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Mark Ch.8 vs.31-38

What about this for a job description?

“In this role, at first there will be disturbed nights, early mornings and perhaps some tears.  In a couple of years there may be some tantrums and some accidents in your home and perhaps in other embarrassing places.  The job may then settle down a bit and bring some pleasure and happiness.  In about 13 or 14 years time (this role is for the long-term) there may be more tantrums and tears, and a couple of years later you may be totally rejected in your role.  However a few years later things may well settle down again, the responsibility ease off a bit, and then you might be able to look back and think it has all been worth it.” 

I hope you guessed – a job description for a parent, a role with difficulties as well as joys – 

I am a father of 4, with a story to tell full of ups and downs, I think I can wear the T-shirt!

One of the most demanding jobs in the world, usually no one trains you for it, it just happens.  Words in the baptism service say,

“This is a demanding task for which you will need the help and grace of God.”

But there are great rewards – our youngest wrote this recently to me, “Dear Dad, I love you so much.  I will always love you even when you shout at me… Love from your loving daughter who will always love you to bits.”

Wonderful rewards but parenting is a job for life (my Mum still worries about me!); it involves commitment and sometimes sacrifice.

And I think there is a connection or similarity between being a parent in a general sense, and bringing a child for baptism.  It also is a fantastic thing to do; Christening is often the term people use and it literally means “in Christ”, and there is no better place to put a baby or a child.

But there is commitment and perhaps sacrifice too, because if we take baptism seriously, and give it its true meaning, it is a sign for entering the church, becoming part of the family of God, as the words in this service clearly say, and not just something we do and then forget about it, like a game of tag, touch someone and then run away!

That would make it just an empty ritual. 

Baptism isn’t the end of things, but the beginning of something.  And that is always my prayer for any family bringing children for baptism, that they catch sight of that, the possibility of a whole new experience and opportunity that opens up.

But there is also a similarity between bringing a child for baptism and being a Christian, a believer in and follower of Jesus Christ, in that being a Christian is the most fantastic thing to do, because Jesus is the one who gives life, hope, purpose, salvation.  

But being a Christian also involves a commitment, it is not a “take it or leave it” type of thing, and perhaps even sacrifice.

And that is what our reading from the Bible, one of the set passages for today is all about.  Jesus is just beginning to explain to His disciples what is to happen to Him, that He would suffer many things, be rejected by the religious authorities of the time, be killed and then after 3 days rise again (v.31).  He is predicting his death and resurrection before it happens.

Peter his chief and keenest follower at the time doesn’t like the sound of this.  He seems to miss the point about Jesus rising again (probably because he didn’t understand it) and so he concentrates on the suffering, rejection and death, and rebukes Jesus for speaking in such a way (v.32).  He seems to have a picture in his mind that Jesus is here to stay, that nothing will go wrong, that it will be victory and success all the way.

So Jesus in turn has to rebuke Peter (v.33) and calls both His disciples and the wider crowd to Him and says these words, ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.’ (v.34)

For Jesus, taking up His cross had a literal meaning, that He would indeed carry His own cross on the way to crucifixion, but the phrase has even today a more general meaning of a bearing of a burden, a willingness to suffer and to sacrifice.     

I remember this being a key verse for me when I became a Christian at the age of 18 on a Christian youth holiday.  I remember being struck that in the light of Jesus’ sacrificial love for me, I needed to commit my life back to Him.

And Jesus goes on to say, ‘For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.’ (v.35)

This can seem a confusing paradox, but the message seems to be that if we ourselves try and keep control of our life, always doing things in our own way to please ourselves, putting ourselves at the centre then ultimately and eternally we will lose our lives.  However, if we lose our lives in the sense of allowing Jesus to be in control, to be the Lord, the boss, of our lives then we will save them, we will truly gain everything.

On this baptism Sunday let me say again that being a parent is a wonderful role to have, but with all the joys comes a need for commitment and even sacrifice.

Let me also say again that someone desiring baptism for themselves or their children is a wonderful thing to want, but it comes with promises of commitment and even sacrifice.

And let me finally say again that being a Christian, a follower of Jesus Christ, which of course is absolutely inextricably linked with baptism, is the most wonderful thing to be.

I say again Jesus is the one who gives life, hope, purpose, salvation, but being a Christian will involve commitment and even sacrifice.

Jesus said to His disciples then and to us now,

“If anyone would come after, he/she must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

Are you and I willing to do that today?  

