GET BEHIND ME, SATAN

Sermon for the 16th Sunday after Pentecost, August 31, 2008

Readings: Exodus 3:1 -15; Psalm 105; Romans 12:9-21; Matthew 16:21-28

Sermon text: 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. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, "God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you." But he turned and said to Peter, "Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things." Matthew 16:21-24
Satan is the name of the Tempter, the one stalking Eve in the Garden, the one who said, “Oh, did God tell you that fruit of this tree is forbidden? Strange—I know it is good to eat, succulent and tasty; and don’t worry, despite what God said (if you eat it you will die) I can tell that you will not die.” And he took a bite to show her. “God is just being jealous because he knows that if you eat it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” Eve, seeing that the fruit was not poisonous, looked delicious and was supposed to make one wise, took a bite—and then gave some to her husband. Their eyes were opened all right. For one thing they suddenly realized they were naked; and shame made its first appearance in history. Blame would come soon after when God asked them if they had eaten the fruit—Adam said Eve made him do it and Eve said the snake tricked her. And thus ended the garden party. Our first parents were ushered into the harsh world of hard labor, difficult birth and awareness of death—as well as good and evil. 

Satan as tempter reappears in various guises. He appeared to Jesus in the desert. Jesus was on an extended fast after his baptism at the hand of John and his anointing by the Holy Spirit. What did this mean? He went to the desert to fast, pray and reflect. At the end, when he was weak and hungry the Tempter appeared, tempting him first with food (I will turn theses stones to bread), then with power and glory. Jesus refused, the first step in reversing the curse of Adam and Eve.

Another temptation was in the garden of Gethsemane—the temptation to run away and avoid the suffering and the cross. This is the same temptation that Peter offered Jesus in today’s’ gospel—the temptation to flee from conflict and suffering and try to avoid death, even though the way of salvation demanded it. 

Get behind me, Satan, Jesus shouted.

We are still tempted. Who wants to die? Even for those with strong faith in an afterlife aren’t in a rush to get there. For those without such faith, the promise of glory and immortality through art or history is also —Woody Allen once said that he doesn’t want to achieve immortality through his work, he wants to achieve immortality through not dying.

But the research is in. The statistical analysis has no margin of error. We all have a 100% likelihood of dying someday.

Hopefully that some day is far away after a full and productive life. But of course this is not always so. 

Josh is the 13 year son of one of my wife’s teaching colleagues. At his young age he has already had two heart transplants. Yet his body has begun to reject his heart. The medicines are proving ineffective and debilitating. He is on our prayer list. Pray for him. He is sure his mother and the doctors will fix things—they always have. They may not.

Last week Dave Freeman, co-author of 100 Things to Do Before You Die, died at the age of 47 after hitting his head during a fall in his home in /Venice, California. He had moved there to be closer to his family after watching the second plane crash in the World Trade towers  on 9/11. “He didn't have enough days, but he lived them like he should have," his co-author said.

This coming week Hurricane Gustav will make landfall somewhere on the Gulf Coast. Already New Orleans is being evacuated. Hopefully damage will be minimal and deaths avoided—but this hurricane has already killed 81 in Haiti and Cuba.

Illness, accident, natural and man-made disasters; they threaten us—but still everyone at some point must make a decision how to face the fact of one’s inevitable death. 

How does Jesus face what he knew would be the eventual and inevitable result of his confrontation with the dominant political and religious authorities of his day—his death at their hands?

The gospel story is a turning point in the ministry of Jesus. Up until this point he had been preaching and healing throughout Galilee. His reputation was growing and there was a huge “buzz” about him—could he be the One, or Elijah come back, or a new prophet. Who do the people say that I am, Jesus asked his disciples. All of these things they said, Who do you say that I am? He asked. The messiah, Peter confessed. And then Jesus named him Peter, the rock upon which the church would be built.

But immediately after this promotion, when Jesus announces that it is now time to turn to Jerusalem—to go and preach and heal in the capital, to cleanse the Temple—and to be killed and to rise again—Peter says God forbid you should be killed. 

It is then that Jesus sees the Tempter return in the disguise of his most faithful follower. The temptation to win glory but avoid sacrifice, to follow our own will instead that of God. And so he says to peter, you are thinking in human terms, not divine; you are thinking about saving ourselves, but we are all about saving the world. 

Well, it is natural to think in human terms isn’t it; after all we are only human. Jesus may be able to act with the knowledge and will of God, but we struggle to discern God’s will and decide which of the various ways of life open to us will serve God best—and make us happy, productive, safe. We don’t want to die—nor should we. God has made a beautiful world for us, we have a key role to play, God has given us talents and passions to follow. It is sad to see people neglect or go against the grain of their own character.

But this is not what Jesus is recommending when he say each of us must deny our selves, and lose our lives to save them. He is saying that there may come a time when you need to sacrifice for the greater good. Some may be called to devote their whole lives to selfless service—but that is their passion and gift. Perhaps yours is a more usual channel—to work hard, raise a family, contribute your share to a better world. But there will still be a time—or times—when you will need to decide to make a stand for the truth, for justice, for the defenseless—and you will put yourself in jeopardy if you do so. What Jesus is saying is that f you do not step up at those moments—when the good is clear and God is calling to you step up—then you have actually lost your life in trying to save it. You will have damaged, perhaps fatally, your own character, yourself. 

Just as Eve was foolish to be taken in by the temptation to become wise, so those who are tempted to save their lives by avoiding the call to offer it actually miss their chance for greatness of soul. For what profit it is to gain the world if it comes at the cost of cowardice? All the pleasure and tastes of the world turn dry and bitter. But how wonderful is life at those times when it is restored to us after a close call? When we recover from an illness or avoid the accident; when we come home from a great adventure, having taken risks, to sleep in our own bed again, at peace with our souls, the world a beautiful, fragile and glorious place.

Satan the Tempter appears in many guises in our lives.  His voice will be the one that raises doubts and fears—oh, do you really believe, do you actually think you will make a difference, what if it all goes wrong? Sometimes his voice may even be that of a loved one expressing concern. Like Peter.

But Jesus will also be with you in Spirit—that is his promise. You can hear his voice clearly in your heart if you take the time to pray. His will be voice that always says, do the right thing, no matter the cost, and my Father in heaven will reward you with eternal life. 
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