we think of it as telling the truth about something that we have done wrong. And when we have done something wrong and there is a high likelihood that we are going to get caught we can sometimes be induced to come clean and to confess. The other connotation is when we have done something wrong in God’s eyes and we are compelled to confess those things to come clean so that we can be forgiven.

But there is another way to think of confession! It is the word that describes what Peter is doing in the first part of our scripture this morning. After the episode where Jesus feeds five thousand people with five loaves and two fishes He is alone with his disciples. And in this quiet time he is curious about what the disciples have heard about him as they passed through the crowd that day. So he asked them, Luke 9:18-19 “Who do the crowds say I am?” They answered, “John the Baptist; but others, Elijah; and still others, that one of the ancient prophets has arisen.” The confession coming from the crowd was probably not all that satisfying though it was headed in the right direction. The people were trying to figure out who and what Jesus really was and all they could come up with at the moment, their gut feeling, was that he was someone important. He also had some power because they have not only seen him feed all those people but they had either seen or heard of his healings and other great deeds. They are making a confession here based on what they have experienced. They are saying, “based upon the evidence this is what we believe is true and right.” 
But Jesus was looking for something more and so he turns to his disciples and says, He said to them, Luke 9:20 “But who do you say that I am?” Now, this question is not something that you ask someone lightly, this was serious. Jesus is approaching the end of his ministry and he is already headed toward Jerusalem which is kind of a city of destiny for him. He knew what was coming and he was trying to gage how much these guys he had been teaching were actually picking up. So he asks them to make a confession. He asks them to tell who and what they think he is; He wants to know what they really truly think. Peter responds saying, “The Christ of God”. 
This is another way of saying that Peter understood deep down in his heart that Jesus was the Messiah, God’s chosen one, God present with his people. And this confession was a big deal because this belief, this understanding, would profoundly affect the lives of those who saw the truth of it. 

It would affect their understanding of what God was trying to do in the world. We see this addressed in the next verse where Jesus tells Peter and the others not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah. They had figured out the right answer but it was important that they not go around blabbing it right now because no one would understand what is coming next. The disciples do not even understand what is coming next. Jesus tells them, Luke 9:22 “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.” This is a revelation of incredible magnitude. I am not sure what example I can use but this is big.

The Jewish people, the disciples included, had built a picture of the Messiah over the years that depicted him as a comic book hero who would sweep into their country take over and conquer the world. He would bring peace and prosperity to the people of God and they would be the ruling people of the world. But, if Jesus is the Messiah that picture begins to change in very significant ways. Jesus tells them plainly that he would suffer and be rejected and killed but that he would be raised on the third day. He doesn’t say anything about getting his army together and what they were going to conquer first. Even though they are standing in front of him hearing him say this they don’t get it and they don’t believe it. They know what kind of power Jesus has and they do not see any reason that he would ever suffer for any reason.
But Jesus has a totally different plan in mind. He is going to give up his power and his control and in weakness conquer the world, through love conquer hate and injustice, and through sacrifice send death down to defeat. And when has done all of that he is going to invite millions of people to voluntarily do the same thing in order to spread his vision of the kingdom of God across the face of the globe. 
This is the reason for the statements of self denial in the next paragraph. Luke 9:23 “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. The call to self denial is a common one among many different religions. Buddhism, for example calls a person to eliminate desire in order to avoid suffering in life because life is suffering and all suffering comes from desire. Jesus calls us to self denial not for its own sake but for the sake of others and his kingdom growing in the world.
The following was a note found in the office of a young Pastor in Zimbabwe, Africa.  It was written just prior to him dying for his faith in Jesus Christ and suggests that he understood what he was facing. It was printed in “the signature of Jesus’ by Brennan Manning
The young man says this about his faith. "I am part of the fellowship of the unashamed. I have the Holy Spirit’s power. The die has been cast. I have stepped over the line. The decision has been made. I am a disciple of Jesus Christ. I won’t look back, let up, slow down, back away or be still. My past is redeemed, my present makes sense, my future is secure.

I am finished and done with low living, sight walking, smooth knees, colorless dreams, chained visions, worldly talking, cheap living and warped goals.

I no longer need pre-eminence, prosperity, position, promotions, plaudits or popularity. I don’t have to be right, first, tops, recognized, praised, regarded or rewarded. I now live by faith, lean in His presence, walk by patience, am uplifted by prayer, and I labor with power.

My face is set, my gait is fast, my goal is Heaven, my road is narrow, my way is rough, my companions are few, my guide is reliable, my mission is clear. I cannot be bought, compromised, detoured, lured away, turned back, deluded or delayed. I will not flinch in the face of sacrifice, hesitate in the presence of the enemy, pander at the pool of popularity, or meander in the maze of mediocrity.

I won’t give up, shut up or let up until I have prayed up and paid up for the cause of Jesus Christ.

I must go till he comes, give till I drop, preach till everyone knows, work till he stops me. And when He comes for His own, He will have no trouble recognizing me because my banner will have been clear!"
I am not sure that we could come up with a better statement to describe what it means to deny ourselves and take up our cross. Too many times we set out to take up our cross only to be detoured because someone or something gets in our way. Too many times we have played chicken with sacrifice only to flinch at the last minute and back down because the cost is too high. Too many times we settle for the road of mediocrity which is wide and easy, and convince ourselves that it is the narrow road. 
We shy away from self denial not because we don’t understand what is being asked of us but because it goes against our most personal instincts to deny ourselves anything even when it might change the world for the better. Too often we shy away from sacrifice because though we can see the potential of millions of people finding a better life, we cannot see what is in it for us.

This is what Jesus alludes to in the next two lines. Luke 9:24-25 “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it. What does it profit them if they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves?” 
What he is telling us is something that is counter intuitive. He suggests that we will find what we were really created to be only when we give up living only for ourselves. He suggests in fact that we could have everything we ever wanted and in the process we lose our soul. 

We know in our hearts that these two statements are absolutely true. We have too many examples of people who have witnessed to us about how freeing it is to devote their whole lives or a good portion of their lives to helping other people. We have all probably known people who have found themselves not when they gained the world but when they gave up everything for a cause greater than themselves. Those people inspire us and excite us because somewhere deep down we know that what they are saying and doing is a truer look at life.

On the other hand we also know too many people who have everything and yet have lost sight of what life is really all about. In fact, I would suggest that this is the great problem with American society today. We all have too much and we have come to believe that we deserve too much. And in some cases we have decided that too much is owed to us. We are people who have everything but in the process we have lost our souls in the stashes of stuff that have kept us occupied and feeling good. In some ways the economic slowdown is a good thing because it may teach us that we can do with a lot less, and feel more alive. It is not that it won’t be painful to learn this lesson but it may never the less be good for us.

 When Jesus comes to his disciples in this passage and asks them who they think he is he is really asking them what their life is going to be about. He is asking for a confession of their understanding of reality that will be powerful enough to drive his mission in the world. Because a confession of reality that says Jesus is just one of the prophets of old isn’t going to cut it. That will not be powerful enough to cause these men to give their lives to spreading the good news. The news just isn’t compelling enough if Jesus is just a man who has done some good things. 

But if Jesus is God’s son, the messiah, God sacrificing his life for the life of all people, that is something different. That really is good news! That is a reality that some will be willing to die for because that message makes the world a different place. If the one who created this world is willing to suffer and die, let go of himself and give himself to his creation, then maybe that is really what life here on earth is all about. And if we all begin to live like self sacrifice is the way to truly live then our world by definition will be more selfless, less selfish, less self-centered, more focused on others. 

The confession that Peter made is a confession that changed the world. In each, generation the church seeks those who will finally understand and make a similar confession and in so doing change their world forever. 
What is your confession today? Who do you say that Jesus is? The whole New Testament is written to bring us to a place where we can make a true confession, that Jesus is Lord, like Peter did. Is your confession strong enough and deep enough to shape direct your life? Or, is it a confession that is lifeless and limp so that it has no effect on you at all? Or maybe your confession is somewhere in the middle, confident in private but in public worried still about your self image. Are you confident in your confession like this young pastor from Africa, so that you can stand up and be counted among Christ’s faithful? In this generation will any make a confession that will change the world? 

This is a question for you to pray about and ponder this week. If someone had to describe your confession by watching you and describing what you do what would they say? Would Jesus be part of that life confession? Would your confession be powerful enough to change the world?

Let’s Pray
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