TAKE UP THE CROSS AND FOLLOW ME


These words of Jesus emphasise to all his disciples the facts of eternal life and eternal death:

“If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it. For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul? For the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He will reward each according to his works.” Matt 16v24-27

In the memories of most of us there has probably been at least one "moment of truth", when we became faced with the consequences of our actions. We had possibly hoped to avoid the issue, or because we were never called to account we thought we never would be. Then there came that sickening feeling when we knew we could not avoid facing the consequences.

Particularly is it easy to fall into a slipshod habit or frame of mind, not facing up to what is really necessary, and this goes on for months or years, and then suddenly comes that moment of truth, and we find it is not good enough and we have to pay the penalty. For example, there are those perhaps in business for themselves, not bothering to keep proper accounts. Or there are those with a bad health habit which lays up an inevitable punishment in the future. Or there might be insufficient preparation for an examination and that moment of truth when we come face-to-face with the questions we are required to answer, and we are unable to do so. Or again, it maybe that we give inadequate preparation to an address, letting weeks or months slip by without bothering to study the subject; then comes the moment when we are face-to-face with our brethren and sisters, with platitudes, clichés and words that show only too clearly our unpreparedness. In all these moments of truth, because they were not ones of life and death, we paid the penalty and life went on. If we were wise we learnt the lesson and did not repeat the mistake. If we were foolish we paid, and slipped back into the same habits with the same inevitable consequences. We say they were not matters upon which our eternal life hinged.

But there is coming soon in the lives of every one of us that moment, the moment of truth, when we shall each be required to face the consequences of our probation, the results of which will be completely irredeemable. Our probations are daily preparation for this coming moment. Let us look at ourselves. We can be going along, unworried and carefree, continuing an inadequate probation, sub consciously putting too far ahead the moment of judgement. Or we can occasionally pull ourselves up, only the next day to fall back again because we were not actually called upon there and then to face up to the consequences. Or we can be wise, visualising regularly the coming judgment, with its requirements, its complete justice, and seeing the issues clearly. We can disregard present comfort, present aims, and concentrate entirely upon conforming to the pattern that has been set us in Christ. That course of wisdom is so obviously essential that it is a matter for amazement that so many are demanding the lowest standard of behaviour in the truth rather than the highest.

Let us go forward in imagination to the coming moment of truth - the judgment of Jesus, for the Son of man is going to come in the glory and majesty of his father with his holy angels. That judgment will be entirely personal and individual. All hypocrisy and excuses will be useless. No appeal will be allowed to put matters right, enabling us to start afresh with stronger resolution. Our probations will have ended, for Jesus will have come with the attendant throng of mighty angels. The organisation and procedure of judgment are relatively unimportant; but consider the importance the deity attached to that moment when he brought his only Begotten Son from death to glory, and now thousands upon thousands of sons and daughters of God are to be similarly honoured. History knows no moment of similar greatness and wonder. Reflect further, that the Deity has not chosen for judgment a sight of beauty and softness, with quiet waterfalls and green meadows, with nature at its most appealing. On the contrary, it is Sinai, with its wilderness and desert, its starkness, its abrupt cliff's of granite blackened by the sun. The plateau for judgement is about 30 miles in diameter. The surroundings are stern and stark, Majestic, perfectly in tune with the seriousness and solemnity of the occasion; for here are set thrones for judgement. On one side can be seen the gulf of Akaba, on the other the Gulf of Suez, in the centre. It is here that Jesus and his holy angels set up thrones for judgement.

Let us go forward in our imagination to that day. In front there will be gathered the responsible of all nations and generations, and we shall each be there. The quietness and dignity of the highest of earthly courts will not compare with that. There will be the omnipotent power and glory to be seen in the person of Jesus, and before him the risen dead and the few who are alive and remain at his coming; and they are to receive rewards according to their works. Paul speaks of this in his letters to the Romans, chap. 14v7: 
"for none of us liveth to himself, and no man dieth to himself. For whether we live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we die unto the Lord; whether we live therefore, or die, we are the Lords. For to this end Christ both died, and rose, and revived, that he might be Lord both of the dead and living. But why dost though judge thy brother? Or why dost thou set at nought thy Brother? For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ. For it is written, as I live, saith the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God.”

So then everyone of us shall give account of himself to God. Those words remind us of that coming moment. Look also beyond the Son of God to those hosts of angels surrounding the throne, each one a being of power and spirit excelling in strength, and yet all giving glory and reverence to Jesus as he sits upon his throne. And then - ourselves. How utterly humble and insignificant we shall feel. We shall be faced with such a weight of glory and honour that we shall see ourselves for what we are. How that moment of truth will reveal ourselves to ourselves - dust and ashes, not worthy or fit to receive the least of the mercies of the great God of heaven, shown in the person of Jesus. It will be for us a time of heart searching and introspection. No mother or father will be able to plead for their son or daughter, no husband for the wife or wife to plead for leniency for the husband. There will be just ourselves, with those characters we have been able to form in our day of probation, set before the standard of Jesus. There will be no deception, no miscarriages of justice, no misunderstandings or ambiguities. The worthy will be rewarded with life and the unworthy with death. There'll be no appeal, no putting on probation, no postponement of sentence. It will be that "moment of truth" unsurpassed in importance, "go" or "depart" - implacable, unrelenting, because our works demand it, and allowing for no alternative; or mercy, love, forgiveness and welcome because the works we have done allowed it. For many the issues have already been decided, their judgment is a foregone conclusion.

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David and those other worthies - they disregarded their present lives and lived only for the promise of eternal life. On the contrary for others there can be but little hope, for they heard the truth and rejected it, not obeying or caring. But for the very vast majority the judgment will hang in the balance, depending upon the love of Christ and his mercy cancelling out sins and transgressions because there has been a probation of serious effort to use their talents in the service of the brethren and sisters.

When the angels have finished the work of gathering the Saints together for judgement, and the patriarchs, the prophets and the apostles, together with the multitude of responsible living and dead stand before the throne to give an account of their stewardship, we can realise - as we go forward in our imaginations - that there will be no laughter, no irresponsible chatter, no gossip between one and the other, no empty words. Each heart and mind will be full of its own thoughts, with a mixture of despair and hope. How long the judgment will take is a matter for difference of opinion. It is clear that we shall each one have to give an account of ourselves and be judged accordingly. The Book of revelation reveals this point, in chap. 20v11: 
"And I saw a great white throne and him that sat on it from who’s face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the Book of Life; and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works." 
Paul's second letter to the Corinthians chap. 5 v 9 emphasises the point:

"Wherefore we Labour, that, whether present or absent, we maybe excepted of him. For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that everyone may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad."
This is such an important climax in the purpose of God that we can be sure that everything will be done decently and in order, unhurried and deliberate. It is true that our judgment is being recorded day by day in the Lamb’s Book of Life. We are now laying for ourselves either treasure in heaven against that moment, or treasure on earth, caring only for our present comfort and welfare, irrespective of our calling to be a servant of the Lord. But again and again scripture teaches us that an individual confession will be made by each Saint and responded to by Christ. Paul says that every one shall give account of himself, receiving in his body according to that which he has done. No one will be able to presume on indiscriminate mercy. If Christ is to show mercy and forgiveness at that time there has to be a clear appreciation of our responsibilities as children of God. We must steadily and consciously prepare ourselves for that moment of judgement, having judged ourselves at least every week when we meet around these emblems for self examination. Lack of thought or care now is inexcusable in the sight of Jesus. We have been warned. A refusal to carry any kind of cross or conform to Christ's example - such an attitude pre-judges us.

Let us go forward again in our imagination to Sinai, and see that moment having arrived for each one of us. We have been called to go forward, and what will our attitude be? There can be no question of an excuse for failure or weakness. If we have misbehaved, if we have failed to serve, if we have failed to use our opportunities and our talents, Christ will so judge us. Brother Dr Thomas has written on this point: 
‘this relation of experiences (before Christ) will consume time, and one would conclude no little time. Some will doubtless be very brief, having little to say, while others will be even speechless; but some will have a longer account to give, as in the case of Paul and others like him.’

Of course the immortalisation of a Abraham or Paul and their acclaim by the holy angels will be moments of great importance in the sight of the Deity and of extreme honour for them; and then the tens of thousands of moments must add up to a considerable time, with the rejected sent unhappily and miserably away, reaping the corruption they have so deliberately sown. Justice will have been done. They refused to deny themselves ungodliness or worldly lusts, they refused to live soberly, righteously and Godly, they pleased themselves and not Christ. But if for many thousands who to the best of their limited ability have sewn to the spirit and given of their best to their fellow saints, there is a moment of extreme happiness and joy, reward for labour well done. Regular daily service they have given habitually; Jesus has never been far from their daily reflections, and they have looked forward with hope and faith to this moment now upon them.

Let for a moment contemplate acceptance by Jesus. Imagine ourselves as we have been invited to go forward and stand alongside the worthies of all ages, and to be with those wonderful spirit beings with almighty power; alongside the Son of God, manifesting the divine glory. Imagine how we would feel to be an eternal companion of a truly wonderful and lovable family through eternity. The immediate future will fill our hearts and minds and our probation will be in the past, an insignificant amount of trial and striving having wrought for us such an exceeding great recompense of reward. The kingdom of God with its wonderful future, its promise of peace and prosperity, with all that eternal life involves, will be ours. We shall experience the power to ease all the pain and suffering of the mortal inhabitants, and teach them the way of God until the whole earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of God. In us will be the ability to serve to perfection this wonderful purpose of God - the abolition of all evil and wickedness. What a glorious future. All tension, fear and anxiety will be gone for ever, weakness replaced by power. Then the silence of the seat of judgment will give place to the glorious song of the redeemed as with immortal voices they sing the song of Moses and of the Lamb. "The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; the desert shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose." Nothing can possibly compare with that moment of truth when we realise that our probation, inadequate as we know it has been, is such that Christ is able to show mercy and to accept us.

Now in conclusion let us come back from the reality of that future to this uncertain present. As we take the bread and wine there is the opportunity for self examination with the judgment seat in mind. 
· Are we truly carrying the cross as disciples of Christ? 
· Is our service to him factual and genuine? 
· Have we really forsaken all worldly sins and comforts and self-seeking, rightly assessing the value of the eternal happiness that is held out to us? 
The coming judgment is so certain and so real. Let us fervently pray that our preparations for it are adequate.
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