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The 17th Sunday after Pentecost, September 16th 2018 
St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, NJ 
Pastor Gladys G. Moore/Mark 8:27-31 (B) 

 
En el nombre del Padre, y del Hijo, y del Espíritu Santo.  

 Grace be to you and peace from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit. Amen. 
 
 It was wonderful being in Mexico for four weeks this summer learning Spanish; challenging, 

but wonderful. San Cristobal de las Casas is a beautiful small city set in the heart of the mountains 

of Chiapas, the southern-most state in Mexico. They call them “hills” in San Cristobal, but being 

7200 feet above sea level and seeing enormous protrusions jutting up from the earth, they sure 

looked like mountains to me.  But regardless of what they’re called, every morning as I walked to 

school, Psalm 121 would echo in my mind: “I lift up my eyes to the hills—from where does my help 

come? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.” 

 It was good to think about my help coming from the Lord, because this 65-year-old brain 

needed as much help as I could get in learning a new language. At my school and throughout the 

city I heard a number of different languages: Spanish, German, and French; Tzetzal and Tzotzil 

ancient Mayan tongues; Korean and various dialects of US English-- from NJ, Louisiana, California 

and Idaho. It was a great adventure and a good beginning, and it was also good to get home late 

last Sunday evening and sleep in my own bed! 

 For those first disciples, following Jesus was a great adventure too --- challenging, but 

wonderful!  And they also had to learn a new language; the strange language of a faith turned 

upside down and inside out; a faith that was to be tested under pressure; for Jesus was on his way 

to Jerusalem, the city where he would be killed. So before starting on this journey south, Jesus 

pauses to check in with his disciples near the northern city of Caesarea Philippi. 

 “Who do people say that I am?” he asks. The question seems easy enough, so the disciples 

report on the buzz they’ve heard on the streets and among the crowds. “Some say John the 

Baptist, others Elijah, and still others, one of the prophets.” Their answers were pretty good too, 

because Jesus’ ministry of preaching, teaching, and healing was reminiscent of the great prophets 

of Israel. In spite of the similarity and what they’d heard though, their response didn’t quite get to 

the heart of the matter. 
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 So Jesus asks a more pointed question.  “Okay, that’s who the crowd says I am.  But what 

about you?  Who do you say that I am?” Peter, who is so often the first one to speak, immediately 

responds, “You are the Messiah”.  We 21st century disciples who know the whole story know that 

Peter’s answer is correct. But back then his answer really wasn’t very logical.  

 You see, in the first century, the "Messiah" the Jews expected was associated with an 

anointed king, a royal figure from the line of King David who would come and free the Israelites 

from their Roman oppressors and restore their independence and glory. But up to this point, there 

was absolutely nothing in Jesus’ ministry that suggested he had any ambitions of this kind. He 

hadn’t shown any no sign of taking on the Romans. And far from appearing like a potentially strong 

opponent to the Romans, Jesus hung out with the weak, sick and lowly people, the so-called 

“losers”. Maybe Peter thinks that when they go to Jerusalem Jesus will finally take on this 

messianic role that he’s hoping for.   

 But Jesus has other ideas; and that’s why he tells his disciples --- actually, he doesn’t tell 

his disciples, he sternly orders them not to tell anyone about him, because he knows that like 

Peter, they still don’t understand what he is all about, even if he is the Messiah. For no sooner 

does Peter tell Jesus who he thinks he is, than Jesus begins to teach the disciples about what’s 

coming down the pike for him. He tells them that the Son of Man (notice he doesn’t call himself the 

Messiah) has to undergo great suffering, be rejected by the religious leaders and be killed, and 

after three days rise again. Jesus says all this quite openly, but what he’s saying doesn’t sit well 

with Peter; so he takes Jesus aside and begins to rebuke him. And now the great rebuking match 

begins!  

 We don’t use the word “rebuke” very much these days, but it’s a way of describing a major 

scolding, a calling someone out or telling them off.  And that’s just what Peter does.  At least he 

has the decency to take Jesus aside when he begins to criticize his misunderstanding of the 

messianic role. “I think you read the wrong script, Jesus; this is not the way the story is supposed 

to end.”  Peter was expecting a Messiah who would conquer the Romans, not be conquered and 

killed by them. What good is a dead Messiah?”   
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 Peter’s response is really not so different from what we want in a Savior. We want someone 

who is strong and powerful, someone who will rescue us from our troubles and defeat our 

enemies. Most people are looking for a superhero Savior, not a suffering one. And too often in our 

society, especially among our so-called “evangelical” sisters and brothers, this is how Jesus is 

presented -- as a kind of superhero who solves every problem for us and gives us prosperity and 

success. But nothing could be further from what Jesus has in mind. 

 To set Peter straight about who the Messiah really was though, Jesus turns, looks right at 

his disciples, and he rebukes Peter with even stronger words: “Get behind me, Satan! For you are 

setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” Ouch!  Jesus called Peter “Satan”.  He 

probably couldn’t have used a more powerful word to describe Peter’s obstinate behavior in calling 

him out.  

 At this point, Jesus isn’t content just to teach his band of 12.  So he calls the crowd over to 

teach them too and he says, “If any of you want to become my followers, let them deny themselves 

and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those 

who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” 

 “If any want to become my disciples…”  In saying this I think Jesus is acknowledging that 

being his disciples is not a once and done kind of thing. For sure, we get baptized once. We 

Lutherans are very clear that when the water is poured over our heads in the name of the Triune 

God, and we are named and claimed as God’s beloved children that this only needs to happen one 

time for our whole lives.    

 But the truth is that we are always “Christians in process.”  Becoming followers of Jesus is a 

process. We don’t get baptized and instantly become the disciples of Jesus that we were called to 

be. We stumble and fall; we make mistakes and wander away. But when we are baptized, we get 

the privilege of walking wet through life, day by day figuring out how to be and how to do what 

Jesus says to his disciples—- how to lose our lives —- our big egos, our tendency to always think 

me instead of we; our need to win, to be first rather than to lose our sense of competition for the 

sake of God’s compassion. Becoming disciples takes a lifetime; it starts at baptism and we get to 

practice it every day until the day we die.  
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 “If any of you want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 

cross and follow me.” And when Jesus talks about taking up our crosses, he’s not talking about the 

suffering that is part of life in a broken world. He’s not talking about dealing with annoying 

neighbors or natural disasters like Hurricane Florence or even with serious and life-threatening 

diseases. Nor is he telling us to be martyrs. Even Jesus himself didn’t seek his own death, but he 

predicted that it would be the expected outcome of his mission. 

 Jesus says we need to lose our lives for his sake, and for the sake of the gospel. Taking up 

our cross means being willing to suffer the consequences of faithfully following Jesus, whatever 

those consequences might be. It means putting Jesus’ priorities and purposes ahead of our own. It 

means being willing to lose our lives by spending them for others -- using our time, money, 

resources, and energy so that others might experience God’s love made known in Jesus Christ. 

 Yes, God’s way to life is measured not by might, but by love, sacrificial love; not by victory 

but vulnerability; not by glory but by the cross. This is why each and every week we come to the 

table and receive the gift of that dear and costly love. This is my body given for you.  So come to 

the feast of love, knowing that here Jesus shows us who the true Messiah is --- the One who loves 

us and the whole world so much that he gives himself fully.  He feeds us and leads us back out into 

the world, so we might day by day become those who freely give ourselves away in service to 

God’s vision of a world made new.  

 This is a world, where no one hungers or is homeless, wandering from country to country in 

search of freedom from war and violence; a world where people are no longer judged or denied 

justice because of the color of their skin; a world where children are valued and elders respected 

for their wisdom.  If you want to have a worthwhile life, says Jesus, give your lives away.  Save 

them by serving; come and follow me. Amen. 

 

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 


