Questions Jesus Asks #2

“Profit Margins”

Matthew 16:21-28
“Profit margins” are popular in The Wall Street Journal, Forbes, MS-NBC, or the Fox Business channel. According to Wikipedia, profit margin is a financial ratio that measures the percentage of profit earned by a company in relation to its revenue. Expressed as a percentage, it indicates how much profit the company makes for every dollar of revenue generated. Profit margin is important because this percentage provides a comprehensive picture of the operating efficiency of a business or an industry.
 Investors will pay attention to profit margins before investing their money in companies.

In Matthew 16 Jesus challenged His disciples to make an investment of a different kind. He asks two questions in verse 26 to make His point: “What will it profit a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” He is not speaking about stocks and bonds but rather one’s soul or life. The stakes are much higher than any financial transaction.

Where this passage is found in Scripture may sound familiar to some of you. Last week we considered questions Jesus asked from this same chapter, in verses 13-20. First He asked, “Who do people say I am?” followed by, “Who do you say I am?” I stated then that the second question is the most important question we will ever face for the answer we give will determine our eternal destiny.

For once, Simon Peter got it right: “You are the Christ (or Messiah), the Son of the living God.” No doubt this elicited a round of “amens” and affirming nods from the other disciples. Maybe a quiet “Aww, he beat me to it” could be heard from the back.
 
Keep in mind that our text today immediately follows the passage from last week. 

Counting the Cost

Jesus begins this passage with the importance of counting the cost. This is not a new emphasis for our Lord. In Luke 14:28 Jesus said, “For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it?” [esv] Despite our culture’s opinion to the contrary, Christianity is not about taking a blind leap of faith. Jesus wants His followers to do their due diligence.

In Matthew 16:21, Jesus explains the high price of discipleship: “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” This marks a change in the whole thrust of Jesus’ instruction of the Twelve. Now that they had come to understand that Jesus was the long-promised Messiah, He proceeded to teach them what messiahship meant.

For Jesus suffering was the essence of messiahship, and from this point on He brings it out again and again. Learning this was a lesson the disciples found very hard indeed. This may be the point of Matthew’s “began”; it would be a long, slow process.
 For us as well as for His original disciples, it is not enough to confess that Jesus is Messiah if we do not understand that his messiahship involves suffering and death.

Peter wasn’t quite there yet, as verses 22-23 disclose:

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.” 

As soon as Jesus explained to His disciples what would happen to Him in Jerusalem at the hands of their enemies, Peter responded. He took Jesus aside, away from the rest of the disciples, and actually began to scold Him! The Greek word translated “rebuke” means, “to express strong disapproval of someone” or even to “warn in order to prevent an action or bring one to an end.”
 Peter was now assuming that he knew better than Jesus did what the Master should do. He did not accept what Jesus has said and presumed to criticize Him for saying it.
 (We would never do such a thing, would we?)
In verse 23, Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!” Let’s be clear: Jesus was not claiming that Peter was demon-possessed but that his rejection of the way of the cross reflected the attitude of Satan.
 Peter was not only out of order here; he was the devil’s agent. In the wilderness Satan offered Jesus the kingdom without the cross; Peter now offers the same temptation and encounters the same title.

Jesus’ rebuke would have felt like a smack in the face. In fact, the text indicates that Jesus didn’t even let Peter unload his whole case against God’s plan. It says that Peter “began to rebuke” (emphasis mine), suggesting that Jesus literally interrupted Peter’s words and stopped him from digging himself deeper into the pit of verbal stupidity. Jesus physically got into Peter’s face and said, “Get behind Me, Satan!” Ouch! Without realizing it, Peter was actually taking on the role of the adversary by doing what Satan does—tempting people to take a course of action directly contrary to God’s will.

Just that quickly, in the matter of a few verses in Matthew’s Gospel, Peter went from being a “stone” who had just been blessed to a “stumbling block” who was not a blessing to Jesus at all!
 How could this happen? Peter got himself into that mess because his mind was set not on God’s interests, but on man’s.

You know, some American Christians expect unlimited prosperity or teach that Christians will escape all tribulation, while many of our brothers and sisters elsewhere (such as in Iran or in Africa) die for their faith. Is it not possible that some Christians today still speak for the devil?
 (That’s too convicting so let’s move on!)

In verse 24 Jesus outlines the high cost of discipleship: Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”
First it should be noted that any prospective disciple must exercise his or her will; nobody becomes a follower of Jesus by drifting into it. There must always be the wholehearted decision. Come after me could mean simply walking behind Jesus as he moved along the road, but in a context like this there is no doubt that it means “be a disciple” or “be a committed follower.” Such a person must “deny himself.” Our natural tendency of the race is to affirm ourself, to concentrate on what serves our own interests, to make ourself as prosperous as we can. Jesus calls on all His true followers to renounce such self-interest (as the New English Bible puts it, “leave self behind”).
 If Jesus’ mission involves the cross, those who would follow Him must pay the same price.

We often hear people speak of “the cross I have to bear,” which comes from this text but does not carry the same meaning. I like how Kent Hughes describes the meaning of taking up our cross and following Christ: 

What are our crosses? They are not simply trials or hardships. It is typical to think of a nutty boss or an unfair teacher or a bossy mother-in-law as our “cross.” But they are not…. A cross comes from specifically walking in Christ’s steps, embracing his life. It comes from bearing disdain because we are embracing the narrow way of the Cross.
 
Jesus was speaking about a death to a whole way of life; he was talking about the utmost in self-sacrifice, a very death to selfishness and all forms of self-seeking. We should not miss the force of his cross: there is a cross for every servant of God. And when we come to follow, we should not miss the present imperative: “let him keep on following me.” Jesus is talking about a discipleship that is a whole way of life. Taking up a cross is not something that can be done once and for all and gotten out of the way. In fact, in Luke 9:23 Jesus says, “take up his cross daily.”

Let me be clear: Death to self is not so much a prerequisite of discipleship to Jesus as a continuing characteristic of it.
 People don’t typically wake in the morning and say, “I can’t wait to deny myself today!” any more than they might say, “I can’t wait to die today!” But, in order to experience the lordship and provision of Christ on earth, you must be willing to say “no” to yourself.

Without a doubt, the price of discipleship is high.

In verse 25, however, Jesus also described the higher price of destruction: “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.” 

What did Jesus mean when he said, “whoever saves his life”? Leon Morris writes,

If we regard life as no more than this ordinary, physical life, if we spend our time and our resources on getting as much out of this life as we can, Jesus is saying, we lose life in its more important sense. To spend oneself trying the get the best one can out of this present life, the here and now, is to lose life in the fullest sense. Jesus is not saying that anyone who concentrates on his own selfish concerns will be punished by having his life taken from him. He is saying that, by the very fact that he concentrates on his own selfish concerns, that person has lost life in the best and fullest sense. He exists, but does not live.

That last sentence really gets me: “He exists, but does not live.” How many do we know who fit that description? In simple terms, “saving my life” boils down to only doing what I feel like doing and avoiding what I don’t feel like doing.
 Rather than saving one’s life, though, Jesus says such a one will lose it.

On the other hand, whoever loses his life for His sake will find it. Does this mean we should be reckless, suicidal, or masochistic? Not at all; Jesus is referring to the one who puts the service of Christ before all else, who counts all well lost for Christ’s sake and who consequently devotes all his time to serving Christ and other people for Christ’s sake. That person will find life. He now finds that the life he lived before giving up all for Christ was not really life at all. Full and abundant life is the life of service, the life in Christ, the life that takes anyone out of concentration on merely selfish concerns and puts ultimate meaning into life.
 We would do well to remember the immortal words of Jim Elliot, who gave his life in martyrdom as a missionary to natives of Ecuador: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose.”

In verse 26 we come to the questions Jesus asks, and there are two: “What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” These are, of course, rhetorical questions, queries with an expected answer. What good will it be to gain the whole world yet forfeit one’s soul? (The Greek word is psyche, from which we get psychology. Some English versions translate it “life.” Either is acceptable.) Obviously, it won’t be good.
The magnitude of the loss is brought out by a second question Jesus asks: “What can a man give in exchange for his soul?” I like the way J. B. Phillips translates this: “What could a man offer to buy back his soul once he had lost it?” Jesus uses language of commerce here, but nothing in the world of commerce has a value comparable to that of one’s soul or essential being. Nothing can compensate for its loss. It is possible to lose one’s life in the highest sense while yet continuing to exist.
 Just take a look around; such folks are all around us.

Choosing the Course

We have considered two questions Jesus asked, questions He still asks of people today. In answering His questions we are choosing the course of our lives. Two portfolios as it were are before us and we much decide where we will invest our time, resources, and eternity.

First there are earthly dividends. This reminds me of the parable Jesus taught in Luke 12:16-21,

And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.” ’ 

“But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 

“This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.”

Rich in every way…except the important way. If I can paraphrase the Eagles’ hit, “You can spend all your time making money; you can spend all your money making time.” In the end, you will run out of both. All our possessions, titles, aspirations…all die when our bodies die. We can’t take it with us. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 3:10-15,

Each one should be careful how he builds. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames. 

Earthly dividends are likened to wood, hay, and straw. They won’t survive the fire of judgment. But eternal dividends are likened to gold, silver and precious stones. These are not consumed by fire but purified. This will constitute our eternal reward. As Jesus concluded in Matthew 16:27, “For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.” In the end God will reward us for what we have done, and eternal life matters more than our temporary lives in this age.

The profit margins Jesus shows are clear. All the material possessions and privilege in this world cannot compensate for spending an eternity in hell. Nor can we offer anything to God to redeem ourselves. Eternal life must be received as God’s free gift. Following Jesus may cost us our lives here on earth,
 but it is well worth it!
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