22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time
Matthew 16:21–27
There are some moments in the Gospel when Jesus says something that makes us stop and think, “Wow… that sounds a little harsh.”
Today is one of those moments.
Just a few verses earlier, Peter had made one of the greatest declarations of faith in the Gospel. Jesus asks the disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” And Peter answers, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
Jesus praises him. He tells Peter that he is the rock upon which He will build His Church.
And then, almost immediately, Peter gets it wrong.
Jesus begins to explain that He must go to Jerusalem, suffer, be rejected, be killed, and be raised on the third day.
Peter doesn't like that plan.
So Peter takes Jesus aside and basically says, “Lord, let's not talk like that. That's not going to happen to you.”
And Jesus responds:
“Get behind me, Satan!”
Ouch!
Imagine being Peter. One minute Jesus is saying, “Blessed are you, Simon,” and the next minute He is saying, “Get behind me, Satan.”
Peter must have been thinking, “Well, this conversation took an unexpected turn!”
But there is something very important happening here.
Peter wasn't trying to hurt Jesus. Peter loved Jesus. Peter wanted to protect Jesus. Peter wanted Jesus to succeed.
The problem was that Peter wanted Jesus to follow Peter's idea of what the Messiah should be.
Peter wanted glory without suffering.
He wanted victory without the cross.
And isn't that something we can understand?
We often want God to bless our plans rather than asking God to transform our plans.
We say, “Lord, this is what I think should happen. Please bless it.”
And sometimes God seems to say, “No. I have something different in mind.”
And that's difficult.
Because we like the Jesus who makes everything better.
We like the Jesus who heals the sick, feeds the hungry, calms the storm, and multiplies the loaves.
But today's Gospel reminds us that Jesus is also the Jesus of the cross.
And He tells us something that we would often rather not hear:
“Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.”
That's not exactly the kind of message you put on a greeting card!
But it is at the heart of Christianity.
Following Jesus doesn't mean that life will always be easy.
It doesn't mean that Christians will never experience disappointment, sickness, grief, loneliness, financial difficulties, family problems, or uncertainty.
The Christian life isn't a promise that we won't have crosses.
It is a promise that we won't have to carry them alone.
Jesus doesn't say, “You won't have a cross.”
He says, “Take up your cross and follow me.”
And notice something else.
Jesus doesn't tell Peter to carry Jesus' cross.
Jesus carries His cross.
And Jesus asks each of us to carry the cross that belongs to us.
That may be the cross of caring for an aging parent.
It may be the cross of forgiving someone who hurt us.
It may be the cross of dealing with a difficult family situation.
It may be the cross of living with disappointment.
It may be the cross of standing up for what is right when everyone around us is going in the opposite direction.
Sometimes our cross is simply getting out of bed in the morning and saying, “Lord, I don't feel like doing this today—but I'm going to trust You anyway.”
And here's the good news:
The cross is never the final word.
Jesus tells Peter that He will suffer and die—but He also tells him that He will be raised.
The cross leads to resurrection.
The suffering is not meaningless.
The sacrifice is not wasted.
The pain is not the end of the story.
That's the heart of our Christian hope.
And perhaps that's why Jesus says:
“What profit would there be for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?”
We live in a world that constantly tells us to gain more.
More money.
More possessions.
More recognition.
More followers.
More success.
More comfort.
More security.
But Jesus asks a different question:
“What is happening to your soul?”
We can gain the whole world and still be spiritually empty.
We can have a beautiful house and an unhappy home.
We can have a successful career and a restless heart.
We can have plenty of money and very little peace.
We can have thousands of contacts in our phone and still feel completely alone.
The world asks, “What do you have?”
Jesus asks, “Who are you becoming?”
That's a very different question.
And perhaps that's the challenge of today's Gospel.
Peter wanted Jesus without the cross.
We can sometimes want Christianity without sacrifice.
We want forgiveness without forgiving.
We want resurrection without dying to ourselves.
We want heaven without holiness.
We want the blessings of faith without the demands of discipleship.
But Jesus says, “Follow me.”
And following Jesus means allowing Him to change us.
It means dying to our pride.
Dying to our need to always be right.
Dying to resentment.
Dying to selfishness.
Dying to the idea that everything has to go our way.
And when we die to those things, something new can begin.
That is the paradox of Christianity.
When we give ourselves away, we discover ourselves.
Jesus says, “Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
Think about the people we admire most.
Usually, they aren't the people who spent their lives asking, “What can I get?”
They're the people who asked, “What can I give?”
A good parent gives.
A faithful spouse gives.
A good friend gives.
A generous Christian gives.
A saint gives.
And sometimes the greatest acts of love are very ordinary.
A phone call.
A visit.
A meal.
A kind word.
A willingness to listen.
A decision to forgive.
A prayer for someone who may never know we prayed for them.
These things may not make headlines.
But they matter to God.
So perhaps the question for us this Sunday is not, “What cross do I wish I didn't have?”
We all have one.
Perhaps the better question is:
“Lord, how do You want me to carry the cross I have?”
And there is another important detail in Jesus' words to Peter.
He says, “Get behind me.”
In other words, Peter had gotten out in front of Jesus.
He wanted to lead Jesus.
And that's when Peter got into trouble.
Maybe that's a good lesson for us, too.
Sometimes our problem isn't that Jesus isn't walking with us.
Sometimes our problem is that we're trying to walk ahead of Him.
We make our plans.
We decide what should happen.
We tell God how things ought to work.
And then we become frustrated when God doesn't cooperate with our schedule!
Perhaps Jesus is gently saying to us:
“Get behind me. Let me lead.”
That's what discipleship means.
Not walking ahead of Jesus.
Not dragging Jesus behind us.
But getting behind Him and following.
And if we follow Him, He will lead us through the cross to the resurrection.
So today, whatever cross you are carrying, don't carry it without Christ.
Whatever burden is weighing on your heart, bring it to Him.
Whatever disappointment you are facing, place it in His hands.
Whatever sacrifice love is asking of you, don't be afraid.
And whatever the future holds, remember this:
The cross is not the end.
Jesus has already gone before us.
He has carried the cross.
He has conquered death.
And He promises that if we follow Him faithfully, the road eventually leads not to defeat, but to life.
So when the cross becomes heavy, don't give up.
When the road becomes difficult, don't turn around.
And when you don't understand what God is doing, remember Peter.
Sometimes faith means trusting Jesus even when we don't understand His plan.
Because ultimately, Christianity is not about having all the answers.
It is about knowing Who to follow.
And Jesus says to each of us:
“Take up your cross, and follow me.”
Amen.


