
 1 

“The Great Challenge”/ Matthew 16:21-28 (08/30/20) 

 

(Slide 1) When I started to raise my small baby Caleb, I realized that 

parenting is not only a happy and joyful job but also a difficult and 

demanding job. Maybe all parents strongly agree with nodding your heads. 

Literally, he can’t do anything without my help. When Caleb was a small 

baby, suddenly he began sucking on his fingers. When Caleb was a small 

baby, he began sucking on his fingers. But it even seems like he found it very 

hard to find his mouth. Many times, his finger was wandering on his face, not 

entering his mouth. He just touched his nose or poked his eyes. What a 

foolish but cute little boy at that time! Taking care of this totally dependent 

baby is a very time consuming, tiring, and challenging job. It requires me to 

live with another, new name, “father.” To cope with the weight of this new 

name – father, I must be a totally different person. 

 

(Slide 2) And even its weight increased a lot when my mother-in-law 

went back home. Everything has changed in my life, since we have a baby: 

eating, clothing, and sleeping. Furthermore, we are not allowed to go 

somewhere alone for a longtime unless we have a particular reason. My 

baby’s crying would be fiercer, and my generous wife would get angry. Every 

day, pastor Ran and I are learning what it means to be parents. We experience 

many forms of change in our lives. We have to manage our time, money, and 

we have to keep our spiritual and physical strength to raise a baby. Most of 

all, I have learned how I let myself down from experiencing a process of 

being parent. If I am only trying to chase my self-interest or satisfy my self-

desire, I can’t say that I am Caleb’s father. From this, I have learned the value 

of giving up and sacrifice. Because as I said, parenting is a difficult and 

demanding job, but it is also a very happy, joyful, and worthwhile job.  

 

(Slide 3) Today’s gospel presents the great challenge to us. Generally 

most Christians, when they are confronted with a situation that they don’t 

want to accept or is hard to deal with, think it could be a cross they have to 

bear, so they try to take it and bear it, hoping and believing that this, too, shall 

pass away in God’s hand. I think that is very good attitude to have as 

Christians, but sometimes I am a little concerned that they take the meaning 

of the cross which Jesus took up lightly. Today’s scripture is the scene of 

Jesus’ announcement of his suffering for the first time in Matthew. In verse 
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21, Jesus foretells to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo 

great suffering, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 

 

As we all know, the word, “must” has quite serious meaning. Must 

means very important or necessary for something to happen. For Jesus, 

suffering, death, and resurrection are the things that he must do. Because it is 

God’s plan of salvation. Therefore, his death was not meaningless in terms of 

God’s plan. Also, he was not just a helpless victim, rather he was an active 

doer, obeying God by denying himself, taking up the cross, and following 

God’s plan. Jesus not only spoke about what it means to be follower, but also 

showed how it works through his life. Christians life should reflect the life of 

Jesus as he said, “If any want to become my follower, let them deny 

themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” To become a faithful 

disciple of Jesus as he taught us, we have to have a correct understanding of 

self-denial, taking up the cross, and following. 

 

First, we need to correct our understanding of self-denial. Self-denial 

does not mean asceticism or self-flagellation. Controlling oneself for self-

desire is not the way of self-denial. Self-denial is submission to God’s 

thinking. Then people may misunderstand self-denial as losing oneself or 

self-effacement. However, through self-denial, we would rather find our true 

self by affirming oneself as a child of God. 

 

Secondly, taking up one’s cross does not exhort martyrdom, but it 

means fearlessly following a crucified Lord. Some people misunderstood 

Jesus’ cross as his humiliation or disgrace, so they are reluctant to accept the 

cross but just want to celebrate the victory of Jesus. But we have to remember 

that there is no victory without the cross. Furthermore, we must be very 

careful not to trivialize the meaning of the cross by referring to everyday 

annoyances and family problems as crosses we have to bear. Taking up one’s 

cross means to accept ridicule and hostility from those whose thinking 

reflects worldly things, not God’s. Through the cross, we learn how to remain 

obedient to God in this disobedient world. 

 

Thirdly, following Jesus does not mean to meet a few conditions to be 

his disciple but it means being ultimately subordinate only to God. For this, 

we have to orient our whole life toward God. We can think about the meaning 
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of life in two different ways: existing and living. How we live and whom we 

follow make our life not just an existing but a living. To live our life as 

followers of Jesus, we have to believe in Jesus as Christ the Lord and to 

reorient our life toward the good news that God has acted decisively and 

ultimately in Jesus. Discipleship requires us to have faith in Jesus Christ and 

hope with confidence in God’s future victory. By making room for God in all 

aspects of life, God can live in us. It is a very challenging job, so we need to 

practice from starting with small things and adding another day by day. Then 

we will not just exist but live a life with God as disciples. 

 

(Slide 4) This week, super strong hurricane Laura hit Texas and even 

affected Louisiana areas. It caused a lot of death and victims. Therefore, 

organizations from small churches to large furniture shops around these areas 

offered shelter for the victims to help them out. We will pray for them as a 

church this Sunday, and the pastor’s family also personally prayed for them 

strongly and tried to support them in various ways including UMCOR. 

 

This disaster reminded me of what happened in Houston, Texas area 

several years ago when hurricane Harvey came. While I was reading news 

articles and postings about what was going on in Houston, one news report 

made me a little disappointed. It was about one of the mega churches in 

Houston. That Sunday when Harvey came, this big mega church canceled 

their worship service and closed the church, even though there were lots of 

people demanding they open the church for those who are in need and 

victims. After that, the church has said that they provided shelter at another 

place, which is located 5 miles away from the church building, and still they 

were criticized for being so slow to respond to the needs of victims. It was 

true that they were late. 

 

From this example, I was thinking about our church. What if this town 

gets flooded or has any type of disaster, can we open our church door 

immediately to our neighbors? (Slide 5) I also thought that our church signs 

this week that “Praise loudly and criticize softly”. Right. It is easy to 

complain but hard to show a good example by action. Let’s apply this 

question to our church. Can we open our church door immediately to our 

neighbors? With no thought of the future, I can surely say yes! However, 

what if it might cause our church to get a lot of damage from it? It may 
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involve a lot of work and cost a lot of money. Is our church really ready to 

take it? Here is our reality. If we open the church building fully to flood 

victims who is going to care for and support them? We are a small church and 

congregation, and still we have such a hard time finding our worship 

volunteers, could we serve them joyfully? And if we prepare a sign-up sheet, 

we would see only a few familiar people’s names on the list. When we try to 

make a choice, we have to consider opportunity cost, which is the benefit that 

could have been gained from a different choice. Then we may feel it hard to 

say yes immediately. 

 

(Slide 6) When Jesus thought about his opportunity cost in front of the 

cross, he could not take up his cross. And no one is free from this opportunity 

cost. However, to just take it and bear it nevertheless is faith. Faith in God 

requires us to have courage and daring to follow Jesus no matter where he 

leads us and what he brings us to do. Making our orientation toward God in 

every aspect of life is not easy. It is very difficult, challenging, and 

demanding work. Sometimes it causes us to spend big opportunity cost. 

 

However, since we know that what’s in the end, which is the victory of 

the cross, we are daring enough to take it. Deciding to follow the way of 

Christ Jesus in every aspect of your life cannot be done one day, but Christ 

Jesus our Lord grants us courage and strength to make it. (Slide 7) Let us 

joyfully walk with him, especially I’d like to recommend it for our kids and 

youths during this special school season and start to practice with the small 

and add another every day. Remember that our Lord Christ Jesus will walk 

with us and be with us in every moment of our life. 

 

Praise God. Amen. 

 

 


