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Growing up, most of the time that my family attended church, we found ourselves sitting in the 

the pew of a Southern Baptist one.  Because of this, I learned to sing the hymn “I Have Decided 

to Follow Jesus” early in life.  It was a Sunday morning staple, and any “good Baptist” knew the 

words by heart.  It is one of those hymns that is easy to sing because of its repetition and 

simplicity.  This hymn is so ingrained into my being that I often catch myself humming, singing, 

or just speaking the hymn as I drive.  “I have decided to follow Jesus…No turning 

back…Though none go with me, still I will follow … No turning back…The world behind me, 

the cross before me…No turning back, no turning back.”  It is easy to sing, but if we are honest 

with ourselves, it is a challenge to actually do. 

In our gospel reading today, we read a heated exchange between Peter and Jesus.  Next to 

Thomas, Peter is by far my favorite disciple.  He is honest and says what the other disciples are 

thinking but won’t step out onto a limb to say.  Jesus has just told the disciples he is going to 

suffer and die.  For half a heartbeat, I imagine that Peter thinks Jesus is joking before he realizes 

that Jesus is quite serious.  

Peter is having none of this talk of suffering and a death that, in his mind, is sure to bring the 

Jesus Movement to a grinding halt.  He pulls Jesus aside and I imagine he chides Jesus by 

saying, “Stop talking about suffering and dying.  See all those people out there listening to your 

message of hope?  Your suffering and death is not a selling point.  We’ve got a good thing going 

here.   The people love you.  Sit back and enjoy the power and the fame.  Suffering and death 

isn’t part of our agenda.  Now, get back out there, smile, say something to lift their spirits, and be 

the king they want you to be.” 

And for half a heartbeat, I imagine that Jesus’ human side is tempted by Peter’s words to avoid 

the suffering that he knows is to come.  But just like in the desert, Jesus resists the temptation.  

He lashes out at Peter, “Get behind me Satan!  For you set your mind not on divine things but on 

human things.”  Or in other words, the world behind me, the cross before me.  

Peter wanted it the other way around- the cross behind him, the world before him- and Jesus calls 

him on it, telling him that he has things backwards.  We live in a world that has things just as 

backwards as Peter.  What we claim as Christians and what we do are often entirely two different 

things.  None of us are immune to hearing the siren call of the world, to hearing and giving in to 

those things that tempt us- pride, greed, and indifference- bigotry, prejudice, and self-

centeredness- hypocrisy, envy, and addiction- and the list goes on with things that separate us 

from God.   
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The church season of Lent is a time to look closely at those things, a time when we wrestle with 

our own demons in the world.  A time when we are called to examine which siren songs of the 

world we follow, rather than following the voice of Christ.  Lent challenges us to live the words 

when we say or sing “I have decided to follow Jesus,” for what will it profit us if we gain the 

whole world but lose our lives.  Lent isn’t just about giving up chocolate or any “elixir of the 

gods” such as coffee or Pepsi.  Lent is about wrestling with those things, those temptations that 

not only separate us from God but also keep us from walking the path that Jesus calls us to walk- 

the way of the cross, the way of love. 

Jesus tells us that if we are to truly follow Him, then we must lose our life for the sake of the 

gospel.  He both tells us and shows us that His way, the way of the cross, is a difficult road.  The 

rewards are great, but so is the cost.  There is a cost to walking the way of love that is the way of 

the cross and at times, it will involve loneliness and suffering and pain.  Jesus is quite open and 

plain about that.  And we sing, “Though none go with me, still I will follow.”  But do we? 

When Christ talks about love, when Christ offers us forgiveness and eternal life, we are all on 

board.  But carrying our own cross?  Suffering for the sake of the Gospel?  This part of Christ’s 

message is difficult to hear, and many Christians want to deny that it is part of living a gospel 

life.  Being a Christian isn’t all gumdrops and roses as many would have us believe.  Baptism 

marks us as Christ’s own forever, but despite what is often touted in the world, it doesn’t make 

us immune to any of the bad stuff of life nor does it mean that we can sit back and rest on our 

baptism as a “get into heaven free” card.   

Being a Christian is a life of work and toil and struggle.  Jesus us asks us to carry our cross, to 

make an active choice to go all-in and use all our gifts to build the kingdom of God.  When we 

walk out those doors this morning, or for those of you watching at home when you close the 

YouTube tab on your computer, Jesus needs us, counts on us, and requires of us to go and live 

the gospel by spreading His message of hope, love, and peace to all of God’s children.  We are 

Christ’s eyes, hands, and feet in the world. 

There are times when this is more challenging than others.  How do you give peace when you 

don’t have it yourself?  How can you show love when you feel unloved?  How can you share 

hope when all seems lost and you have no hope?  It is times like these that we need to remember 

that Christ is peace, love, and hope.  We need to remember to hope against hope, just as 

Abraham did, trusting that Jesus has our backs and is right there with us.  When we struggle with 

carrying our cross, when we fall to the ground under its weight, Jesus picks it up and carries it 

for us until we are ready to carry it again. 

If we are to live the gospel, we must put the world behind us.  That doesn’t mean we separate 

ourselves from the world, though during this time of the COVDI-19 pandemic, we may feel 

separated from the world.  The challenge is to see all that God has created through the eyes of 

Jesus rather than through the eyes of the world.  This often means that the choices we make run 

counter to what the world would have us do.  It means working for the wholeness of not just 

ourselves, but for all of God’s children.  It means striving for justice when the world tries to 

justify the injustices that exist.  It means loving those that the world tells us are unlovable.  
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Carrying our cross out into the world is to live a life of service to others for it is in giving that we 

receive. 

Lent challenges us to put the world behind us and the cross before us.  Putting a slight spin on 

part of one of my favorite Compline prayers, let us pray: 

Dear Lord Christ, may we feel you present with us as we go out into the world to do the 

work you have given us to do; as we tend the sick, as we give rest to the weary, as we 

bless the dying, as we soothe the suffering, as we pity the afflicted, as we shield the 

joyous; and all for your love's sake.  Amen. 
 


