you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). We appreciate Jesus’ words of comfort: “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling-places…I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:1-3). We are encouraged by Jesus’ hopeful words: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you…Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid” (John 14:27). But we are deeply troubled and profoundly uneasy when Jesus asks us to deny ourselves and take up a cross!

In our complacency, we don’t want to deny ourselves anything. We try deflecting the spotlight by condemning “bad” Christians, pointing out those who are not into self-denial and cross-bearing like we appear to be. We focus on the faults of others so no one sees our faults. By denouncing others, we separate ourselves from them and ensure that others know we are one of the “good Christians.” 

This is a postmodern version of Jesus’ parable where a Pharisee and a tax-collector went up to the temple to pray. The Pharisee prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax-collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ But the tax-collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but prayed, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’” (Luke 18:10-13, paraphrased). The Pharisee looked and sounded righteous, but his was a pretend piety. The Pharisee was too complacent with his own righteousness. The tax collector knew himself to be a sinner, and he presented himself honestly before God. The tax collector was not complacent, he was anxious about his words and deeds, and he confessed that before God. 

It is easier for the self-righteous to pretend that God favors them. If they can remind God that in comparison to “thieves, rogues, adulterers,” they are doing well. We feel good when we can honestly say that we are not like those judgmental, hateful, choice-denying Christian types who seem spiteful, uncompassionate, vengeful, and unyielding. But such posturing by Christians who are too complacent is a pretend problem. We must repent of our own shortcomings and embrace the self-denial and cross-carrying way of Jesus.

The word “deny” means this journey with Jesus is not about self-advancement, self-enhancement, or self-promotion. It is not about self at all; it is about the disablement of self, the renunciation of self. When Jesus asks us to “deny ourselves,” he is talking about self-abandonment! He means serving others first, with everything we are and everything we have. Which is tough. Not many of us are up for it.

We are too COMFORTABLE to take up a cross. We like our routines and bad habits. We’re comfortable with who we are and reluctant to change. When challenged to take up a cross, we falsely confess our pretense. “Okay, I admit I’m not perfect! But who is?” Such false modesty sounds good and seems honest; but think back to the Pharisee and the tax collector. Sounding good is not the same thing as being good. Pretending to be honest before God is just false faith. We are not to be pretenders; we are to transcend the rampant phoniness of the age and strive for a life that is true to the teachings of Jesus. 

This pretend problem is not unique to our age. Jesus was aware of it when he said: “This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me” (Matthew 15:8). “Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees, that is, their hypocrisy” (Luke 12:1). Speaking of the Pharisees, Jesus said, “Do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach” (Matthew 23:3).

Wherever Jesus went, he drew crowds. Their view of who the Messiah really was and what He would do was often distorted. They thought Jesus would immediately usher in the restored kingdom (Luke 19:11). They believed He would free them from the oppressive rule of their Roman occupiers. Some hoped He would continue to provide free lunches for everyone (John 6:26). Jesus’ statement that following Him requires taking up a cross made people think twice about their motivations and level of commitment.

When it’s CONVENIENT we will follow Jesus. Jesus’ call to follow him usually comes at an inconvenient time. Instead of following Jesus, we make excuses, trying to look like a Christian, even if we cannot be one. In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus is walking along the road when he encounters a man who says, “I will follow you wherever you go.”  Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” Then He said to another man, “Follow me.” But he replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say goodbye to my family.”  Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:57-62). We would prefer to choose when to follow Jesus, in our own time, on our own schedule, according to our own rules.

Jesus’ apparent attempts to dissuade people from following Him surely limited the number of false converts and insincere disciples (see John 6:66). God seeks “true worshipers [who] will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth” (John 4:23). Jesus’ call to “take up your cross and follow” serves to screen out the disingenuous, double-minded, and dissembling.

So, we must ask ourselves: Are we ready to take up our cross and follow Jesus? Are we willing to follow Jesus if it means losing our closest friends? Are we willing to follow Jesus if it means alienation from our family? Are we willing to follow Jesus if it means losing our reputation? Are we willing to follow Jesus if it means losing our job? Are we willing to follow Jesus if it means losing our life? In some places of the world, these consequences are a reality. But notice the phrasing of the questions: “Are you willing?” Following Jesus doesn’t necessarily mean all these things will happen to you, but the disciple of Christ must be willing to suffer loss. Are we willing to deny ourselves, take up your cross, and follow Jesus? 

Being a disciple of Jesus is not like choosing how to watch TV, where we can choose between cable, Hulu, Amazon Prime, Netflix, or YouTube TV. We live in a culture of choices. We expect the business community, our friends, neighbors, and our church to offer us choices. But the Christian life is nothing like that. Following Jesus is not about picking and choosing, pretending here and being real there. It’s not about our preferences. Jesus only gives us two choices: denial and death. If we are too complacent to deny ourselves, too comfortable to take up our cross, or waiting for a more convenient moment to follow Jesus we cannot be true disciples.

When we deny ourselves and take up the cross of Christ, we must be ready to be emptied of selfish ambition and look solely on the welfare of others. We must be ready to leave the past in the past (Philippians 3), and partner with God in realizing God’s promised future. Even though loss may be involved, the apostle Paul reminds us that a remarkable new life awaits us (Romans 5-8). The life of self-denial is not a life of pretense, but a life of genuine faith and humble service. There can be no pretending when we take up our cross; but when we do, that cross becomes the portal to a resurrection life. If we die with Jesus, we also live with him. We are empowered to forgive, to love, to be kind, to turn away anger with gentleness, to look out for the interests of others, just as Jesus did. No pretending is needed.

Prayer: Today, Lord, I once again take up my cross and follow you. Shake me of my complacency. I want to live daily with an urgency to radically be the change you all me to be. Strip me of my comfort; may my love for you be a driving force to live with joyful surrender. May your word pour out of me like water to the thirsty, and may my life be full of the fruit of the Spirit. All I am and have, I give to you with open hands knowing that all my needs you will meet as I go with you. Today I take up my cross and follow you. In Jesus’’ name. Amen.
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He left his country at age 17 and came to the United States to receive pilot training from the U.S. Air Force. Four months before the end of his training, he abruptly walked away. His name is Reza Pahlavi. At the time, he was Crown Prince of Iran and a cadet in his country’s Air Force. That year, 1979, an Islamic revolution overthrew his father, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran. Reza’s father, gravely ill with leukemia, died in exile a year later, in Cairo. Now aged 63, Reza Pahlavi is the “pretender” to the throne of Iran. Pahlavi and other Iranian emigres dream of overthrowing the mullahs and returning the Pahlavi Dynasty to power. This seems unlikely. Should his country’s Islamic regime fall, there is no certainty Iran’s people would welcome a new shah, even as a constitutional monarch. Such is the life of a pretender to the throne. Pretenders live in hope, however slim, of one day sitting on the throne.

Since we are talking about those who aspire to greater things, let’s talk about those Christians who look and act like true disciples of Jesus, but who are, in fact, pretenders. Pretending to be a Christian is not that difficult. Learn the talk, fake the walk, and enjoy being welcomed with open arms at the friendly little church down the street. Find a job to do, serve with a smile, and most will never know you are a counterfeit Christian. Spotting a pretend Christian isn’t all that hard, either. Spend a little time with one and you will begin to wonder, “Is this guy’s faith for real?” His words and his actions don’t match up; he seems out of place. His faith seems hypocritical.

Pretending to be what we are not, is at the heart of our text today. Jesus tells us what it means be to a true disciple: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (v. 34). Did you catch those three things? Deny yourself. Take up your cross. Follow Jesus. According to Jesus, a true disciple has self-discipline and self-sacrifice and self-surrender in their DNA. But there is a pretend problem in the church. There are too many Christians who too Complacent, too Comfortable, and for whom discipleship is not Convenient. 

We are too COMPLACENT to deny ourselves. Jesus’ words about discipleship are challenging and uncomfortable to hear. We prefer the soft, cuddly, warm, and fuzzy Jesus who never expects us to do hard things. We welcome Jesus’ invitation, “Come to me, all
