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I Have Decided to Follow Jesus

I have decided to follow Jesus; I have decided to follow Jesus;
I have decided to follow Jesus; No turning back, no turning back.

The world behind me, the cross before me; The world behind me, the cross before me;
The world behind me, the cross before me; No turning back, no turning back.

Though none go with me, still I will follow; Though none go with me, still I will follow;
Though none go with me, still I will follow; No turning back, no turning back.

Will you decide now to follow Jesus? Will you decide now to follow Jesus?
Will you decide now to follow Jesus? No turning back, no turning back.

Luke 24:1-7

“But very early on Sunday morning the women came to the tomb,
taking the spices they had prepared. 
They found that the stone covering the entrance had been rolled aside. 
So they went in, but they couldn't find the body of the Lord Jesus. 
They were puzzled, trying to think what could have happened to it. 
Suddenly, two men appeared to them, clothed in dazzling robes. 
The women were terrified and bowed low before them. 
Then the men asked, 
"Why are you looking in a tomb for someone who is alive? 
He isn't here! He has risen from the dead! 
Don't you remember what he told you back in Galilee, 
that the Son of Man must be betrayed into the hands of sinful men 
and be crucified, and that he would rise again the third day?"

Choir

Vain the stone, the watch, the seal, Alleluia! Christ has burst the gates of hell, Alleluia!
Death in vain forbids His rise, Alleluia! Christ has opened paradise, Alleluia!

ALL
Christ, the Lord, is risen today, Alleluia! Sons of men and angels say, Alleluia!
Raise your joys and triumphs high, Alleluia! Sing, ye heavens, and earth, reply, Alleluia!

And He is Lord. He is Lord!

He is Risen from the dead and he is Lord!

Every knee shall bow, every tongue confess,

That Jesus Christ is Lord!
1. Conclude Service @ Empty Tomb… 2 Quotes
· Michael Green “AT THE HEART of Christianity is a cross; & one of the most significant things about it is that it is an empty cross. Christians down the ages have been sure that his shameful death on that gallows was not the last word about Jesus. He rose from the tomb, and triumphed over death. This was the belief that turned heartbroken followers of a crucified rabbi into the courageous witnesses & martyrs of the early church. This was the one belief that separated the followers of Jesus from the Jews and turned them into the com​munity of the resurrection. You could imprison them, flog them, kill them, but you could not make them deny their conviction that "on the third day He rose again'.
· Wolfhart Pannenberg: “The evidence for Jesus' resurrection is so strong that nobody would question it except for two things: First, it is a very unusual event. And second, if you believe it happened, you have to change the way you live.
2. This Morning: A Divorce… & A Reuniting
a.  Today, 79% of adults nationwide believe the central claim of the Christian faith--that Jesus Christ rose from the dead. http://www.rasmussenreports.com/public_content/lifestyle/holidays/april_2009/79_believe_jesus_christ_rose_from_the_dead 
b.  But: Today…A Divorce… but between theory & practice”

· A Giant disconnect
· Believing Resurrection happened… & NOT changing way I live.
· Between an Easter Belief… & an Easter Life 
c. “A Uniting of Belief & Lifestyle

· Of an Easter Belief… With an Easter Life of Following Fully
3.  “Follow” + “Follow Fully” > Is A Difference!
Num. 32:11-12  'None of the men who came up from Egypt, from 20 old and upward, shall see the land which I swore to Abraham…; for they did not follow Me fully,  except Caleb… & Joshua …, for they have followed the LORD fully.'
1 Kings 11:6 “Solomon did what was evil in the sight of the LORD, and did not follow the LORD fully, as David his father had done.”
Mat. 4:19 “Jesus said to Peter & Andrew, "Follow Me, & I will make you fishers of men." (= Follow W/O Cross)
Mat. 16:24 “Jesus said to His disciples, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me.”
Jn. 12:26 Heb. 13:8 "If anyone serves Me, he must follow Me; & where I am, there  

My servant will be also.” “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, & forever.”
Rev. 14:4 “These are the ones who follow the Lamb (Jesus) wherever He goes.”
4. Jesus > Peter Post Resurrection: John 21:18-22 "Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to gird yourself & walk wherever you wished; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands & someone else will gird you, & bring you where you do not wish to go." Now this He said, signifying by what kind of death he would glorify God. And when He had spoken this, He said to him, "Follow Me!"  Peter, turning around, saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; the one who also had leaned back on His bosom at the supper and said, "Lord, who is the one who betrays You?"  So Peter seeing him said to Jesus, "Lord, and what about this man?" Jesus said to him, "If I want him to remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow Me!"
(Kent Hughes) “Despite his aged infirmity Peter would die a martyr’s death by crucifixion. John’s description of Peter’s death as a glorification of God,… was standard Christian language for martyrdom. Moreover, the church fathers… all view the phrase, “you will stretch out your hands” as a description of crucifixion… The sense of Christ’s prophecy is, “When you were young, you had your own way. You girded yourself & went forth with conscious independence. But a future time is coming when you will be infirm, & someone else will gird you & bind you & even crucify you.” Christ was telling Peter very explicitly that his subsequent life of service would be extremely difficult, with the humiliation of his activist ego & even infirmity, & it would culminate in the ignominy of his own personal crucifixion. What a way to encourage one’s followers!”
5. “Following Fully”: Richard Wurmbrand & P.Ch.
1937-1938: In a village in Romania, a godly old carpenter, Christian Wölfkes, prays for years to win a Jew for Christ. A young Jewish man and his wife arrive in his village. In 1938, the carpenter leads the Jewish strangers, Richard and Sabina Wurmbrand, to Jesus Christ.
1941: Romania is host to German forces. Richard engages in evangelistic activities with the occupying soldiers. During the Nazi terror, Richard and Sabina are repeatedly beaten and arrested.
1944: Communists seize power in Romania, & Russian troops pour into the country. He ministers to oppressed fellow countrymen & Russian soldiers, printing one million Russian Gospels of John.

1948: Sunday ,Feb. 29, Wurmbrand leaves for church. Secret police kidnap him > solitary cell.

1950: The communists arrest Sabina and assign her to forced labor on the Danube Canal. 
1956: Richard is released after 8 1/2 years in prison. He endured horrific tortures and was warned to never preach again, but he resumes his ministry.

1959: He’s turned in to authorities by one of own associates in underground church; arrested again.

1964: Richard is released from prison and resumes his work. 

1965-1966: Wurmbrand family ransomed from Romania for $10,000 & the secret police tell Richard to remain silent about his experiences. In May of 1966, he testifies in Washington, D.C., before the Senate’s Internal Security Subcommittee. His story spreads rapidly across the U.S. and the world.
1967: The Wurmbrands begin a ministry committed to serving persecuted Christians, The Voice of the Martyrs. Tortured for Christ, Pastor Wurmbrand’s testimony, is published.
6. “Following Fully:” Richard Wurmbrand & Persecuted Church. Want to? R U Sure?
A. “In the first days after my conversion, I felt that I would not be able to live any longer. Walking on the street, I felt a physical pain for every man or woman who passed by. It was like a knife in the heart, so burning was the question of whether or not he or she was saved. If a member of the congregation sinned, I would weep for hours. The longing for the salvation of all souls has remained in my heart and the communists are not excluded from it.
         #1: Conversion.   Belief in the resurrection, alone, does NOT = Conversion
F.F. = #2: Invite God to possess U with a passion for souls.  Follow Me > Fishers of Men
B. The communists convened a congress of all Christian bodies in our parliament building… 4000 priests and pastors chose Joseph Stalin as honorary president of this congress. At the same time, he was president of the World Movement of the Godless and a mass murderer of Christians. One after the other, bishops & pastors arose and declared that communism and Christianity are fundamentally the same and could co-exist, assuring the new govern​ment of the loyalty of the Church. What would U do?
My wife sat near me and told me, "Richard, stand up and wash away this shame from the face of Christ! They are spitting into His face." I said to my wife, "If I do so, you lose your husband." She said, "I don't wish to have a coward as a husband." Then I arose and spoke to this congress, praising not the murderers of Christians, but Christ and God and said that our loyalty is due first to Him. The speeches at this congress were broadcast and the whole country could hear proclaimed from the rostrum of the Communist Parliament the message of Christ! Afterwards, I had to pay for this, but it had been worthwhile.                                                   F.F. = #3. Speak up for Christ, even when it may cost you dearly.
C. In Dec. 1965, my family & I could leave Rumania. My last deed before leaving was … to go to the grave of the colonel who had given the order for my arrest and who had ordered my years of torture. And I put a flower on his grave. By doing this, I dedicated myself to bringing the joys of Christ that I have to the communists who are so empty spiritually. F.F. = #4. Dedicate yourself to bringing Christ to all, even Ur enemies, & nations’ enemies.
D. My suffering consists first of all in the longing after the unspeakable beauties of the Underground Church, the church which fulfils the old Latin saying Nudis nudum Christi sequi (naked, follow the naked Christ). Underground Church is a poor and suffering church, but it has no lukewarm members. Whoever has known the spiritual beauty of the Under​ground Church cannot be satisfied any more with the empti​ness of some Western churches. F.F. = #5: “Naked, follow the naked Christ.”
E. 2 very dirty villagers came to my home one day. They’d come from their village to take the job of shoveling the frozen earth all winter long to earn money in the slight hope they might be able to buy an old, tattered Bible with it and take it back to their village. Because I had received Bibles from America, I was able to hand them a new Bible, not an old tattered one. They could not believe their eyes! They tried to pay me with money they earned from shoveling frozen earth. I refused their money. They rushed back to their village with the Bible. A few days later, I received a letter of unrestrained, ecstatic joy thanking me for the Scriptures. It was signed by 30 villagers! They’d care​fully cut the Bible into 30 parts and exchanged the parts amongst each other! It is pathetic to hear a Russian begging for one page of the Bible. He feeds his soul on it. They are happy to ex​change a cow or a goat for a Bible. One man I know traded his wedding ring in order to get a battered New Testament.
· Acts 9:4-5 “Saul fell to the ground & heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?" He said, "Who are You, Lord?" He said, "I am Jesus whom you are persecuting… “The Risen X is still being persecuted. > F.F. = #6: Ministering to the Suffering Christ in the Persecuted Church. 
· V.O.M.: Magazines: Register, Pray, Give  www.persecution.com 
· If Jesus > beaten & tortured @ Husson & Rt. 20, U Go or Stay?

F. An Orthodox priest, a friend of mine, telephoned me and told me that a Russian 
officer had come to him to seek God. My friend did not know Russian. Knowing however that I speak Russian, he had given him my address. The next day this man came to me. He loved God, he longed after God, but he had never seen a Bible. He never attended religious services (churches in Russia are very scarce). He had no religious education.                     F.F. = He loved God without the slightest knowledge of Him.  REFLECT
I began to read to him the Sermon on the Mount and the parables of Jesus. After hearing them, he danced around the room in rapturous joy proclaiming: "What a wonderful beauty ! How could I live without knowing this Christ!" F.F. =  It was the first time that I saw somebody so rapturously joyful in Christ. REFLECT
Then I committed a mistake. I read to him the passion & crucifixion of Christ, without having him prepared for this. He had not expected it &, when he heard how Christ was beaten, how He was crucified, & that in the end He died, he fell in an armchair & began to weep bitterly. He had believed in a Savior & now his Savior was dead! I looked at him and I was ashamed that I had called my​self a Christian and a pastor, a teacher of others. F.F. =  I had never shared the sufferings of Christ as this Russian officer now shared them. Looking at him, it was for me as seeing again Mary Magdalene weeping at the foot of the cross, faithfully weeping even when Jesus was a corpse in the tomb. REFLECT
Then I read to him the story of resurrection. He’d not known his Savior arose from the tomb. When he heard this wonderful news, he beat his knees & swore a very dirty, but, I think, a very "holy" swear. This was his crude manner of speech. F.F. =  Again, he rejoiced. He shouted for joy: "He is alive! He is alive!" Again, he danced around the room, overwhelmed with happiness! REFLECT
I said to him, "Let us pray!" He did not know prayers. He did not know our holy phrases. He fell on his knees together with me and his words of prayer were. "0 God, what a fine chap you are! If I were You and You were me, I would never have forgiven You your sins. But You are really a very nice chap! F.F. = I love you from all my heart."  I think that all the angels in heaven stopped what they were doing to listen to this sublime prayer from a Russian officer. The man had been won for X! RU?   REFLECT 
7. So… What Value do you Place on Christ? Is He Worth Following Fully?
8. Insert… I Have Decided to Follow Jesus
a.  Can you sing it w/ integrity?
b.  As we leave & > Empty Tomb… Will you celebrate??

c.  As you leave the Empty Tomb… FULLY FOLLOW HIM?
DIVORCE: Easter Faith… & Following (by nature, to follow is to bring all of yourself; not look at, talk about, agree with, spectate…)
“AT THE HEART of Christianity is a cross; and one of the most significant things about it is that it is an empty cross. Christians down the ages have been sure that his shameful death on that gallows was not the last word about Jesus. He rose from the tomb, and triumphed over death.

This was the belief that turned heartbroken followers of a crucified rabbi into the courageous witnesses and martyrs of the early church. This was the one belief that separated the followers of Jesus from the Jews and turned them into the com​munity of the resurrection. You could imprison them, flog them, kill them, but you could not make them deny their conviction that "on the third day he rose again'. The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is the cornerstone of Christianity! Every year thousands of enquirers examine the evidence for Christianity and put their faith in Jesus.” 
 Michael Green

Hebrews 13:8  8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.

Whoever has known the spiritual beauty of the Under​ground Church cannot be satisfied any more with the empti​ness of some Western churches.

I suffer in the West more than I suffered in a communist jail, because now I see with my own eyes the western civil​ization dying.

I suffer in the West more than I did in communist lands.

My suffering consists first of all in the longing after the unspeakable beauties of the Underground Church, the church which fulfils the old Latin saying Nudis nudum Christi sequi (naked, follow the naked Christ).

An Orthodox priest, a friend of mine, telephoned me and told me that a Russian officer had come to him to confess. My friend did not know Russian. Knowing however that I speak Russian, he had given him my address. The next day this man came to me. He loved God, he longed after God, but he had never seen a Bible. He never attended religious services (churches in Russia are very scarce). He had no religious education. He loved God without the slightest knowledge of Him.

I began to read to him the Sermon on the Mount and the parables of Jesus. After hearing them, he danced around the room in rapturous joy proclaiming: "What a wonderful beauty ! How could I live without knowing this Christ !" It was the first time that I saw somebody so rapturously joyful in Christ.

 (18) Then I committed a mistake. I read to him the passion and crucifixion of Christ, without having him prepared for this. He had not expected it and, when he heard how Christ was beaten, how He was crucified and that in the end He died, he fell in an armchair and began to weep bitterly. He had believed in a Saviour and now his Saviour was dead !

I looked at him and I was ashamed that I had called my​self a Christian and a pastor, a teacher of others. I had never shared the sufferings of Christ as this Russian officer now shared them. Looking at him, it was for me as seeing again Mary Magdalene weeping at the foot of the cross, faithfully weeping even when Jesus was a corpse in the tomb.

Then I read to him the story of resurrection. He had not known his Saviour arose from the tomb. When he heard this wonderful news, he beat his knees and swore a very dirty, but, I think, a very "holy" swear. This was his crude manner of speech. Again he rejoiced. He shouted for joy : "He is alive! He is alive!" And again he danced around the room, overwhelmed with happiness !

I said to him, "Let us pray !" He did not know prayers. He did not know our holy phrases. He fell on his knees together with me and his words of prayer were : "0 God, what a fine chap you are ! If I were You and You were me, I would never have forgiven You your sins. But You are really a very nice chap ! I love you from all my heart."

I think that all the angels in heaven stopped what they were doing to listen to this sublime prayer from a Russian officer. The man had been won for Christ !

(48) Having threatened me, they allowed me to come to the West. They have great confidence in the brainwashing through which I passed. In the West, there are now many who have passed through the same things a- me, but who are silent. Some of there praise communism after having been tortured by the communists. The communists were very sure that I, too, would be silent.

So in December 1965 my family and I could leave Rumania. My last deed before leaving, was to go to the grave of the colonel who had given the order for my arrest and who had ordered my years of torture. I put a flower on his grave. By doing this, I dedicated myself to bringing the joys of Christ that I have to the communists who are so empty spiritually.

 (I22)  Two very dirty villagers came to my home one day. They had come from their village to take the job of shoveling the frozen earth all winter long to earn money in the slight hope they might be able to buy an old, tattered Bible with it and take it back to their village. Because I had received Bibles from America, I was able to hand them a new Bible, not an old tattered one. They could not believe their eyes! They tried to pay me with money they earned from shoveling frozen earth. I refused their money. They rushed back to their village with the Bible. A few days later, I received a letter of unrestrained, ecstatic joy thanking me for the Scriptures. It was signed by thirty villagers! They had care​fully cut the Bible into thirty parts and exchanged the parts amongst each other!

It is pathetic to hear a Russian begging for one page of the Bible. He feeds his soul on it. They are happy to ex​change a cow or a goat for a Bible. One man I know traded his wedding ring in order to get a battered New Testament.

“The New Testament writers speak as if Christ’s achievement in rising from the dead was the first event of its kind in the whole history of the universe. He is the ‘first fruits’, the ‘pioneer of life’. He has forced open a door that has been locked since the death of the first man. He has met, fought, and beaten the King of Death. Everything is different because He has done so. This is the beginning of the New Creation: a new chapter in cosmic history has opened.–from Miracles, C. S. Lewis

Despite our efforts to keep him out, God intrudes. The life of Jesus is bracketed by two impossibilities: a virgin's womb and an empty tomb. Jesus entered our world through a door marked "No Entrance" and left through a door marked "No Exit." —Peter Larson

The evidence for Jesus' resurrection is so strong that nobody would question it except for two things: First, it is a very unusual event. And second, if you believe it happened, you have to change the way you live. —Wolfhart Pannenberg, German theologian (1928—)

Lee Strobel Video
In March of 1956 (when I was about 6), a tall, pale, white man stumbled into my home village of Dibagat in the northern jungles of the Philippine island of Luzon. The man didn't speak our language, so our elders asked him the best they knew how, "Why are you here?"

"I've come to learn your language," he said. "I'd like to write it down and then give you God's Word in your language."

"Who is your God?" the elders asked.

"He's the God of Heaven and earth," the man answered. "He's the Creator of the universe. He created you, too."

"Is he powerful?" the elders probed. "More powerful than the spirits that have controlled our lives from the beginning of time? Is he more powerful than our ancestors, the head-hunters?"

"Yes, he's more powerful."

Hopeful, we started teaching this man, Dick Roe, our language. Maybe his God could free us from the spirits.

When I was about 13, Dick had to return to the United States to raise support for his ministry. But before he went back, he translated the Gospel of Mark and gave me a copy. While he was gone, I started reading the Bible for the first time, beginning with the Easter story and continuing through chapter 16. Sitting on top of a rock, I read the Gospel of Mark in my heart language. It felt like I was actually there, seeing the characters.

But the further I read, the more distressed I felt. A mob of people came to get Jesus out of the Garden of Gethsemane. What did he do wrong? I read as fast as I could. They accused him of all kinds of false things. They mocked him, spat on him, beat him, and took him before Pilate. Then the scourge and the crown of thorns. It was excruciating to read that they forced him to carry a wooden cross and then nailed him to it.

Deep in my heart, a hatred of God swelled. I shook my fist and shouted: "I hate you, God, for being so powerless! Why should I believe in a powerless God like you?" With all my strength I threw the Gospel of Mark down to the rocks and started walking home. I couldn't understand why God wouldn't protect his own Son. Our headhunters defended us to the death. Because of them, no one could touch us. I wanted a god like that—someone who would protect me from the spirits that demanded we sacrifice our cows, chickens, pigs, and dogs. This God didn't even save his own Son.

Suddenly, God reached down into my heart. "Nard, don't you understand?" I heard him say. "That's how much I love you. I gave my Son on your behalf." For the first time, I understood grace. I understood how much God loved me.

"God, if you love me that much," I prayed, "I want to give you my life, my heart. It's all yours." I went back and picked up my Gospel, brushed it off, and sat back on that rock to see what happened next. It was an incredible moment as I read that Jesus rose from the grave on the third day. Nobody in all of Dibagat, nobody from among the Isnag people, had ever risen from the grave. The resurrection story changed my life.

Nard Pugyao, "Penetrating Power," Decision (July-August 2006), p. 18; ©2006 Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, used by permission, all rights reserved
FACT #2: EMPTY TOMB 
As we have already discussed, another obvious fact after the resurrection was the empty tomb. The disciples of Christ did not go off to Athens or Rome to preach that Christ was raised from the dead. Rather, they went right back to the city of Jerusalem, where, if what they were teaching was false, the falsity would be evident. The empty tomb was "too notorious to be denied." Paul Althaus states that the resurrection "could have not been maintained in Jerusalem for a single day, for a single hour, if the emptiness of the tomb had not been established as a fact for all concerned."

FACT #3: LARGE STONE MOVED 
On that Sunday morning the first thing that impressed the people who approached the tomb was the unusual position of the one and a half to two ton stone that had been lodged in front of the doorway. All the Gospel writers mention it.



There exists no document from the ancient world, witnessed by so excellent a set of textual and historical testimonies . . . Skepticism regarding the historical credentials of Christianity is based upon an irrational bias.


Clark Pinnock 
Mcmaster University


Those who observed the stone after the resurrection describe its position as having been rolled up a slope away not just from the entrance of the tomb, but from the entire massive sepulcher. It was in such a position that it looked as if it had been picked up and carried away. Now, I ask you, if the disciples had wanted to come in, tiptoe around the sleeping guards, and then roll the stone over and steal Jesus' body, how could they have done that without the guards' awareness?

60 On Loving and Following Christ… John 21:18-23

An extraordinary anecdote comes to us from the annals of ancient Mideastern history. As the story goes, Cyrus, the great conqueror of the then known world including Babylon, had a general under his authority whose wife was suspected of treason. She was tried before a great and austere tribunal, found guilty, and sentenced to death. After the sentence was pronounced, the woman’s husband (a general) made his way to Cyrus’s throne and requested, “King Cyrus, please let me take her place.” Cyrus, in awe at what was transpiring before him, said to his court, “Can we terminate a love as great as this?” He then paroled the woman to her husband. As the couple left the court, the general said to his wife, “Did you see the benevolent look in Cyrus’s eyes as he pardoned you?” The wife responded, “I only had eyes for the one who loved me enough that he was willing to die for me.”

This remarkable story dimly reflects the burning emotion of Peter’s heart as he sat across the fire from Jesus on the shores of Tiberias and was drawn by Christ’s repeated questions to consciously affirm his love for him. All Peter could see was the One who had loved him enough that he was willing to die for him. Peter loved Jesus with all his heart, and by verbalizing it he not only received restoration but stated for all believers the highest priority in life — loving God. We are to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and might. Our lives, our service, our good deeds mean nothing without a true love for God.

As we continue on with the story of Peter’s restoration, we see that priority extended and clarified. While it is true that serving does not prove we love God, it is equally true that we cannot honestly love him without serving him. Peter not only received a threefold restoration but also a threefold commission: “Feed my lambs” (John 21:15), “Take care of my sheep” (John 21:16), and “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17). This is even more significant when we realize that it was a Near-Eastern custom to say something three times before witnesses in order to solemnize it.1 Now, with his restoration complete, a life of service awaited the Apostle Peter.

In John 21:18-23 we see what Christ did to infuse Peter with the proper perspective for serving him. This text provides us with universal, unchanging principles for all who respond to his call.

A Life of Service Is a Difficult Life (V. 18-19)

Jesus focused the conversation on this matter of service by prophesying of future difficulties that awaited Peter.

“I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!” (John 21:18-19)

There have been, essentially, two interpretations of this prophecy. Some feel Jesus was simply telling Peter that whereas once he was an independent, competent young man who could take care of himself, someday he would be an old man who stretches out his hands to others in order to be dressed and is so dependent that he is taken places he does not desire to go. Nevertheless, he will glorify God by his godly demeanor as he dies of old age. The second interpretation is much preferred, which is that despite his aged infirmity he would die a martyr’s death by crucifixion. The giveaway is John’s description of Peter’s death as a glorification of God, which, according to Raymond Brown, was standard Christian language for martyrdom.2 Moreover, the church fathers, including Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, and Cyprian, all view the phrase, “you will stretch out your hands” as a description of crucifixion, as likewise do the Epistles of Barnabas and the Didache.3 The sense of Christ’s prophecy is: “When you were young, you had your own way. You girded yourself and went forth with conscious independence. But a future time is coming when you will be infirm, and someone else will gird you and bind you and even crucify you.” Christ was telling Peter very explicitly that his subsequent life of service would be extremely difficult, with the humiliation of his activist ego and even infirmity, and it would culminate in the ignominy of his own personal crucifixion. What a way to encourage one’s followers!

Each devoted servant of Christ will bear his own cross. This was dramatically seen in the early years of the Salvation Army. When William Booth began his mission work in East London in 1865, it drew violent opposition, which grew even more violent in 1878 when his “Christian Mission” became the “Salvation Army” and Booth assumed the title of “General.”

One Salvation Army officer came into a meeting loaded down with dead cats and rats; he explained these had been thrown at him; and that he caught and held the dead animals because if he dropped them the crowd would merely pick them up to be thrown again. Pots of human urine were often dumped on the street preachers. Beatings were not uncommon; in 1889, at least 669 Salvation Army members were assaulted — some were killed and many were maimed. Even children were not immune; hoodlums threw lime in the eyes of a child of a Salvation Army member. The newspapers ridiculed Booth. Punch referred to him as “Field Marshal von Booth.” Soon a band of thugs and ruffians organized themselves into the “Skeleton Army” and devoted themselves to disrupting the meetings of the Salvation Army. They often attacked Salvation Army members as they paraded through the streets or held open-air meetings. They frequently stormed Salvation Army meeting halls by the hundreds, broke out the window panes, and wrecked the inside of buildings. At first the police did little to stop the “Skeleton Army.” Instead of helping they frequently harassed Booth and his followers.4
William Collier in his book The General Next to God says:

Neither age nor sex proved a barrier, for the mobs were out for blood. In Northampton, one blackguard tried to knife a passing lassie; Wolverhampton thugs flung lime in a Salvationist child’s eyes. At Hastings, Mrs. Susannah Beaty, one of Booth’s first converts on Mile End Waste, became the Army’s first martyr, buried from Clapton’s Congress Hall. Reeling under a fire of rocks and putrid fish, she was kicked deliberately in the womb and left for dead in a dark alley of the Old Town. The doctor’s prophecy that her injuries could prove fatal came appallingly true.

. . . the since-revised dedication of the eighties involved stern and binding promises — “You must be willing that the child should spend all its life in the Salvation Army, wherever God should choose to send it, that it should be despised, hated, cursed, beaten, kicked, imprisoned or killed for Christ’s sake.”5
Why were the Salvationists of 100 years ago the offscouring of the earth? Why did Peter come to such a difficult end?

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. (2 Cor. 5:14-15)

The love of Christ so controlled them that they no longer lived for themselves but for Christ alone. The word translated “compels” sometimes describes one who is “pressed in spirit” (Acts 18:5, kjv), sometimes the tight hold that men keep on a prisoner (Luke 22:63). The idea is to be “gripped” or “hemmed in.” Christ’s love so grips his followers that if they cooperate with him, they will live for him!

	Love so amazing, so divine

	Demands my life, my soul, my all.


For Peter and his train this meant obedience. Christ says in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.” Also, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him” (John 14:21). “Christ’s love compels us” (2 Cor. 5:14). When we love Christ, we hear his call!

Someone once introduced Hudson Taylor as a great missionary who had given his life to the Orient because he loved the Chinese. Taylor slowly shook his head and answered thoughtfully, “No, not because I loved the Chinese, but because I loved God.” The love of Christ controlled him! Love for Christ also means suffering for him. When God sent Ananias to Paul he said:

“Go. This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” (Acts 9:15-16)

In John 21 Peter was told he would especially glorify God through his death. When Paul wrote to the Philippians, while he was a prisoner, he said:

For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him. (Phil. 1:29)

The love of Christ so grips his followers that they no longer want to live for themselves but for him, and that will mean obedience and mission and hardship and suffering.

If our lives are characterized by ease, if we have no problems because of our Christianity, something is likely wrong. John Stott, preaching on 2 Cor. 5:14-15 at All Soul’s Church in London, once said:

Now the church is not persecuted so much as ignored. Its revolutionary message has been reduced to a toothless creed for bourgeois suburbanites. Nobody opposes it any longer, because really there is nothing to oppose. My own conviction, for what it is worth, is that if we Christians were to compromise less, we would undoubtedly suffer more. If we were to hold fast the old-fashioned Gospel of Christ crucified for sinners, and of salvation as an absolutely free and undeserved gift, then the Cross would again become a stumbling block to the proud. If we were to maintain the high moral standards of Jesus — of uncorruptible honesty and integrity, of chastity before marriage and fidelity in it, and of costly, self-sacrificial love, then there would be a public outcry that the church had returned to Puritanism. If we were to dare once more to talk plainly about the alternatives of life and death, salvation and judgment, heaven and hell, then the world would rise up in anger against such “old-fashioned rubbish.” Physical violence, imprisonment and death may not be the fate of Christians in the West today, but faithfulness to Jesus Christ will without doubt bring ridicule and ostracism. This should not surprise us, however, for we are followers of the suffering Christ.6
Christ wanted Peter to know that if he would truly serve him, it was going to be difficult. And that is what he wants us to know too.

A Life of Service Is a Unique Life (V. 20-22)

Apparently as Jesus and Peter conversed, they left the fire and began walking together with John not far behind, and then Jesus made his startling prophecy. Peter, noticing John nearby, perhaps uncomfortable about his own future, asked Jesus to make a prophecy about John’s future.

Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. (This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is going to betray you?”) When Peter saw him, he asked, “Lord, what about him?” (John 21:20-21)

Good old Peter! He loved Jesus with all his heart. He had been restored. He had been commissioned. But he was still Peter. “Jesus answered, ‘If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me’” (John 21:22). In other words, “Don’t concern yourself with what I choose to do with the lives of my other servants. You just keep following me.”

The Lord was not discouraging Peter’s interest in the welfare of others but rather the unhealthy habit of measuring one’s lot with that of others. A passage in C. S. Lewis’s The Horse and His Boy beautifully illustrates this point. The boy, Shasta, is conversing with the Christ figure, the lion Aslan, and Aslan recounts his sovereign workings in Shasta’s life — how he was the lion who drove the jackals away while Shasta slept and the one who comforted him among the houses of the dead and the one who propelled the boat that bore him to the shore to receive help. As Shasta listened, reflecting on the lion’s sovereign claims, he suddenly questioned:

“Then it was you who wounded Aravis?”

It was I.”

But what for?”

Child,” said the Voice, “I am telling your story, not hers. I tell no one any story but his own.”7
Each of our lives is a sovereign creation of God. Our worth and our effectiveness, God’s favor in our lives, is not to be determined by comparison with others. We are not to be involved in unprofitable musings about the relative providences of our lives — how one brother has it easier than another, or how one ministry is fraught with hardship and another is not, or why one believer becomes famous and another remains obscure. We are each simply to follow Christ.

A Life of Service Is a Following Life (V. 19, 22)

No matter what our situation in life, Christ’s call to us is, “Follow me.” Below the surface of these words there was something very beautiful and meaningful for Peter. This stemmed from the fact that the very first recorded command Jesus gave to Peter was, “Follow me,” as Jesus observed him fishing. Peter was younger then. He knew little of what would be involved, but he did follow. Now the command came again. How those words had been deepened by the years! Peter had been in Gethsemane. He had witnessed the sufferings of Christ at Golgotha. He had denied Christ. He had learned the necessity of following Christ. What a depth of meaning the words “Follow me” now carried.

That gracious command rings out to all of us: “Follow Me!” If you are a new Christian, this is Christ’s abiding command, and you are asked to respond at your own level of understanding. If you have been through the wars, it is still the same — perhaps seemingly infinitely more complex, yet still just as simple. “Follow me!”
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