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“For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life?”  (Mt. 16:26).

Earlier this month there was an article in the newspaper about the lengths people will go to live longer, and presumably better lives.  One man has a 20-step morning routine.  He begins with just a half cup of coffee and then a workout.  Most of us would be doing well with that . . . but he’s just warming up:  ten minutes in a 194-degree sauna while doing breathwork, followed by five minutes in a 39-degree cold water plunge, followed by five minutes in a hot-tub dip, followed by five minutes in a steam room doing breathwork focused on vocal vibrations and lymphatic draining . . . whatever that means.  He rinses off with another cold-water plunge, drinks a green shake, exercises in the gym, and undergoes hyperbaric oxygen therapy.  Then, over the course of the day, he ingests 150 custom-made vitamins and supplements.  Additionally, he regularly meets with a “longevity guru.”  He’s made over $250,000 dollars’ worth of changes to his home to support these routines (WSJ “The Homes That Hack Your Health” Aug. 11, 2023).  
What do you think about all that?  If you had the money and time, would you do that?  There’s something self-absorbed about it, isn’t there?  And very fearful . . . fearful of aging and illness. And fearful, if not terrified, of death.  
In our text, Jesus gives us something of the exact opposite of all that.  “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  What would the longevity guru have to say about taking up a cross?   
Peter and the other disciples could hardly believe their ears either.  Realize, there’s nothing in ancient culture or literature which speaks of the cross positively.  The cross is only a shameful and horrific instrument of execution.  It is always to be avoided and never something to which we should aspire.   
Arthritis, an unhappy marriage, or a child on drugs would not qualify as “crosses we bear.”  These are painful things our Lord cares about, but they are not what He means by taking up a cross.  He means a voluntary denial of self, even to the point of suffering and death, in service of God.  
That doesn’t fit much into our world view either.  Our aversion to suffering is so strong that we see no sufficient reason to justify it.  When we suffer, we complain to God, maybe even scold God.  Like Peter, we think we know better.  But Jesus cuts across all our instincts of self-preservation and longevity and says He will suffer and die and so will His disciples. 
Then Jesus says, “For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  He’s offering a clear choice between self-preservation at all costs and the risky business of following Jesus.  But remember this: the biggest loser in this text is the guy who is fixated on saving his life.  That is, many people today are obsessed with what will make them happy today but give little thought to eternal happiness.  What a miserable bargain that may turn out to be.  
Saving life by losing life is not a strategy for successful living.  It’s a condition of discipleship.  So, the question for us is not, “How much can I get?” but “How much can I give?”  Not, “What is the safe thing to do?” but “What is the right thing to do?”  God has given us life not to hoard it for ourselves, but to spend it for others.  
Of course, there’s no avoiding death.  Not all the supplements and vitamins in the world can hold death at bay.  In fact, one suspects ingesting 150 custom-made vitamins and supplements every day might shave off a few years.  Nor can we wrestle away from God control over the length of our days.  But Psalm 139 says, “Your eyes saw my unformed body; all the days ordained for me were written in Your book before one of them came to be” (v. 16). 
Jesus goes on to say, “What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul?”  Imagine for a moment that a person should gain the whole world – all its hidden gems and resources, whatever good things grow on it, the cattle on a thousand hills, all the world’s splendor, prestige, pleasures and treasures – but in the process of gaining all this, he loses or forfeits his soul. What good will this do him?  No good whatsoever.  Only evil.  And yet, many seem willing to make this bargain for even the smallest portion of the world’s treasures.  Money, sex, power, comfort, prestige, luxury . . . we can’t ever have enough.  It was part of Adam’s bargain with the devil . . . disobeying God to be like God.  What a miserable bargain that turned out to be for Adam and for us. 
	Still, down through the generations, Adam’s descendants try to find pleasure and meaning in the world rather than in God.  Think of the author of Ecclesiastes, probably King Solomon, who said, “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired.  I refused my heart no pleasure.  I amassed silver and gold. I secured men and women singers.  I had a harem as well – all that charms the heart of man.”  Yet soon he learned satisfaction is fleeting.  He said, “Everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind.” 
So, he turned his attention to massive projects.  He built great houses, and planted vineyards, gardens, and orchards.  How did that go for him?  “When I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless.”  
He tried wisdom, gaining ever more of it, but learned with great wisdom comes great sadness.
He summarizes his efforts with, “Meaningless, meaningless.  Everything is utterly meaningless . . . I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun.”  Even with all the resources of a king, Solomon could not find lasting pleasure apart from God.  If he couldn’t, what chance do we have with our meager resources?  
Still, the devil tempts many to make that bargain.  He even tried it out on Jesus. Matthew 4, “The devil took Him to a very high mountain and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory.” (That is all the wealth and pleasures and succulent delights of the world.)  And he said to Him, ‘All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.’”  To which Jesus said, “‘Be gone, Satan!  For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and Him only shall you serve’” (Mt. 4:8-10). 
Ecclesiastes 5 says, “Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income” (v. 10).  So true!  Jesus warns us, “Watch out!  A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Lk. 12:15).  And Paul wrote, “Seek the things that are above, where Christ is . . . Set your minds on things that are above, not on earthly things” (Col. 3:1).  
	Jesus wasn’t after the wealth of the world.  He was after the salvation of the world.  Philippians 2, “He did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped [like we do], but made Himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:6-8).  
For fear of suffering and death, many take extreme measures to elongate their lives.  But not Jesus.  He wasn’t obsessed with His own welfare but with ours.  He wasn’t possessed by the goal of elongating His days on earth.  He was possessed by the goal of winning for us eternal days in heaven.  He was not working for the wealth of the world, but for the salvation of the world.  He didn’t avoid the suffering and death of the cross.  He aspired to do it for us.   
Finally, Jesus says, “What shall a man give in return for his soul?”  That is, what can you pay God for life and salvation, when there’s nothing you have that God needs?  Psalm 49: “No man can redeem the life of another or give to God a ransom for him – the ransom for a life is costly, no payment is ever enough” (v. 8).  
No payment that we could make to God is ever enough.  Only the payment that God made for us on the cross.  Peter wrote, “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from your meaningless way of life . . . but with the precious blood of Christ” (1 Pet. 1:18-19).    
Now, having been redeemed and baptized, there is a certain assurance and peace we have in Christ. We know we are in the Lord’s hand in life and in death.  We know no one can snatch us out of the Lord’s hand.  We know that we shall die and live with Jesus. 
In his commentary on 1 Corinthians 15, Luther wrote the Christian has one foot in the grave and one foot already out.  The Lord Jesus has taken us by the hand and has already pulled us mostly out of the grave.   Because our sin is forgiven, God’s wrath has been extinguished, and our souls already live fully in Christ.  We have and are already partaking in eternal life.  Luther says only the Christian’s left foot remains in the grave.  And soon, Jesus will pull us fully out of the grave.  Death cannot hold us or harm us (AE 28:133).  
	Therefore, we don’t need to fear death.  We don’t need to take 150 supplements and vitamins and do all those cold-water plunges and restrict ourselves to a measly half cup of coffee.  And we certainly don’t need a longevity guru, because Christ has died, and Christ is risen, and Christ will come again.  Revelation 12 speaks of the saints of God: “They did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death” (v. 11).  That’s who we are.  The saints of God, children of God.  The redeemed of the Lord who need not shrink from death.  Amen.   
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