TEXT: Luke 9:18-27

SUBJECT: Luke #35: The Way to Heaven


Today, with God’s favor, we’ll move on in our study of Luke’s Gospel—and face the most important question of your life.  And also the most important challenge.  Preachers—I know—are often guilty of overstating the case.  We do it for effect; nobody wants to hear a sermon on The eighteenth most doctrine in the Bible!  I’ve done this myself and I apologize for it.  


But I’m doing today.  I am not exaggerating when I tell you that of all the issues you’ve got to sort through in your life, the ones in our text are—by far—the most important.  Unless you get them right, you will not be happy in this life—and you’ll be far less happy in the life to come.  


What’s the question?  We’ll get to that in a few minutes.  But first, the story around it.  

THE SETTING


Luke doesn’t give the time or place of his story, but by checking the other Gospels, we know it occurred in a quiet spot outside the town of Caesarea Philippi. 


The Lord and His disciples had gone there to get away from the crowds who hounded them and to spend some time in prayer and private conversation.  Luke often has the Lord praying right before important events—things like His baptism, choosing the Apostles, the transfiguration, and the crucifixion.  This tips off the alert reader to pay close attention.  Something big is about to happen!  


And you don’t get much bigger than this.  

THE QUESTION


The Lord has a question for the Twelve—two, in fact.  What He first wants to know is,

“Who do the crowds say that I am?”


That’s an easy one.  Everybody knows the Lord is someone special, but they’re not sure just whom.  

“John the Baptist, Elijah or one of

the old prophets risen from the dead”.


These are pretty good guesses.  I wonder if we would have done any better?  The Lord is teaching with the power of John and the prophets and He’s doing more miracles than anyone since Elijah.  He’s obviously a very great man, “A teacher sent from God”.  


The second thing the Lord wants to know is if the Apostles agree with the people.  Do they think He’s John, Elijah, or one of the other prophets of old?  

“But who do you say that I am?”


Without hesitation Peter says, 

“The Christ of God”.


The language indicates that Peter was speaking for Twelve (except for Judas, of course) and not just for himself.  The men who knew our Lord best also had the highest regard for Him.  Others said He was a prophet, but they knew He was The Christ!  


What does this mean?

THE CHRIST


The word, Christ, can be understood on three levels.  It means the anointed.  You know, in the old days, men had oil poured over their heads.  It was used as a medicine, as a hair tonic, a cologne, or all the above.  That’s the basic meaning of the word.  


The anointing also had a symbolic meaning—it pointed to something beyond nicely groomed hair.  Prophets, priests, and kings were often anointed to single them out for their service.  To be the Lord’s anointed, therefore, meant you had a high calling from God.  


Over time, however, the Anointed, took on a technical meaning.  If Hebrew had upper and lower case letters, the A would start being capitalized.  It included the old ideas, but it added to them as well.  By the First Century, the Anointed (or the Christ) stood for The Messiah.  


What’s the Messiah?  In a word, He is Israel’s Everything!  

He is Israel’s King—ruling them in wisdom and justice.  He is Israel’s Priest—offering a sacrifice so great that it would acquit them before God forever.  He is Israel’s Prophet—revealing God to them and teaching them how to please Him as no one else could. He is Israel’s Friend—sympathizing with them in all their pain.  He is Israel’s Commander—trampling their enemies under foot.  He is Israel’s Sage—offering wise advice.  


Messiah is like the great men of old, only He combines all their good qualities in Himself.  He has the wisdom of Solomon and the power of Samson; the humility of Moses and the patience of Job; the faith of Abraham and the courage of David. 


If the great men of old pointed to Messiah, so did everything else in the life of Israel.  


It’s worship pointed to Messiah.  The Temple was the place where God met His people.  But one day—every devout man knew—He would meet them in the Messiah.  The priests wore special clothes, pointing to Messiah, God’s Special Man.  The sacrifices brought a temporary peace, but Messiah would ease the conscience forever.  The washings pointed to Messiah making His people clean.  The Temple songs would one day be sung by Messiah.  


It’s feast days pointed to Messiah.  Passover meant one day Messiah would free His people from captivity and save them from the angel of death.  The Day of Atonement meant Messiah would one day remit the sins of His people.  Tabernacles reminded them that Messiah was with them in the hardships of life.  Pentecost meant Messiah would provide for them.  Purim meant Messiah would save them from foreign oppressors.  The Feast of Lights (which is not even in the Bible) caused them to look for the Light of the World in Messiah.  


It’s diet pointed to Messiah.  Why was beef clean and pork unclean?  Why could you eat a bass but not a trout?  It had nothing to do with health!  God separated clean foods from unclean foods so that Israel would “distinguish between holy and unholy”—and seeing themselves as unholy, look for the Holy One of God who is the Messiah.  


Even the East Gate in the city of Jerusalem pointed to Messiah.  It had another name—“The King’s Gate”.  When the monarchy of Judah fell, the gate was bricked in.  The only Man worthy to go through it was David’s Son, the Messiah.  


For all it’s unbelief and blindness, Israel was immersed in the promise of Messiah.  


The Twelve were no longer looking for Messiah, for He had come.  To quote Philip,

“We have found Him, of whom Moses in the Law,

and the prophets, did write: Jesus of Nazareth”.

OF GOD


One more thing here.  You notice, Peter does not call Him, “Christ” and leave it at that.  No, he calls Him,

“The Christ of God”.


This is worth thinking about.  The first Century was a time of upheaval in Israel.  This created an intense longing for the Messiah to come.  Several men volunteered.  One was named Judas, another called, Theudas, and others too.  The Lord called them false Christs.  Why?  Because they were anointed only by themselves or their followers.  


But Jesus of Nazareth was not a self-made Christ, nor was He elected by the people.  He was God’s Choice!  I wonder if Peter was thinking of Isaiah 42 when he called Him that?   

“Behold!  My Servant whom I uphold,

My Elect One in whom My soul delights.

I have put My Spirit upon Him; He will

Bring forth justice to the Gentiles…”


This is who Jesus of Nazareth is: the Christ of God, the One God chose to save His people from their sins.  

EPISTOMOLOGY


How did Peter and his friends know this?  Luke says nothing about this, but Matthew does—and it’s important.  When Peter calls the Lord Christ, the Lord pronounces a blessing on him and explains how he came to know what others didn’t.  

“Blessed are you, Simon, the son of Jonah,

for flesh and blood has not revealed this

to you, but My Father in heaven”.


Peter did not think this up on his own, nor did he come to it after talking things over with his friends.  No, Peter knew Jesus for the Christ because God told him!  

This has a direct bearing on conversion.  Why do some people believe in Christ and others don’t?  There are secondary causes—the family you grew up in, the church you attended, how often you read the Bible, maybe a crisis in your life.  But as important as these things are, they are not primary.  The first reason a sinner believes in Christ is that God personally and supernaturally convinces him.


This is what the prophet said would happen.  And it has,

“They shall all be taught of God”.

THE STERN WARNING


Peter’s bold confession is followed up by a stern command:

“He strictly warned them and commanded

them to tell this to no one”.


This is not what you would expect.  If Jesus is the Messiah, you’d think everyone should know it as soon as possible.  And who better to tell it than the men who knew it best and believed it most firmly?  


Yet the Lord says, Don’t do it!  


Why not?  


It’s because the time was not right.  Had the men proclaimed Him the Messiah, the people might have forced a crown onto His head and rallied to His cause.  


But this is not what the Lord wanted.  Messiah is the King who commands victories for Israel, but that’s not all He is.  He is also the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  


Thus before taking up His throne, He would take up His cross.   

“The Son of Man must suffer many things, and

be rejected by the elders and the chief priests

and the scribes, and be killed, and be raised

the third day”.


This is God’s Way for the Lord Jesus Christ.  In the wilderness, Satan offered a shortcut to glory, 

“Bow down and worship me and 

you will have it all”.


But He wanted no part of it!  If His Father says the Road to Heaven runs through the Cross, then that’s the way He will go.  And if Peter bawls Him out for it, He’ll say,

“Get behind Me, Satan!  For you do not savor

the things of God, but savor things of men”.

THE MESSAGE


The message is clear: the Lord Himself provides it.  If He—the Christ of God—goes to heaven by way of the cross, then that’s the way we must get there too!  

“If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny Himself,

take up his cross daily, and follow Me.  For whoever

desires to save His life will lose it, but whoever loses

his life for My sake will save it.  For what advantage

is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and is himself

destroyed or lost?  For whoever is ashamed of Me and

of My words, of him the Son of Man will be ashamed

when He comes in His own glory, and of His Father’s

and of the holy angels.  But I tell you truly, there are

some standing here who shall not taste death till they

see the Kingdom of God”.


In one way, the Lord’s cross and the ones we must bear are as different as they can be.  His cross atoned for the sins of the world, ours do not.  You are not forgiven because you suffered much or did without.  


But in another way, they’re very much the same.  In going to the cross, our Lord yielded His life to God.  He had no will of His own, no desires, and no self-esteem.  

“Nevertheless, not My will, but

Yours be done”.


This is what your cross is.  It’s not the ordinary pains of life, but the suffering that comes—always comes—by putting God’s will ahead of your own.  


It’s denying yourself every day what you want to do in order to do what God wants you to do.  It’s losing your life so that you can live the life Christ has for you.  It’s not being ashamed of Christ, even when others mock and persecute you for His sake.  


In his great book, Surprised by Joy, C.S. Lewis said this was the great obstacle to his conversion.  He wanted many things from God—faith, love, holiness, forgiveness, and heaven, of course.  But there was one thing he didn’t want—Interference.  


He wanted God to give him some room.  But He would not.  And He will not.  Discipleship means surrendering your whole life to God—including the things you love most.


What’s keeping you from becoming a disciple of Christ?  It differs from person to person.  Are you willing to let God cut into your private life?  Interrupt your reading?  Tell you how to spend your money?  Monitor your TV watching?  Dictate your sex life?  Tell you what friends to have and to not have?  Take charge of your humor?  Force you to give up your dreams?  Make you quit your favorite hobby?  


I don’t know about you, but some of these things crucify me.  They were meant to.


If Jesus is the Messiah, He has every right to demand these things of you—and to get them.  And, if He’s God’s Anointed, you can be sure that He’ll amply repay you for your sacrifices.  Whatever He takes away, He’ll more than make up for.  


That’s the promise.  If you can trust it.  And you can because whatever others say about Him, we know He is The Christ of God.    

“If we suffer with Him we shall also reign with Him”.

Lord, increase our faith.

