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Mark 8:31-38 

Jesus began to teach his disciples that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be 

rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days 

rise again. He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 

But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! 

For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” 

He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any 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. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit 

their life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? Those who are ashamed of me 

and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also 

be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.” 

 

 

I want to start by letting you all know that we had a wonderful Chapter Retreat yesterday 

and that you have an amazing group that has taken on this important ministry.  They are excited 

about working together with everyone in this congregation in our embrace of God’s mission in 

this place.  I think that it is fair to say that they are inviting all of us, each one of us, to find a 

place somewhere within our ministries for the sake of our life together and God’s mission in the 

world.  I hope that you are ready for a hope-filled year. 

I want to start this morning, as I did last week, with another sports analogy.  Have you 

ever been on the receiving end of a good curve ball, or can you envision what that might be like?  

It typically goes like this.  The pitch is coming right down the middle, right into the heart of your 

swing.  You cock your bat back with a smile and are already patting yourself on the back as you 

see yourself crossing home plate from that home run that you are about to hit.  And then at the 

very last second, as your home run swing has already started, the ball slips down to the inside 

and a whole new reality starts to set in.  Just a moment ago, you had it all figured out.  

Everything was coming together.  It all made sense and the outcome was just a matter of going 

through the motions.  But, then something changes.  A new element is added, one that not only 

changed the situation at that moment but changed the whole game.  Well, welcome to the world 

of Peter and the disciples in our Gospel passage this morning.   

Everything was going pretty well.  That’s not true.  They were going great!  They had all 

been traveling around the area with Jesus as he performed miracles.  Healing people from all 



sorts of illnesses and casting out demons.  Jesus had been teaching with great power and 

authority and the disciples watched on as the people around him were rightfully amazed.  The 

disciple had even been sent out, two-by-two, empowered by the Spirit and were able to heal and 

cast out demons themselves.  Just prior to our passage this morning, in chapter eight alone, we 

see Jesus heal a blind man that had been brought to him in Bethsaida.  While he was on his way 

back to the Sea of Galilee, we hear about him healing a deaf man with a speech impediment.  

During their travels they had all watched, as he miraculously multiplied bread and fish in order 

to feed thousands of people, calmed the storm that had disciples crouching in fear in their boat, 

and walked on water, even inviting Peter to join him.  Just moments before what we heard this 

morning, Peter had proclaimed that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God, and Jesus, in 

Matthew’s telling, told them all that this realization came directly from God and that Peter was 

then designated the rock on which the new church was going to be built.   

There was no way around it.  Things were going great!  Everything was falling into place.  

In their hearts, they were at home sharpening their sword or farming instruments, or whatever 

they could use for the upcoming battle.  The Messiah had come.  Prophesy was being fulfilled.  

The pitch was right down the middle.  All they had to do was go through the motions and the 

new kingdom would be established, the Romans would be sent packing, and the disciples could 

meet at home plate for that the celebration and a congratulatory group hug and high fives all 

around.   

But then verse 31.  Jesus began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great 

suffering, be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, be killed, and after three 

days, although I’m sure they really heard this, rise again.  There’s that curve.  And in hearing this 

Peter then, as probably only Peter can, takes Jesus aside and rebukes him.  Can you imagine what 

that looked like?   

Rebuke is a word that has somewhat fallen out of common usage.  In Greek, the word 

used might be best defined as to give a command, order, to scold; to show him his fault.  So here 

Peter, who mind you had just proclaimed that Jesus was the Son of God in the previous passage, 

takes him aside and informs him in a scolding way how he has it all wrong.  Taking God aside, 

the Creator of all things, and in essence telling him, “Don’t be such a worry-ward, I know things 

can look a bit bleak at times, but let’s not go overboard.  Just stick with me God, I have it figured 

out now, and I will get you back on the right path.”  Peter is so ready to see things from a human 

perspective, so that a human solution can be applied.  He is so ready to step in, take control, 

evaluate the situation, and fix what needs to be fixed.  

Turning to Peter, but in a way for all to hear, Jesus, after a brief allusion to Satan’s 

connection to Peter’s words, says that if they want to follow him, if they want to be followers, 

they will have to deny themselves, take up their cross, and then follow where he is about to lead.   

Deny themselves and take up their cross.  Strong words, particularly for them in their 

day.  But the thing was, strong words were exactly what was needed.  A clear picture needed to 

be painted.  A turning point had been reached.  Jesus was turning towards the completion, 

towards the cross, and the disciples had to decide whether they were to embrace the same path.   



It is interesting and I think no coincidence that in all three of the synoptic Gospels the 

story about Jesus telling those around him that they must deny themselves and take up their cross 

if they are to follow him falls immediately after Peter’s recognition and confession that Jesus is 

the Christ.  A transition is taking place.  And it is not just the transition in Jesus’s ministry as it 

turns towards the cross.  It is a transition that also involves identity.   

You see, once Peter states the reality of who Jesus was and Jesus confirms it publicly, his 

identity is no longer in question.  But our identity is.  Our identity is still to be understood.  How 

we are to be part of the mission that will soon be completed by Jesus, and passed on to us, still 

needs to be understood.  What is our path forward?  And in two brief stories contained within our 

Gospel passage this morning Jesus gives the answer.  He describes their path, he describes our 

path, just as he knows his.  “Set your mind on divine things,” he tells Peter, “not human things.”  

And to the group as a whole, “If any of you want to become my followers, you need to deny 

yourselves, take up your crosses, and follow where I am leading.”  

Don’t set your mind on human things.  That was the original temptation that humanity 

succumbed to in the garden.  Reach for Godly things.  Seek Godly ways.  Embrace and share 

Godly love. 

And in order to do that you must deny yourselves.  A more literal translation would 

actually go like this.  “If any want to come after me let them disown themselves.  Let them 

renounce any claim to themselves.  What Jesus is calling his disciples to do is to recognize that 

they are not in control, that any power they have is not internal but rather comes from outside of 

themselves.  They need to be close to, faithful to, subject to something that is bigger than 

themselves, and then put their trust there. 

And then take up your cross.  Being a disciple would require sacrifice, and they needed to 

know that.  Taking up their crosses would have carried an especially vivid depiction in their 

minds.  Crosses bring death.  But in this case, they bring death of the old self to make room for 

the new.  They bring death of earthly motivations and desires to make room for Heavenly.   And 

they bring death to fear, so that hope and promise can embraced.  Being a disciple is not simply 

re-imagining ourselves.  It is coming to know again how God imagined us from the beginning by 

shedding our old identity, by putting our old identity up on the cross, and embracing new life 

through that.  

In the end Jesus is telling us that we have a particular path to follow, if we are to find true 

life.  And that path is him.  “Follow me,” he says, “and I will take you there.  Watch me as I 

finish my work.  Follow me, and I will show you the way.”   

Jesus is asking us to know and embrace our identity as disciples by knowing and 

embracing his as Lord.  He is asking us to be who we are becoming by knowing and embracing 

who he is.  The path that we are called to might seem like a curve ball, but with our new vision 

through Christ we will see that the pitch is right down the middle.   

So, swing away and get your home run. 

Amen 

 



 


