Bamford Chapel and Norden URC – Sunday 3rd September 2017 – 10.30am Communion
Sermon – Matthew 16:21-28 and Romans 12:9-21
(SLIDE 1) “Following Jesus”
Prayer…..

When we think about following what comes to mind for you?
It might be following instructions (SLIDE 2) for example an appliance. 

It might be following a recipe (SLIDE 3) for a meal you have not made before. 

It might be following someone on (SLIDE 4) Twitter or Instagram – social media/photo platforms. 

It might be following a sport’s star/team (SLIDE 5) and supporting them in games/matches. 

It might be following a route: (SLIDE 6) map, printed route or Sat Nav.

There may be more examples you can think of…but these (SLIDE 7) are but a few examples of the different ways we may follow - instructions, directions, individuals, teams etc. more than we think we do. 
I want to invite you to following the Matthew reading in your Bibles this morning….the reading is on page 984 of the church Bibles….. (SLIDE 8 – Matthew 16:21-28)
In the reading from Matthew’s Gospel this morning we heard of Jesus who seemed to have started a new chapter in his ministry. 
(SLIDE 9) “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, Chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” (Matthew 16:21)

In many ways Jesus had stepped up the gears! This is the first of three occasions when Jesus predicts his death. Predicts the suffering that he will endure and ultimate the death he will face. For the disciples this was totally of their radar! They never expected this from the Messiah they believed in! Never in a million years did they ever perceive that the Messiah….the Son of God would suffer….and then to die as well – NEVER!!!!
And Peter – the bold disciple, the one who rarely shied away from being willing to answer a questions or given an opinion too Jesus aside. 
Perhaps he thought the heat had got to Jesus! Perhaps he thought tiredness had overtaken him and he was beginning to make strange statements!
We are told Peter took Jesus aside and (SLIDE 10) “began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord! He said. “This shall never happen to you!” (Matthew 16:22)

I wonder what the other disciples thought? Did they agree with Peter in his rebuke of Jesus? Or was the penny beginning to drop that Jesus who had, thus far, not exactly fitted with the Messiah they hoped for….the messiah of the OT….. come with an altogether different mission?
I wonder if disappointment came over Jesus? Not many moments before Peter (in Matthew 16:13-20) had just made the amazing declaration about who Jesus was! And Jesus had said, in response to Peter’s declaration, (SLIDE 11) “on this rock [Peter] I will build my church and the gates of Hades [hell or the power of death] will not overcome it.” (Matthew 16:18)
And now this same man is taking Jesus aside to rebuke him!
I think this is a wonderful image of how frail we as humans can be….but more than that how frail we, as followers, can be. 

Jesus responds with an equally stern statement….
(SLIDE 12) “Get behind me, Satan!” (Matthew 16:23b)

Every time I have read this passage and even spoken on it I think I have focused on the fact that Jesus calls one of his closest disciples, if not the closest disciples, “Satan”. 
But I want to park that for a moment and focus on the three words,  (SLIDE 13) “Get behind me”. These struck me with a new and powerful relevance when I was preparing. 
It’s as if Peter has stepped out of line! And Jesus was saying – get back in line! Follow me.

And that got me thinking about how there are times when we, as followers, can step out of line! 

As has been said before shepherds in Bible times led the sheep didn’t drive the sheep. And I think there is something of that here, too. Jesus encouraging….or demanding that Peter steps back in line behind Jesus. 

This is not a literal “stand behind me” but a spiritual “stand behind me” for when Peter (and us) stand behind Jesus we see where he is leading us. When we get distracted and step out of line we lost the one who is directing us. 
ILL: I have my Sat Nav on silent in the car. I have changed the master setting so I rarely, if ever, hear a voice. Mainly because I find it irritating at times! Especially when it is part of a journey you are familiar with and the sat nav is still telling you where to go! 

But there are times when I miss a junction or miss a turning because I have not (rightly!) got my eyes fixed permanently on the screen. I would miss less junctions or turns if the voice was speaking to me. 

I think there is something we can all learn from that for our spiritual journeys. It is not only a matter of keeping our eyes on Jesus it is also about listening for his voice too. 
As the 19th/20th Century hymn writer put it:

“Turn your eyes upon Jesus,
look full in his wonderful face;
and the things of earth
will grow strangely dim
in the light of His glory and grace.”
(CMP 712 – words by Helen Lemmell)
Being a follower of Christ means we are following Christ. Following Christ means we listen for His voice and follow in accordance with His word. 
The words from the Romans 12:9-21 reading we also heard a few minutes ago speak to me about what it means to be a follower (SLIDE 14):
Phrases like: “Love must be sincere” (v9)  
“Hate what is evil; cling to what is good” (v9)
“Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervour, serving the Lord” (v11)
“Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.” (v12)
And I could go on and on….I  encourage you to read that passage again when you get home later. 

The words from Romans speak to me of how we will behave or how we will live as Christians – as followers of Jesus. 
There are times in my life when God has had to say: “Richard, get behind me.” There are times in my faith life when I have felt God’s gentle rebuke. I see those times as times of great learning. 
As activities begin again after the summer break I want to encourage us all to get back in line with Jesus. Not because we have been disobedient necessarily and stepped out of line (although some of us may have done that – and that is between you and God!) but to step back in line in stepping into the plans and purposes that God has for you in this Church. 
I believe we, as a church, are at a cross roads (SLIDE 15) God has brought us on an amazing journey (SLIDE 16) – the church has an amazing 216 year history behind us – and God has journeyed with this church. 
I believe we are in a time like no other. Where we can make right and wrong decisions. We can go down the road to (SLIDE 17) the left or the right and they would be distractions…. (SLIDE 18) places we could go where God was not leading us. 
These distractions may be places/people/things that currently distract us from God’s plan and purpose. Places where we feel we are in control. 
The road ahead is where God wants us to be (SLIDE 19). The road where He has gone before us. With His plans for us as individuals and us as the church. 

Please never think the church is perfect! We will never be a perfect church because there isn’t one this side of eternity! 
What I believe God is saying to us through these passages today is “get behind me and follow where I am leading you.”. There will be tough decisions ahead….there will be decisions we make that we don’t all necessarily agree on – but I stress the need for prayer, patience and unity. 
For the God who calls us and equips us as His people is faithful….is powerful….is gracious….but is demanding and wants our full attention without distraction. 
God has invited us on an amazing journey with Him! And I can tell you without any shadow of a doubt at all….that God has a plan for you and for me. He asks us to step in line behind Him and to walk His Way. 
Amen. 

When I introduce the time of reflection and prayer please press for SLIDE 20. [we than have a few moments of quiet reflection before I introduce the prayer we will say together.]
(SLIDE 21) I want us to pray this prayer together as a church 

Heavenly Father, 
We give You thanks for the history of this church. We thank you for those who have served You faithfully here. 
But we now prayer for ourselves – that we may be the people You want us to be. May we follow Christ  and not get distracted by anything or anyone else.
May Your Holy Spirit lead us and guide us into the future. 
Amen. 
