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As we move through the Season of Lent, our focus is shifting.  During the Season 
of Epiphany, we focused on the identity of Jesus.  In Lent, we will focus more on 
the identity of disciples - you and me.  Of course, all of the Gospel Lessons will 
focus on Jesus.  So, how do we learn who we are and what it means to be a 
disciple of Jesus?  We learn who we are by learning who Jesus is.   
 
Each week of Lent has a different emphasis.  Taken together, we can have a 
clearer picture of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.  Last week’s focus was 
on temptation; using Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness as a takeoff 
point for considering temptations we might face and our responses.  This 
morning’s focus is on being a fully devoted follower of Jesus and the realization of 
the sacrifices that might entail.  In today’s lesson, Jesus is with his disciples near 
Caesarea Philippi, several miles north of where most of his ministry took place in 
the Galilee.  Jesus has just finished asking the disciples who people say he is.  
After receiving a few different responses, Jesus focuses his questioning by asking 
them who THEY say he is.  At this point, Peter speaks for all of them when he 
declares that Jesus is the Messiah, the promised Savior and Deliverer.  Jesus then 
warned them not to tell anyone about this.  There apparently was no further 
discussion about the subject at the time. 
 
The disciples had followed Jesus for a while now.  They had seen him heal many, 
cast out evil spirits, walk on water, feed two huge crowds with next to nothing.  
Jesus had taught large crowds and had also taken the disciples aside for more 
private instruction.  Immediately before the questioning of his identity, Jesus had 
just healed a blind man.  I would imagine by this time they were thinking that 
things could only get better.  This Jesus movement is growing every day and they 
got in on the ground floor.  Surely many good things will come their way.  Maybe 
Jesus has taken them away from the crowds to make plans about the next phase 
in his ministry. 
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Jesus did tell them what would eventually happen.  When he did, his words must 
have stunned all of them.  Jesus talked of suffering at the hands of the religious 
leaders.  He went so far as to say that he must be killed.  Must be killed?  What 
could that mean?  Mark tells us that Jesus spoke plainly, but there is no 
elaboration in the text.  Jesus also said he would rise again three days after his 
death.  Once again, the disciples must have wondered what that meant. 
 
This is the start of Jesus’ teaching about suffering, rejection, death, and 
resurrection.  He would predict his death two more times in the near future.  Each 
time, the disciples didn’t understand what he was talking about.  In spite of his 
efforts, the disciples never fully grasped what all of this meant until after Jesus 
was raised from the dead.  This is reflected in what happens next in today’s 
lesson.   
 
Just as Peter took the lead in declaring Jesus to be the Messiah, he took it upon 
himself to take Jesus aside for a little one-on-one time.  Mark tells us Peter began 
to rebuke Jesus.  We’re not told what Peter said, but it clearly did not sit well with 
Jesus. 
 
Jesus quickly turns the rebuke around on Peter.  Jesus lets him know that his 
words are, in effect, a rejection of the divine plan; a plan none of the disciples can 
understand at this point.  Addressing Peter as Satan, Jesus tells him to get behind 
him.  This is a very blunt way of putting Peter in his place.  No disciple should ever 
talk to a teacher the way Peter had talked to Jesus.  Let’s try to consider Jesus’ 
perspective.  It can’t be easy to talk about your own death; especially death by 
crucifixion, possibly the most brutal form of execution ever devised.  Jesus may be 
the Son of God; but he knew what awaited him before he could reclaim the glory 
he had set aside to take on human form. 
 
Jesus is not saying that Peter is an incarnation of the Devil; but he is functioning as 
a tempter.  Satan will use two of Jesus’ disciples - Peter who will, for selfish 
reasons, try to block Jesus’ death; and Judas who will guide those who would 
have Jesus put to death.   
 
By telling Peter to resume his place as a follower, Jesus is calling him and all the 
disciples to follow on the path to suffering.  That must be a hard thing for them to 
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hear.  We might think of this passage as a second calling of the disciples.  Earlier, 
Jesus had called them to follow.  This passage may describe Jesus asking them if 
they still want to follow. 
 
Choosing to be a disciple, with the suffering it might entail, is an active choice; not 
a passive one.  Voluntary weakness is a difficult choice in a culture that rewards 
strength. 
 
Jesus changes his focus from just the disciples when he called the crowd to hear 
what he had to say as well.  He talks of taking up one’s cross; of losing life in order 
save it.  Jesus’ words require a total reordering of commitments and priorities.  It 
may have sounded hard to understand and to believe.  The way to self-fulfillment 
is the way of self-denial.  By the way, this is the first mention of a cross in the 
Gospel of Mark. 
 
Crosses are not a part of our way of life.  Sure, we see them in our sanctuaries.  
Many believers (and even many non-believers) wear them as jewelry.  We don’t 
think about how odd that must seem to someone who saw thousands of persons 
hanging from Roman crosses.  Can you imagine making miniature electric chairs 
or hangman’s nooses into jewelry?  That’s how absurd decorative crosses would 
be for someone in First Century Palestine.  In the year 6 AD alone, when Jesus was 
still a boy, the Romans crucified over 2000 Galilean insurrectionists.  It’s 
understandable why Jesus’ followers might look for shortcuts. 
 
We don’t think or talk much about suffering as Christians in this country.  There 
are many churches and preachers who won’t go near the subject - quite the 
opposite.  One popular preacher was quoted as saying, “You cannot succeed 
preaching the cross.  People do not want to hear that; they already have enough 
problems.”  It’s not hard to figure out why he’s popular.   
 
I receive emails and free magazines all the time from companies specializing in 
church “marketing.”  They are all pushing the latest gimmicks to appeal to our 
consumer-oriented culture.  You have probably encountered congregations who 
have completely bought in to this approach.  They seek to attract worshipers by 
offering such enticements as: casual dress, no sermons that will make you feel 
guilty (Only positive messages are offered.), exciting programs for children and 
teens during the worship time, popular music (meaning contemporary with no 
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organ music), services lasting no longer than an hour, plenty of opportunities to 
remain completely anonymous, and delicious snacks during the fellowship time.  
The message seems to be, “Entertainment is always in style and sacrifice is always 
out.”   Let’s be honest.  Some of the features I just mentioned may be part of 
churches which seek to make disciples; but they don’t make them a priority.  It’s 
understandable that we want faith to make us “safe.”   We may come to church, 
perhaps, because we hope it’ll make us feel happy.  A message of sacrifice and 
suffering doesn’t fit those motives. 
 
Much of what I am saying may not be resonating with you.  This talk of self-denial 
may sound pretty extreme.  In some cases, it is.   
 
Consider Albert Schweitzer.  He may be an ultimate example of someone losing 
his life in order to find it.  When he finished his formal education the first time, 
well over one hundred years ago, Schweitzer was a trained master on the organ; 
for which there was great demand.  He could have commanded very handsome 
salaries and been set for life.   
 
Not content with that, Schweitzer was also one of the most brilliant theologians 
of his day.  Some of his writings on Jesus are considered unrivaled classics.  
Schweitzer’s standing as a theologian, as well as his skill on the organ, made him 
world famous in two fields.  These accomplishments were achieved in the first 
half of his life. 
 
Schweitzer left all that behind to pursue medicine in the second half of his life.  He 
became a healer in a medical mission in a remote part of Africa; where he ended 
his days.  The patients he saw, who were on the very margins of society, had no 
idea of his musical or theological brilliance.  All they knew, or cared about, was 
that this man came to live among them and did all in his power to give them hope 
to live longer and healthier lives.  Albert Schweitzer truly did lose his life in order 
to save it. 
 
Hearing about a person like Albert Schweitzer may cause us to give up on this idea 
of self-denial before we even start.  Noted preacher, and teacher of preachers, 
Fred Craddock puts the idea in terms which may make more sense to us.  
Craddock writes: “We think giving our all to the Lord is like taking a $1000 bill 
(You may want to imagine a larger denomination) and laying it on the table. - 
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‘Here’s my life, Lord.  I’m giving it all.’  But the reality for most of us is that the 
Lord sends us to the bank and has us cash the $1000 for quarters.  We go through 
life putting out 25c here and 50c there…  Usually giving our life to Christ isn’t 
glorious.  It’s done in all those little acts of love, 25c at a time.” 
 
The goal of self-denial is not pathological self-abasement or a martyr complex; 
but being free to follow Christ.  To engage in self-denial for its own sake is to miss 
Jesus’ point entirely.  To suffer does not mean to condone oppression of 
ourselves or others.  Self-denial means letting go of self-determination and 
replacing it with obedience to and dependence on Christ.  This is a process; it 
won’t happen all at once.   
 
Cross bearing means to be willing to be shamed in front of others because of 
loyalty to Jesus and his teachings.  It means repressing natural impulses 
concerned with security and self-preservation when they conflict with loyalty to 
Christ and the gospel. 
 
Lent is about giving up illusions - illusions about God, the world, safety and self-
satisfaction.  In our lesson for today, Peter tried to cling to an illusion.  Will we 
acknowledge our need for the crucified and resurrected Jesus or work harder at 
saving ourselves and become, like Peter, an adversary of God?  Self often stands 
in the way of genuine discipleship. 
 
What does it mean to follow someone who was executed as an enemy of the 
state?  To die for what we believe?  To give up personal ambitions?  To forget 
about our own comfort?  To speak to people we don’t want to speak to?  To listen 
to people we don’t find interesting?  To care about people who made the mistake 
of being born in the wrong country?  To be true to our faith in places where 
Christianity is not welcome?  To walk toward rather than away from people who 
are hurting? 
 
Each day we have to decide what gets our time and attention.  Some of the 
activities may not be what we think would be important; and they aren’t in the 
eyes of the world.  To those we serve, it may mean everything.   
 
The idea of taking up one’s cross, of losing one’s life to save it, may be a tough 
concept to get our arms around.  I seriously doubt many of us will have the 
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opportunity or find ourselves in a situation where we might be another person 
like Albert Schweitzer.  I think it’s much more likely that we will be called to pick 
up our cross to serve in those 25c and 50c ways that Fred Craddock implied.   
 
What might this mean specifically?  It may mean turning the other cheek; 
standing with those who are losing; doing good that will receive no applause; 
sitting in a home where someone has just died; treating discarded people as 
children of God; shopping for someone else’s groceries; baking cookies we won’t 
get to eat; reading stories to someone else’s children; watering someone else’s 
plants; washing dishes we didn’t dirty; discussing current events that don’t 
interest us;  talking about faith when we’d rather be silent; doing good for people 
who will do no good to us in return; weeping when others weep; praying not for 
an easier life, but for the strength to give our lives away, and discovering that if 
there is nothing for which we would die, then we don’t have enough for which to 
live.  Amen. 


