LENT 2, B – February 28, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Romans 5:1-11; Mark 8:27-38

“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it.” (Mark 8)
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One of my favorite comic strips in the paper is called “Zits.” All last week the main character, a 16-year-old boy named Jeremy, was weighed down and depressed by the February doldrums – pictured as a pig-like creature, limp and listless, tongue hanging out, sprawled on his head and weighing him down. Yes, that’s February! And how fitting that Lent almost always begins in February. Weekly Scriptures and hymns that focus on sacrifice and suffering and sin and death… February brings the Lenten doldrums! This morning Jesus seems to validate that thought: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” Oh, joy!
Well, there is joy there. There’s always joy – the joy of freedom, and not the weight of the doldrums – in following Jesus!... even when it means denial.

And following Jesus does mean denial. Our Lord sounds a very Lenten theme here, doesn’t he? You know, I’ve often said that we Lutherans don’t have to sacrifice and give up something during Lent. You can do so if you wish, but you don’t have to. Well, it turns out that I am wrong. We do have to give up and sacrifice. Jesus says so! He doesn’t require just a Lenten sacrifice, however; He requires a life-long sacrifice... and a sacrifice, not just of some particular thing, but of everything. “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” Deny himself. Wow… where’s the joy of freedom there?
Well, if you deny yourself, then you don’t have to worry about yourself. If your entire self is denied – your whole life, with everything you do and everything you are; there is nothing you have done or will do, both before and after you believe, that can contribute to your salvation or merit God’s love and blessing – then giving up something for Lent will not make you better. In fact, nothing will!
· If the whole car is totaled, then repainting it won’t improve it!
Face it: if your entire life must be denied so that Jesus alone can be your help, then nothing you do will improve you. Why worry, then, about whether you’ve done enough and been good enough to please God and go to heaven? You haven’t! You can’t! But, what about what you do as a believer in God, in Jesus? God said to Abraham, “walk before Me, and be blameless, that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly.” Doesn’t this mean that, after God reveals Himself to you and takes you as His own, you must live right and do what is right to continue to receive His blessing? Well: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself...” That covers everything. Nothing you do, before or after you believe in Jesus, makes you pleasing to God. Christ rejects it all… rejects everything you do and are! He alone is your help and salvation!
Don’t fool yourself. We live in “an adulterous and sinful generation,” Jesus says. He was not just talking about Peter and the other people among whom He lived. They weren’t worse than you or me. Every one of us is like Peter. He had just confessed Jesus to be the Messiah, God’s promised Savior. Why did he then take Jesus aside and rebuke him? Because he believed that the promised Messiah, the great servant of God who healed the sick and raised the dead and gave comfort to the worst of sinners by receiving them and forgiving their sins, couldn’t be rejected and killed. That just would not be right! How could it be? But, how wrong Peter was. A weak Messiah… a rejected Messiah… a crucified and dead Messiah… this would not just happen to Jesus. “The Son of Man must suffer these things.” Must: it was God’s will. God said so, and so it had to happen… but not because God is powerful. Jesus had to be rejected and die because God is good… because God loves us sinners, who, like Peter, mess up big time; and even when our intentions are good. “Get behind me, Satan!” Satan, because no matter how well-intentioned our desires and actions are, when short-sighted and selfish they are satanic. We are wrong, are sinful, and cannot be any other. And so: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself...”
This might seem to be the worst of doldrums. Quite the opposite. Why worry about what is denied? Jesus frees us from ourselves… frees us to love and follow Him.
Above all, as your Savior and friend. He’s a friend who’s bluntly honest with you for your good. “Get behind me, Satan!” Jesus said to Peter. That was quite harsh. But, He didn’t say, “Go away from me!” Peter was utterly wrong in trying to lead. Jesus called him back to following. He knows how bad you are; how wrong – satanic, even – your sins make you. But He remains willing to go before you and lead you… and even die upon a cross for you. He accepted as God’s will that you and I – with all of our well-intentioned but mistaken, satanic desires; with our sins, and the sufferings and death they both cause and bring – be not denied but accepted by Him and taken as His own. Jesus accepted as God’s will that He pay the penalty of death and hell for what we do and are, and He gave His life for us on a cross; and “we have now been justified” – pronounced innocent… free! – “by his blood,” Paul says in Rom. 5. Have now been. It’s done! Because of Jesus’ death on a cross for you God is at peace with you!
Be at peace with Him. Believe in Jesus. Believe that you are blessed by God because of what He, and He alone, has done for you. Such faith brings you peace; the peace of knowing that “through [Jesus] we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand.” You stand in grace because of Jesus. God is looking upon you with love! He is not quick to see your sins and ready to punish you for them. He’s your Father who loves you and will never cast you aside! This is the peace you have in Jesus.

Live in this peace and joy and you will also be able to follow Jesus as your Master. It’s not easy to do so in this adulterous and sinful generation, which is getting worse as time goes on. Confessing the crucified Jesus to be your Savior and denying yourself to follow Him as your Master will bring you a cross. Some will separate themselves from you and consider you a danger, and not a friend. Who knows what burdens you will have to bear because you bear the name of Jesus? But, deny yourself, and not them. And, do not fear. “We rejoice in hope of the glory of God,” says St. Paul. We can even rejoice in our sufferings, for they do not happen apart from the will of God. He will direct them and use them to strengthen and bless your faith and your life.
This is all your as you deny yourself and trust in Jesus alone. You then do not need to worry about all the bad there is in this life and world, and even in you. God has denied it all by laying it all upon His Son and crucifying it in Him. Deny it yourself, for “since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (Rom. 5:1) Be at peace, gladly follow Jesus, and rejoice in your life, even with its doldrums. And He who came into this adulterous and sinful world bringing abundance and joy… changing water into wine… feeding 1000’s with five loaves of bread and two fish… healing every sickness and disease… and blessing Abraham and Sarah with a son, and us with children and grandchildren… He will take away your doldrums and fill you with His joy;

· In this life. You can now enjoy it in Jesus!

· And in its fulness “when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”
All praise be to Jesus, who with the Father and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, God forever! Amen.
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