                  Sermon for July 2nd 2006:  

            “Finders, Weepers; Losers, Keepers!”
                ( Text:   Matthew 16:21-26 )

***********************************************************
     When I was in 4th grade I used to play marbles during recess, just like some of my other classmates.  I had this one marble that I loved.  I even had it marked so other kids would know it was mine.

     Well, one day after I had played with my marbles on the playground I noticed I had lost my favorite marble.  A little bit later a fellow classmate found my marble on the playground.  I showed him my mark on the marble to prove that it was mine and I asked him to give the marble back to me.  Guess what my classmate said!  “Finders, Keepers!  Losers, Weepers!”
     Finders, Keepers!  Losers, Weepers!  Have you ever encountered that sinful slogan?  In this evil world we’re often tempted to think that we’re in control and that we have a right to do things our way no matter how much sorrow our choices bring to others.

     Finders, Keepers!  Losers, Weepers!  This slogan suggests that life is about finding what we want and then clinging to it with all our might – even if we have no right to what we want.

     But Jesus takes this worldly slogan and turns it upside down and inside out!  Here’s how Jesus might change that slogan:  “Finders, Weepers!  Losers, Keepers!”  But that doesn’t make sense, does it?  Why should we weep if we find what we want in life?  Even more, how is it possible for us to keep what we lose?  Finders, Weepers?  Losers, Keepers?  

     In order to understand Jesus’ wisdom we need to listen carefully to the part of our Gospel reading where Jesus says these words:  “Then Jesus said to his disciples, ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.”

     Now, what does Jesus means when He says “Take up your cross”?  What does Jesus mean when He says “Lose your life and you will find it”?  Let’s examine our Gospel reading more carefully to discover the answers.

     If you read the verses that appear immediately before our Gospel reading you will find that our Heavenly Father gave Peter the ability to recognize Jesus’ true identity.  Listen to what Peter says about Jesus:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”

     By God’s grace, Peter gets it right!  Jesus is the promised Savior.  Jesus is God in human flesh.  However, Peter does not yet understand why Jesus came into this world.  You see, Peter was hoping that Jesus would use His Almighty power to conquer the oppressive Romans and create a heaven on earth for supposedly worthy Jews like Peter.  But then Jesus shocks them all by what He says next!

     Jesus tells His disciples that He will go to Jerusalem to suffer and die by the hands of the Romans and that His own people, the Jews, will be the ones to hand Him over to them.  Then, on the 3rd day after His death, Jesus says that He will come back to life.

     Well, Peter is so stunned by this talk about suffering and death that he doesn’t even hear the part about the resurrection.  All Peter can think to say is this:  “Never, Lord!  This will never happen to you!”

     But Jesus then rebukes Peter for thinking like Satan.  You see, the devil had been trying to keep Jesus from His true mission.  Jesus came into this world to die and thereby save His people from their sins.  This was His Father’s plan, and Jesus willingly submitted Himself to His Father’s plan.
     But Peter didn’t want to hear about his sin and Jesus’ death on the cross.  Peter had plans for his own life and also plans for Jesus’ life.  Peter wanted to find his own way.  We find the same sin in our Old Testament reading.  If you recall, Jeremiah thought God owed him one.  Jeremiah began to doubt that God would remain faithful to him.

     But are we not also guilty of these sins?  Sometimes we’re just like Peter.  We want things to go our way.  We want God to bless our plans.  Sometimes we’re like Jeremiah in our Old Testament reading.  We think God owes us one.  We begin to doubt that God will be faithful to us.  We’re no better!

     That’s why Jesus says the following to us:  “He who saves His life will lose it,…”  If we reject God and try to save ourselves by following our own plans, we will lose it all.  Finders, Weepers!  How does this sin happen in our lives?  

     One example is that we may choose to use God’s gift of time as we please.  We organize our schedules around things that are important to us or maybe even use our time to do things that God says are sinful.  We may also leave out time for prayer, study of God’s Word, attendance at Services or other Church activities.

     Or maybe we use God’s gift of money as we please.  We divide up our income around those things that we want or maybe even use God’s money for evil things -- but then, after we’ve used God’s money, we find that we have little or nothing left for God’s Church.

     In addition, there may be certain sins that are pleasing to us and so we find some way to justify our evil choices and ignore God’s Word.  Such sins could be rebellion against parents; cheating on your spouse; hurting a fellow Christian with gossip and slander; giving in to lustful thoughts; envy of your neighbor’s success in life; abuse of food, drugs or alcohol.  You name it.  
     Finally, we sin when we try to find our own solutions to the problems and trials in life instead of going to God in prayer and seeking guidance from His Word.  Sadly, we’re just like Peter and Jeremiah.
     Now we are ready to hear what Jesus means when He says that we need to “take up our cross” and follow Him.  You see, Jesus went to the cross because He refused to find His own way in life apart from the will of His Father.  Instead, Jesus fully submitted to His Father’s plan.

      In fact, while Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane, just hours before His horrible death, He fervently prayed to His Father.  Jesus asked if God’s plan of salvation could be accomplished in some other way.  

     But then Jesus also added these words:  “Not My will, but Your will be done, Father.”  Jesus took up His cross.  He lost His life, and then He found it again on the 3rd day!  THE AWESOME GOOD NEWS IS THAT HE DID IT ALL FOR YOU!
     That’s why Jesus tells YOU to take up YOUR “cross”.  In other words, trust God’s plan for you!  Jesus knows that there is no hope for us if we “find our lives” by clinging to our sin and ignoring God’s plan for us.  We must stop “playing God” and submit to our Father’s loving plan for us.  What is the Father’s loving plan for you?

     First, God wants you to agree with Him about the sin His Word exposes in your life.  God exposes your evil thoughts and actions.  God rebukes your selfish plans and shows you when you are actually following Satan.  

     But then He points us to Jesus who willingly died on the Cross for our sins and rose from the grave so that through Him we might find the life that God wants us to have for all eternity.
     God is saying to you:  “Confess your sins and come to me with your guilt.  You are forgiven because of my Son’s death and you have new life because of His resurrection.  Let go of your selfish plans and trust Me.  Lose your sinful life and find a new life in my Son!”

     When God finds us we learn to “let go” and “let God.”  Here’s how the Holy Spirit moves us to pray:  “Father, I confess to you that I’m a sinner who deserves your wrath.  But I believe your promise that I’m your forgiven child because of your Son.  Father, help me to live the life You desire for me.  There are some things I really want in this life, but I trust that You know my true needs.  Not my will, but Your will be done.  Father, help me to let go of my sinful plans and discover your plan for my life.”

     Jesus said:  “He who loses His life will find it.”  In other words: Losers, Keepers!  If we reject our sinful plans and rejoice in the salvation Christ has won for us we will find that we have a new life in God’s love that will never end.  
     Of course, the unbelievers of this world may think you’re losing out on so much by doing things God’s way.  But the Truth is that the only thing you’re losing is life without God’s love.  The only thing you’re losing is an eternity of weeping.  Instead, you get to keep forever all that really matters!

     But what about the weeping we must face in this life?  Sometimes we weep because we’ve made sinful choices – and now the guilt hurts and the consequences are overwhelming.  Other times we weep because some person finds pleasure in hurting us.  Or we may weep simply because we live in a fallen world where life can be very hard.

     When we have such weeping in our lives the devil tempts us to solve our problems by finding our own way.  But listen to what your loving Savior says to you:  “Finders, Weepers!  Losers, Keepers!  Come to Me, my child.  Have you sinned against Me?  I forgive you completely!  Have people hurt you and abused you?  I’m here right now to heal you and love you.  Do you need guidance in this confusing life?  Let Me give you wisdom.  Do you feel hopeless?  Then take up your cross and follow my plan for your life.  I won’t let you down.  I died for you.  I conquered death for you.  I will keep you safe for all eternity.  Not even death can harm you.  You will live again, because I live for you!  Follow Me and you will lose all that hurts you and you can keep all the good that I will give you!”

     After today’s Service you have to go out into that world and face many lies from the evil one.  Here’s one of his lies:  “Finders, Keepers!  Losers, Weepers!”  Don’t listen to the devil!  Instead, listen to your Savior:  “Finders, Weepers!  Losers, Keepers!”  Amen!     

