	LORD OF LIFE SERMON
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First Reading Jeremiah 15:15-21
Jeremiah’s delight in the word of the Lord is contradicted by the heaviness of God’s hand upon him and God’s seeming unfaithfulness. God’s tough love to Jeremiah says that if he repents, he will be allowed to continue in his strenuous ministry. Jeremiah is strengthened by the simple words, “I am with you.”
15 O Lord, you know; remember me and visit me, and bring down retribution for me on my persecutors. In your forbearance do not take me away; know that on your account I suffer insult. 16 Your words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy and the delight of my heart, for I am called by your name, O Lord, God of hosts. 17 I did not sit in the company of merrymakers, nor did I rejoice; under the weight of your hand I sat alone, for you had filled me with indignation. 18 Why is my pain unceasing, my wound incurable, refusing to be healed? Truly, you are to me like a deceitful brook, like waters that fail. 19 Therefore thus says the Lord: If you turn back, I will take you back, and you shall stand before me. If you utter what is precious and not what is worthless, you shall serve as my mouth. It is they who will turn to you, not you who will turn to them. 20 And I will make you to this people a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you, but they shall not prevail over you, for I am with you to save you and deliver you, says the Lord. 21 I will deliver you out of the hand of the wicked and redeem you from the grasp of the ruthless.
Psalm 26: 1-8
1Give judgment for me, O Lord, for I have lived with integrity; I have trusted in the Lord and have not faltered. 2Test me, O Lord, and try me; examine my heart and my mind. 3For your steadfast love is before my eyes; I have walked faithfully with you. 4I have not sat with the worthless, nor do I consort with the deceitful. 5 I have hated the company of evildoers; I will not sit down with the wicked. 6I will wash my hands in innocence, O Lord, that I may go in procession round your altar, 7singing aloud a song of thanksgiving and recounting all your wonderful deeds. 8Lord, I love the house in which you dwell and the place where your glory abides. 
Second Reading Romans 12:9-21 
Paul presents benchmarks for faithful relationships with Christians and non-Christians. Love is the unflagging standard of our behavior. When we encounter evil, we do not resort to its tactics but seek to overcome it with good. While Christians cannot control the actions and attitudes of others, we seek to live at peace with all people.
 9Let love be genuine; hate what is evil; hold fast to what is good; 10 love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not lag in 

zeal; be ardent in spirit; serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope; be patient in affliction; persevere in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints; pursue hospitality to strangers. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be arrogant, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 Instead, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink, for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
Gospel Matthew 16:21-28 
After Peter confesses that Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (16:16), Jesus reveals the ultimate purpose of his ministry. These words prove hard to accept, even for a disciple whom Jesus has called a “rock.”
21 From that time on, [after Peter confessed that Jesus was the Messiah,] Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes and be killed and on the third day be raised. 22 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.” 23 But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me, for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” 24 Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any wish to come after me, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 25 For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life? 27 “For the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done. 28 Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.”
Sermon
	I hope by now, after the many sermons most of you have heard from me, you know the importance that God has placed on being in relationship with you and with all of humanity. God revealed this by sending Jesus into the world to be a bodily presence, living and breathing alongside of people, living everyday lives. And 

through Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension, Jesus has wiped away our sin and made it possible for God to be with us every day. Through that unheard of sacrifice, Jesus has revealed the depths of God's love for us and the power of that love to drive away anything that tries to separate humanity from our God and God's love. I know that sounds like the end of my sermon usually, doesn't it? No, it's just the beginning. 
	This is the foundational truth of our faith. God loves us unconditionally, even though we are sinful and limited and don't understand. And that is truly a comforting thought considering what we're going to talk about this week. We will begin by holding last week's passage and this week's passage next to each other, specifically the part about Peter. Last week, Peter confessed that Jesus is the Messiah, the son of the living God. And Jesus announced that his church will be built on the rock of that confession on that belief. 
	But THIS week, Jesus follows up that revelation of his identity by telling these same disciples that he will not come to do. He will have to face great suffering at the hands of the religious leaders in Jerusalem and be killed and on the third day be raised. Now, based on the reaction that followed, I'm going to guess they didn't hear the part about being raised. But Peter's response in THIS case is to rebuke Jesus, telling him this must never happen to him. And this time, instead of Peter being commended for his response, Jesus associates the response, maybe even Peter himself, to Satan for being a hindrance to him. Or the translation that we're more used to is being a stumbling block. 
	What's bothering me this week is how easy it is for our understanding to waver from rock of faith to stumbling block of the faith. And as we think about this, let us keep in mind that we are talking today about discipleship, not salvation. We're talking about how we live out our identity as God's people, not what we have to do to make it to heaven. We are considering all of this as people of faith who don't always have a grasp on what that faith means in our everyday lives. But as Jesus followers, as the church today, how we live out our faith will help others to know Jesus and by extension, to know God. The question is whether our lives or our ministry together points them to the rock of God's love revealed by Jesus or is a stumbling block to people experiencing that love?
 	As in so many things in life, the first step is to acknowledge that we have a problem. This problem is due to our sin as human beings, which skews everything. Peter's problem here today is that he believed that the power that came from Jesus being the Messiah, could not possibly accomplish anything if Jesus “let” others get the best of him. If Jesus “let” the opposition “win”. There is a good chance that Peter 

and at least some of the other disciples expected the Messiah's power to be used to dominate and destroy the whole of the Roman Empire. After all, power and dominance was the way of the ancient world. 
	So, one of the struggles we have in understanding has to do with the function and character of God's power. To be honest, I think that misunderstanding has come from the ways in which Christianity has historically emphasized Jesus power and triumph in the spiritual realm. We have many hymns that describe this using language about battles and victories. And while this helps us envision Christ to feeding those things that try to separate us from God. And while it may be helpful to some of us to personally picture Jesus going to battle against those things that mentally or emotionally or spiritually attack us, it may also confuse us about how the risen Christ's power is at work in the world around us and in our lives. 
	The misunderstanding of the nature of God's power is really where the church, where Christianity, where followers of Jesus have gone wrong throughout time, there have Christians who have mistakenly believed that converting people to the faith was more important than respecting their humanity. When this happens, our witness becomes a stumbling block. When churches are better known for condemning people to hell rather than proclaiming the love of God, our witness becomes a stumble. When we equate military power and its operations to God exercising power in the world, which is another example of Christian nationalism I started talking about last week. This too is a stumbling block. The point is, we have plenty of examples that divide us into serious reflection on the true relationship between God's love and God's power, all of which are revealed in Jesus. 
	When Jesus speaks to his disciples about undergoing suffering and death by the religious leaders in Jerusalem, it is because they too have misunderstood the nature of God's power. The most powerful religious leaders were using power to gain influence and more power while ignoring the needs of those who were suffering. Jesus ways and teachers revealed that this was not at all reflective of who God is. And Jesus claimed that he reflected the character of God and the nature of God's power. Since that truth was a threat to the power for the religious leaders, they planned to use their earthly power to eliminate Jesus and his message and his movement. 
	But Jesus laid down his life taking up the cross. He did not fight back because he was revealing to all of humanity that God's power is made perfect in human weakness. Jesus embraced the weakness of suffering, the weakness of unjust punishment, the weakness of death. So that in what we consider the weakest 

positions, the weakest moments, we will see the power of God's loving and merciful presence. The salvation of the world came through that cross of suffering and in Christ's resurrection, He now dwells with us despite our sinfulness and in our suffering. The crucified and risen Christ sustains all those who are feeling weak or enduring suffering, mostly as a result of humanity's insatiable pursuit of power and dominance that is detrimental to our shared love. 
	The crucified and risen Christ calls his church, his followers, back once again away from that pursuit of power and dominance because that is not the way of the God revealed in Christ. He calls us instead to go to those who are weak and suffering around us. Where 2 or 3 are gathered to feed the hungry…aha, that's a different perspective on that teaching… there is Jesus, there is the power of God's love, the rock for our lives. And where 2 or 3 are gathered to give support to immigrant communities like the Haitians in Springfield, Ohio who are afraid to leave their homes… there is Jesus, there is the power of God's love, the rock for our lives. Where 2 or 3 are gathered to provide housing or job opportunities to differently-abled adults, there is Jesus, there is the power of God's love, the rock for our lives. Where 2 or 3 are gathered to help rescue and recovery efforts and offer food, water and shelter to flood survivors in Nepal and other places of disaster, there is Jesu, there is the power of God's love. There is the rock of our lives. And where one woman provided the funding for something called the Imagination Library, which is accessible to families with children under the age of five throughout the country so that they can receive a book every month, there is Jesus, there is the power of God's love, there is the rock of our lives. 
	It is a little frightening how easily our understanding can waver from rock of faith to stumbling block to the faith, and even a little more frightening how it can impact our witness as the church and as Christians. But we come together for worship in the presence of the crucified and risen Christ, who will renew our understanding through the cross around which we gather. In the Cross of Christ, God embraces humanity with God's powerful love that strengthens, sustains and empowers us in our weakest moments so that we may express the powerful love by strengthening, sustaining, empowering those around us in their weakest moments. Amen.
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