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The story of Jesus MUST BE TOLD … and you and I are God’s singular plan to get the word out about who Jesus is and about WHY and HOW He stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives and bring us back into relationship with God.

ILLUSTRATION … The story is told that when Jesus returned to heaven after His resurrection, the angels came up to Him and said, “It’s so good to have You back.  What’s happening next?  How’s Your work going to continue on earth now that You’re back in heaven?”

And Jesus replied, “There’s these 11 guys … there were 12 … but now there’s 11, and their wives and kids, and some other people have joined them now.  They’re mainly fishermen, but there’s also some former Jewish Religious Leaders, a tax collector, and even some teenagers.  I’ve asked them to spread My story to the world.”

The angels listened intently, and after hearing Jesus’ plan to use ordinary people to get the word out about who He was, and what His plans were, they politely asked, “Uh, so what’s you’re backup plan?”

And Jesus said, “I don’t have a backup plan.  This is Plan A, and I don’t have a Plan B.  I’m counting on My people … it’s up to them to partner with the Holy Spirit and with one another to get this done.”

And friends, I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON … 

Jesus Christ is calling you and me as His people to talk about Him with the people He brings across our paths.  To not do this is to dishonor God’s intent and the gift of new life He has given us.

It’s out of this revelation of Jesus Christ that God makes to us, and that He is expecting us to share with others that the with-God life of the GREAT EXCHANGE begins to mature and grow in us.  But of course, the challenge is that there’s a lot of stuff that gets in the way of us listening to Jesus and then talking with other people about Him.  Our shame, your fears, my ego, your woundedness, our titles, your successes, and much more.  And notice what’s always snack dab at the center of all this blockage to obedience … the words OUR, MY, YOUR.  It’s always SELF that gets in the way from moving from knowledge about what we’re to do as followers of Jesus Christ and obedience to what we’re to do as followers of Jesus Christ.

Okay, so what helps us become better LISTENERS TO GOD, and therefore, better RESPONDERS TO AND PARTNERS WITH GOD … what helps us become people who aren’t only willing to listen to God and the “easy messages” He has for us … but people who are open to following God’s messages that call us to PRUNING, and to SACRIFICE, and to CHANGE?  Here’s the deal … as we’re listening to God, to God’s Word, and to those God sends into our lives … it’s then, out of that place of holy saturation and overflow that we start becoming obedient and surrendered to the things God calls us to … to the easy and the difficult, to the small and the epic, to the challenges that involve taking hold, and to the challenges that involve letting go … it is then that we’ll begin coming to the place where faith becomes less about us, and more about God.  Please turn with me in your Bibles to MARK 8:22-38 …

MARK 8:22-23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

22 And they came to Bethsaida.  And they brought a blind man to Jesus and implored Him to touch him.
23 Taking the blind man by the hand, He brought him out of the village; and after spitting on his eyes and laying His hands on him, He asked him, “Do you see anything?”

Jesus and His disciples are passing through a city called Bethsaida, on the NE shore of the Sea of Galilee, on their way to a region called Caesarea Philippi.  Many of Jesus stories, parables, healings, deliverances, and miracles are in more than one of the four Gospels … and three of them (the CLEANSING THE TEMPLE, THE FEEDING OF THE 5,000, and JESUS’ CRUCIFIXION AND RESURRECTION) are found in all four Gospels.  But the story of this healing is found only here in MARK 8.

Gang, even though Jesus knows each of us as individuals, it’s fascinating to me how He handles each of us, and each healing uniquely.  And whatever Jesus chose to do in any given healing, He always did it in order to increase the person’s faith … based on knowing what they specifically needed.

For instance, here in MARK 8, Jesus begins by taking the blind man by the hand outside of the village.  As you know, when one of our senses is lost or compromised, our other senses become sharper.  As Jesus takes this man outside of town, I can see Him trying to avoid the circus-like atmosphere that often surrounded Him.  I can just see Him wanting to simply minister to this man one-on-one … and so He takes him to a place where they’d be less distracted by all the sounds around them.

Then, Jesus spits in the man’s eyes and lays His hands on him.  Jesus doesn’t spit into His own hands, and then onto the man’s eyes.  Mark tells us that Jesus spits onto the man’s eyes.  Weird.  But remember that since it’s Jesus doing it, there’s intention in every move, and purpose in every action.  And yet, even with this intentionality, the blind man wasn’t completely healed until after Jesus questioned him and then laid His hands on him for a second time.   Have you ever heard of the term OCCAM’S RAZOR?
 
OCCAM’S RAZOR is the common name of the Latin phrase lex parsimoniae, which is referred to in legal terms as THE LAW OF ECONOMY, and it means that NO MATTER HOW COMPLICATED A SITUATION IS, THE SIMPLEST EXPLANATION FOR ANYTHING, IS USUALLY THE RIGHT EXPLANATION.  While reading about the healings of Jesus throughout the Gospels, OCCAM’S RAZOR frequently comes to mind.  And I wonder if Adam Clarke, an 18th-Century British pastor-teacher – and also one of the most prolific Christian writers of his day might have also been thinking about OCCAM’S RAZOR when he wrote the following words about this healing here in MARK 8 …

“It is likely this was done merely to separate the eyelids; as, in many cases of blindness, they are found gummed together.  It required a miracle to restore the sight, and this was done in consequence of Jesus Christ having laid His hands upon the blind man: it required no miracle to separate the eyelids, and, therefore, natural means only were employed - this was done by rubbing them with spittle.”

I love how halfway through the healing, at the end of v. 23, Jesus asks the blind man, “Do you see anything?”  It’s like the Verizon guy … “Can you hear me now?”

MARK 8:24-26 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

24 And he looked up and said, “I see men, for I see them like trees, walking around.”
25 Then again He laid His hands on his eyes; and he looked intently and was restored, and began to see everything clearly.
26 And He sent him to his home, saying, “Do not even enter the village.”

Unlike other IMMEDIATE and COMPLETE healings we read about in the Gospels, this man’s healing is GRADUAL and PROGRESSIVE … and it’s just another example of the variety of healing methods Jesus used.  We don’t know for sure why did Jesus choose to heal this man, in this way, on this day, at this time … but based on the previous passage where His disciples struggled to believe in God’s ability and willingness to be their provision, I believe He did it as an illustration to them and to us that our own SPIRITUAL BLINDNESS WILL BE HEALED AND CHANGED GRADUALLY.

Think with me about your own life for a minute … isn’t this how most of God’s healing work in us is accomplished?  We receive it a little bit by a little bit.  We learn one lesson at a time.  We climb over one hurdle at a time.  Oh, we like to tell ourselves and others that we’re making huge spiritual leaps at specific moments in time, but doesn’t most of our real spiritual growth as Christians happens little by little?

Just like this man, you and I were once spiritually blind … blinded by Satan, the “god of this age” (SECOND CORINTHIANS 4:4), blinded by our own egos, our own fears, our own insecurities, our own brokenness and woundedness … we couldn’t see.  The whole idea of church seemed alien to us.  Gathering together to sing praise and worship songs to God, and to study God’s Word, to fellowship with other Christians, seemed crazy … like Vizzini, Wallace Shawn’s character in the 1987 film adaptation of William Goldman’s book The Princess Bride was so fond of saying … these things were INCONCEIVABLE and Christians and Christianity in general seemed downright bizarre.

But then one day, probably in the middle of some crisis, right when we were LEAST EXPECTING IT BUT MOST NEEDING IT, someone invited us to think about Jesus … they just naturally told us about the changes Jesus was making in their life, and the miracle of change and of coming home to God was set in motion in our lives.

So Jesus and His disciples were on the way to the Gentile villages of Caesarea Philippi, which were about 25 miles NE of the Sea of Galilee, on the Southern slope of Mt. Hermon at one of the sources of the Jordan River.  And Jesus asks His disciples a series of questions that got more and more personal as they went along …

MARK 8:27-30 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

27 Jesus went out, along with His disciples, to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way He questioned His disciples, saying to them, “Who do people say that I am?”
28 They told Him, saying, “John the Baptist; and others say Elijah; but others, one of the prophets.”

29 And He continued by questioning them, “But who do you say that I am?”  Peter answered and said to Him, “You are the Christ.”
30 And He warned them to tell no one about Him.

ILLUSTRATION … So many of us don’t know who we are, or why we’re doing what we’re doing.  In fact, when anyone over 40 asks a kid “What do you want to do when you grow up?” they usually don’t really care about the kid, they’re just looking for ideas.  Relate?

Gang, unlike us, Jesus didn’t ask the question “Who do people say that I am?” because He wanted suggestions about who to be when He grew up, or because He was confused about who He was, or because he had an unhealthy dependence on the opinions of others.  He asked this question as an introduction to a more important follow-up question.

And in response, the disciples said that some people thought Jesus was John the Baptist.  But those folks clearly didn’t know much about Jesus OR John the Baptist; otherwise they would have known that the first years of their ministries overlapped.

Other folks said that Jesus was Elijah – and what John the Baptist and Elijah had in common was that they were both miracle-working prophets of God who stood up to the corrupt political and spiritual leaders of their day … Elijah in the middle of the 900’s A.D. (you can read about him in The Old Testament books of FIRST AND SECOND KINGS) … and John the Baptist who was Jesus’ cousin, and you can read about him in all four of the Gospels, MATTHEW, MARK, LUKE, and JOHN.
 
But the bottom line connecting Jesus with John the Baptist and Elijah was that people were weary of being oppressed by the corrupt political powers that had been crushing Israel for centuries, and they were looking for a POLITICAL MESSIAH who would do some major housecleaning!  Then in v. 29 Jesus asks His disciples, “But who do you say that I am?”  No longer was Jesus asking them what OTHER PEOPLE THOUGHT, or what the buzz was on the street about Him.  Now, Jesus was asking each of His disciples, as people who’d made the decision to follow Him, WHAT THEY BELIEVED ABOUT HIM.

The Apostle Peter was well aware of the opinions of the crowds – and he knew what a compliment it was to be linked with either Elijah, or John the Baptist – but he also  knew that neither answer was right.  He knew that Jesus was more than a miracle-working prophet, and more than a national reformer calling people to repentance.  Peter knew that the truth was behind DOOR # 3!

And so he said to Jesus that He was The Christ, the Messiah, Emmanuel, God with them … that He was God’s only Son … that He was One who’d followed the plans of God the Father and stepped out of heaven so that He could step into the lives of anyone who surrendered their lives to Him and became His follower.  The Greek word Christ (Christos) means “anointed one” and was the Greek word used synonymously with the Hebrew word Messiah, referring to the promised Redeemer of the Jews.

In MATTHEW 16:16-18, Jesus’ response to Peter’s declaration of Him being the Christ, the Son of the Living God, was … “Peter, you’re right.  And on this rock (that is … Peter, on this solid, unmovable declaration you’ve just uttered about Who I Am, and about what I’ve come here to do) I will build My church.”

And yet today so many churches are built, not on this statement of who Jesus is, and not on the church’s desire to become more like Jesus Christ, but on so many other things.  We see churches built on programs, and churches built on personalities, and churches built on signs and wonders.  There are even churches built on the reputation of the purity of their tradition and their doctrine … and on their ability to be relevant to the culture in which they’re immersed.

But gang, Jesus told the Apostle Peter 2,000 years ago now, and He’s telling you and me here this morning, that He’s building His church on one thing, and on only one thing … on Himself.  So let’s be very cautious of any church, or movement that’s being built on anything or anyone other than on Jesus Christ, the Son of the Living God.  Because when a church is built on any other foundation, it’s not Jesus’ church.  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON … 

The important question isn’t what OTHERS think or say about Jesus – it’s what YOU think and say about Jesus.

Having Jesus as the center of who we are as the people who make up 2nd Street will equip us to keep our focus, live out our Mission, and keep becoming the church Jesus Christ is calling us to become … through transition, and through all the ups and downs and changes ahead of us.

We often talk here at 2nd Street about JESUS’ MISSION.  Tomorrow evening Teresa and I leave for two weeks of vacation – we’re heading to NYC to visit our son Ryan as well as my brother Brad.  But next Sunday right here, guest teacher Fred Allen, will share an important teaching on this topic of how knowing and embracing the Mission of Jesus brings authenticity to our lives as His followers.  And in vv. 31 Jesus plainly lays out that His Mission was to come, to die, and then to come back to life again.

MARK 8:31-32a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

31 And He began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.
32a And He was stating the matter plainly.  

And these things Jesus talks about here have to happen because of two great, immutable, undeniable, unchangeable facts …

1. You and I are separated from God because of the sinful (“missing the mark”) choices we make.
2. God loves us and longs for us to be brought back into relationship with Him.

If you were one of the disciples with Jesus on this day in Caesarea Philippi, listening to what Jesus was saying, and talking plainly about, His words would have come as an unbelievable shock, because all the Jews, including the disciples were EXPECTING or HOPING that Jesus was going to turn into a NATIONAL AND POLITICAL MESSIAH.  And in the midst of these expectations, hopes and prayers, Jesus tells His disciples that He’s going to suffer and die.  

ILLUSTRATION … It’s like someone running for President of the United States, having a successful grassroots campaign and then announcing a week before the election that she was going to go to Washington D.C. to be rejected, arrested, beaten, and publicly executed.  People thought the Messiah was to be a symbol of strength, not woundedness … this was why a suffering Messiah was unthinkable to the Jews!

And so in vv. 32b-33a Peter and Jesus rebuke one another.  How many of you know that when you or I rebuke Jesus, Jesus is the one who will always gets the last word?

MARK 8:32b-33a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

32b … And Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him.
33a But turning around and seeing His disciples, He rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind Me, Satan …”
 
Peter thought that his words of rebuke were showing Jesus he loved Him.  But Jesus, seeing to the center of things, knew that Peter was being used unwittingly by Satan.
In another account of this event in MATTHEW 16:17-19 we’re given a little more insight into what’s going on.  After Peter’s declaration that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God, Jesus tells Peter that God revealed this truth to him.  To connect what’s happening here with what I shared with you last Sunday from JOHN 11:9-10, when Peter received this revelation from God, he was “in the Light” … but then, moments later, as Peter rebukes Jesus, he’s “stumbling around in the dark”.  How does this happen?  Let’s look back at the progression of what’s happening here … 

1. Peter confesses Jesus as the Messiah.
2. Jesus tells Peter that God revealed this to him.
3. Jesus tells of His impending suffering, death, and resurrection.
4. Peter feels this isn’t right, and that like earlier, he was receiving this revelation from God.
5. Peter rebukes Jesus.
6. Jesus rebukes Peter.
 
Gang, if Peter was bold enough to rebuke Jesus, then evidently he was confident that what God told him was right and that Jesus was wrong about needing to suffer, die, and be resurrected.  But where everything came crashing down, and where Peter took a 90-degree turn away from God’s will was WHEN HE WAS FAR TOO CONFIDENT IN HIS ABILITY TO HEAR FROM GOD.   And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON … 

You and I don’t have to be demon-possessed to be used by Satan to get in the way of God’s plans.  Humility will always be at the heart of staying in the center of God’s will.
 
The way you and I will remain on guard, and make sure we’re not being used by Satan to get in the way of God’s plans is by being in God’s Word daily, by serving God passionately, by praying consistently, and by cultivating spiritual community and accountability as regular and valuable parts of our lives.  Discernment to God grows in direct correlation to our passion and devotion to God.  And at the end of v. 33 we find out how we move away from being a tool of God and become the Enemy’s tool.

MARK 8:33b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

33b … for you are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s.”

Friends, we have to make deliberate choices throughout each day, to set our minds on God’s interest, instead of on our own interests.  When we lazily allow our minds to float toward and dwell on the interests of others, instead of on the interests of God, Satan takes advantage of us and we not only get out of the center of God’s will for our lives, but more often than not, we influence other people in our lives to join us in this spiritual mutiny.

Peter was struggling here with what it meant that Jesus was going to be a suffering Messiah, and so he rebuked Jesus.  And in response Jesus not only rebuked and corrected Peter, but He invited him, and you and me to join Him in this life of surrender to the will and to the plans of God the Father.

MARK 8:34-38 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

34 And He summoned the crowd with His disciples, and said to them, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me.
35 “For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it.

36 “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul?
37 “For what will a man give in exchange for his soul?
38 “For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will also be ashamed of him when He comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels.”

A cross only has one purpose.  Death.  The cross isn’t about a way to feel good or look pretty, and it isn’t about a religious ceremony, or about hanging around our necks as a piece of jewelry.  Taking up the cross is a one-way trip to the death of and the forgiveness of our sin, and beginning a new life of relationship with God.  In these verses, Jesus makes denying ourselves synonymous with the taking up Christ’s cross.  Listen to what 20th-21st Century American Bible teacher and scholar Warren Wiersbe says about this in his commentary on MARK called Be Dilligent …

“Denying self is not the same as self-denial.  We practice self-denial when, for a good purpose, we occasionally give up things or activities. But we deny self when we surrender ourselves to Christ and determine to obey His will.”
 
Denying ourselves means to live as others-centered people.  Jesus is the only person who ever does this perfectly … and He does it by living only for God and to know and do His will.  But even though Jesus raised the bar to a level we’ll never hit perfectly, He calls us to follow in His steps.  Jesus carried a cross and walked down death row; and you and I have to follow Him in this if we’re going to be counted as His followers.
 
Look, I understand that what Jesus is saying here … THAT TO WALK DOWN DEATH ROW WITH JESUS IS THE ONLY WAY WE’RE GOING TO FIND LIFE … that this sounds counter-intuitive.  But we’ve got to follow Jesus in this way because it’s the only way we’ll ever find life.  Yes it sounds strange to say, “You will never live until you walk down death row with Jesus,” but that’s the truth Jesus is calling us to embrace.   Maybe it will help to think of it this way …

ILLUSTRATION … When planting a seed into the ground, we don’t actually “lose” the seed, even though it seems dead and buried.  What actually happens when a seed is planted into the ground, when it seems dead and buried is that the seed is set free to become what it was always intended to become.
 
Likewise, when you and I make choices to help us AVOID walking down death row with Jesus Christ, we usually do it because the cost seems too high.  In v. 36 Jesus speaks into this temptation and tendency when He asks us the soul-piercing question, “What does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul?”
Gang, the people who make the choice to live this way before God are the most happy, blessed, free people in the world.  Giving our lives to Jesus ALL THE WAY, and living as others-centered, missional, on-purpose people doesn’t take away from our lives, it adds to our lives … it’s what it means to be in an “I made a choice to follow Jesus”, covenant relationship with God.
 
Jesus closes this passage by saying that if we’re ashamed of Him, He’ll be ashamed of us.  Are you just playing around with Jesus?  Or have you given over your entire life to Him … ALL THAT YOU ARE … and ALL THAT YOU HAVE?  Are you willing to follow Jesus wherever He leads you … willing to give up anything and everything when He asks you to?  Is any of your life still yours?  Lose your life for Him, and you’ll find a new, more abundant life.  What’s sidetracking you?  What’s muddling up your focus?  What’s getting you thrown off your purpose, as a follower of Jesus Christ?

It’s so easy to get distracted and miss the main event … to get off track and end up miles from our goal.  We sometimes expect this kind of “life attention deficit disorder” from children, but adults can be just guilty of it as well.

ILLUSTRATION … The day was April 21, 1918.  Manfred von Richthofen (“The Red Baron”) led his flight of tri-planes to search for British observation aircraft.  An engagement ensued between a flight of Sopwith Camels led by Canadian Royal Air Force pilot Captain Arthur Roy Brown, nicknamed “Charlie Brown”.

Brown’s friend, Lieutenant Wilfred May was a rookie on his first offensive patrol.  May had been ordered to keep out of combat, but couldn’t resist.  He jammed his guns and, defenseless, headed away from the battle.  Richthofen spotted the lone plane and chose it for kill number 81.  Brown observed the scene below him and dove to help his fellow airman, knowing that May was no match for Richthofen.  Here’s what happened in May’s own words …

“It was then, with Brown closing from behind, that Richthofen, usually a meticulous and disciplined fighter pilot, made a mistake and broke one of his own rules by following me too long, too far, and too low into enemy territory.  Two miles behind the Allied lines, as Brown caught up with Richthofen and fired, the chase passed over the machine-gun nests of Australian Field Artillery.”

The debate continues over who fired the fatal shot that passed through Richthofen’s torso.  Ultimately it doesn’t matter – because whether he was hit from the air or the ground, The Red Baron was mortally wounded.

Richthofen was good.  Probably over-confident.  But he “broke one of his own rules.”  Maybe in his mind he was just stretching the rule a bit.  Or he was distracted by something that appeared too good to be true.  Whatever the case, he compromised his own standards, which led to his death.  For the Red Baron, the temptation of number 81 was too much.

Gang, like I’ve said to you many times before, THE MAIN THING IS THAT THE MAIN THING REMAINS THE MAIN THING.  You might think that the Red Baron’s MAIN THING was to shoot down enemy planes.  But it wasn’t.  It was to win a war, not trophies.  We can get careless and get off track.  We too can end up breaking our own rules or even worse, God’s Rules.

Do you know what God’s MAIN THING is for you and for your life?  Here’s how the Apostle Paul wrote about his purpose in this life … and I’d propose that you and I would do well to follow Paul’s EXAMPLE, INSTRUCTION, and WISDOM …

PHILIPPIANS 3:13-14 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

13-14 … I focus on this one thing:  Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us.

[bookmark: _GoBack]To one degree or another, we’ve all found it to be true that the more we live for ourselves, the more miserable we become.  If you want to feel miserable, start thinking about yourself.  Wonder how you’re coming across, how you’re doing, how you’re feeling.  When we take the temperature of how we’re doing, what we’re feeling, what we’re thinking, we lose the very essence of what it means to truly live.  It’s in saving others that we so often save ourselves.  It’s in helping others that we help ourselves.  It’s in giving to others that we get ourselves.  It’s when we die to self that we find life.  Blessed be the Word of the Lord.

NEXT SUNDAY, GUEST PASTOR-TEACHER FRED ALLEN WILL TEACH ON THE MISSION STATEMENTS OF JESUS CHRIST.  COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING …

THURSDAY MORNING DEVOTIONS WITH PASTOR GREGG ARE CANCELED THE NEXT TWO WEEKS WHILE GREGG AND TERESA ARE ON VACATION.  IT WILL RESUME ON THURSDAY, 20 JULY 2011. 
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