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Mark 8:31-38 

 

 “The more things change, the more they stay the same.”  That old statement rings true as we 

continue on our journey with Jesus in Lent.  We are drawing closer to the cross, and people are still 

struggling to understand who Jesus is.  They don’t really get him.  They don’t understand him.  He’s 

not like any kind of Messiah they had envisioned for so long. 

 

 That’s what I meant when I said, “the more things change, the more they stay the same.”  

Because they didn’t get Jesus when he was born.  He came into the world a fully human, “wrapped in 

swaddling clothes” baby.  For so long, the people had been hoping and praying for a Messiah, but the 

Messiah they were sure would come would be a conquering hero – a knight on a white horse, a all-

powerful being who would wipe out evil with a swipe of his mighty sword.  Instead, they got a little, 

tiny baby born in the humblest of circumstances.  They didn’t get it then. 

 

 And they weren’t getting him know – some thirty-three years later.  Still, he wasn’t acting 

like a Messiah – or, at least, their definition of a Messiah.  He wasn’t out fighting battles with his 

fists or weapons, he wasn’t sitting on a throne barking out orders to his underlings – instead he 

fought battles armed only with love, compassion, and words. 

 

 They didn’t get Jesus – they didn’t understand him – and worst of all, they punished him for 

the kind of Messiah he was.  They taunted him at the most trying times of his life – taunted him to 

save himself, if indeed he was the Messiah he claimed to be.  They were as bad as the devil who had 

taunted him in the wilderness, challenging him to turn stones into bread, and jump off the pinnacle 

of the temple to prove he was the Messiah.   

 

 They didn’t get Jesus, and now, more than ever, in today’s Gospel lesson, they really didn’t 

get him because he told the disciples that he was going to suffer and die a cruel death for the sake of 

the world.  They didn’t want to hear it.  Peter, on behalf of all of them, jumped up and said, “Oh no, 

Lord, no.”  And Jesus rebuked him, because he and the others didn’t want to face reality, didn’t want 

to know what being the Messiah really, truly meant.  That it meant he would have to give his very 

life.  It was too horrible, too terribly painful to think about.  They just wanted all of it to go away, 

and for them to continue on their merry way of meeting all those people who needed Jesus, and 

watching him lovingly care for them.  They just wanted all of it to go away. 
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 You know, I don’t think a lot of us are very different from them.  Do you know what some of 

the least attended worship services of the year are?  The services of Lent where we remember the 

suffering of Jesus, the price he paid as the Savior of the world.  Come here on Ash Wednesday, 

Maundy Thursday or Good Friday, and you will have absolutely, positively no problem finding a 

seat.  If we break a hundred, or a hundred and fifty, it’s a good night.  Too many people can’t handle 

a suffering Messiah – so they just skip over it and go right to the Good News of Easter. 

 

 Well, the disciples would just as soon have done that too, but Jesus said “No, this is how it 

has to be.”  And then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, he continues on, and says, “and, by the way, in 

order to truly be my disciples, you will have to suffer as well.  You will have to deny yourself, and 

take up your cross, and follow me wherever the road takes you.”   

 

 Now, that’s a different story altogether.  They had been having a relatively good experience 

following Jesus – I mean, who wouldn’t.  To watch thousands of people get more and more excited 

with each passing day over your friend and Master – to watch people get healed right in front of your 

eyes, to watch Jesus reach out to those on the margins, those whom others ignored, to watch him 

teach a new way to live, to watch him offer abundant life.  What a privilege to be among the inner 

circle being a part of all this! 

 

 But now, he throws a kink in the works.  The party’s over, if you will.  Now, the real work of 

discipleship has to begin, and it will be tough.  Really tough.  It will mean giving things up, 

sacrificing, denying themselves, and even suffering.  We’ve heard about the things he said they 

would have to do in this sermon series over these past five weeks – how taking up one’s cross and 

denying oneself means that, at times, it might put them at odds with their families and friends; how 

they would have to forgive, and forgive and forgive yet again; how they would be asked to be willing 

to give up everything they have for the sake of the Gospel and to help those in need; and how they 

would have to love their enemies.  What he was asking of them, and indeed, what he asks of us, if we 

are to be his disciples, is tough, and could at times, be painful. 

 

 I’m sure it gave them pause, as they pondered this tough calling, and they wondered whether 

or not they could do it, or if they could handle it.  Like human beings from day one, none of us likes 

to willingly struggle or be in pain, and we’ll do pretty much anything to avoid it.  Someone I read this 

week called our’s a “painkiller society.”  Another writer wrote, “As long as self reigns, we will forever 

be seeking painless shortcuts to the kingdom.  We will try and try again to substitute another way 

for the way of the cross.  But only when we deny self and take up the cross can we follow Jesus.”  

(Feasting on the Word, 2 Lent B, p. 69) 

 

 So the question with which the disciples had to wrestle that day, and the question with 

which we must wrestle today as we hear again these words from Jesus is, “will we do as Jesus asks?” 

 

 Will we deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Jesus as his faithful disciples? 
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 The great theologian and Protestant reformer Martin Luther once said, “A religion that gives 

nothing, costs nothing, and suffers nothing, is worth nothing.”  (On-line, sermonillustrations.com)  

He was right.  If we simply come here and enjoy Jesus, hearing the Word, listening to the music and 

the prayers, enjoying our friends and families, but then go forth to live the same-old, same-old, 

“looking out for number one way,” then our religion is worth nothing.  One pastor suggested that 

perhaps each of us should be given a little cross every week as we go out the doors of the church after 

worship as a vivid reminder that Jesus said we are to take up our cross and deny ourselves as his 

followers.  Maybe not a bad idea. 

 

 So what does denying ourselves and taking up our cross mean, what does it look like?  A 

pastor named Wiley Stephens put it so well, I think, when he said that “to bear one’s cross does not 

mean to deal with what life hands you but to take up what life hands another.”  (On-line, “Read the 

Fine Print,” Wiley Stephens)  It means reaching out to care for the last, the lost and the least.  It 

means giving oneself in the cause of justice and righteousness for all of God’s children.  It means 

paying attention to those whom society ignores, giving up your time to be with someone in need, 

giving of your money, your resources for those who have little or nothing.  It means moving yourself 

out of the center of the universe, and focusing on others.  It means sticking your neck out and doing 

the right thing even when those around you might laugh or put you down.   It means daring to claim 

the name of Jesus and proudly let it be known by your actions and your words that He is the center 

of your life, and the guiding force in your life.   

 

 Start to do those things, my friends, and it will cost you, because the same sinful forces that 

were at work in Jesus’ time – the forces of power, jealousy, evil, greed, self-centeredness – are still 

very much alive today.  Do as Jesus asks, and it will, not might, but will take you out of your comfort 

zone, and take away some of the things that make your life so comfortable.  But it also will lead you 

on the path of the true and abundant life you were created to live, a life Jesus died to give you.  And 

oh my, does our world need to see it.  One pastor said this:  “More than ever before, the world needs 

to see us follow Jesus Christ to a new direction, to a new future, and to a new lifestyle of unselfish 

love.”  (James W. Moore, If God Has a Refrigerator, Your Picture is On It,” p. 97) 

 

 So let me inspire you and urge you on this morning, by telling you a few stories of true 

discipleship, of unselfish, self-denying, cross-bearing love. 

 

 I could tell stories from this church, because I’ve heard of some amazing things some of you 

have done during Lent – as you give up something you enjoyed to focus more on Jesus, or you took on 

something challenging just as he did.  And I would only have to turn to last week to show you an 

amazing example of  sacrificial love right here – in the One Great Hour of Sharing offering.  Right in 

the midst of difficult economic times, when we go to the gas station and $50 later have a full tank, 

when jobs are still shaky and costs of everything are steadily rising – right in the middle of that 

economic reality, all of you gave of yourselves, denied yourselves, to give to that offering, and 

together gave just under $10,000!  That is astounding and amazing, and a beautiful picture of what 

Jesus was talking about in today’s lesson. 
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 Let me paint you a few more pictures of selfless love, and committed discipleship.   

 

 A man named Eric Fullman was in Hong Kong while on his way to China, and a friend of his 

had asked him if he would take some Bibles and Christian pamphlets with him in his suitcase.  

Knowing that it was illegal, Fullman made all sorts of excuses about why he couldn’t do it.  So the  

friend took him to meet a Chinese couple, who were his friends.  Fullman said that they made their 

way down this alley, and up two flights of stairs to this little apartment where the couple lived.  The 

husband had recently been released from prison in China. 

 

 When they got to the apartment door and knocked, it was opened by that Chinese man, a 

little man in his 60’s, but almost bent over double as he walked.  He invited them in, and a Chinese 

woman about the same age, his wife, came in and offered them tea.  Fullman said that while they 

were there, he couldn’t help but notice the loving looks the couple gave to each other, and the giggles 

they would share.  Finally, he said something, and found out that they were newlyweds.  And then 

he learned their story.  They had been engaged in 1949, when he was a student in a seminary.  On 

the day of their wedding rehearsal, the Chinese communists seized the seminary and imprisoned all 

of the students in a hard-labor prison.  For the next thirty years, the bride-to-be was allowed only 

one visit per year.  Every time, after their brief visit together, the man would be called to the 

warden’s office, and told that if he would renounce Christianity, he could go home with his bride.  

And every year, he would reply with just one word, “No.”   

 Fullman says that he was stunned when he heard their story, and wondered how that man 

could stand the strain for so long.  So he asked him, and the man replied, “With all that Jesus has 

done for me, how could I betray him?”   

 

 The next day, Fullman left for China with Bibles and Christian pamphlets tucked away in 

his luggage, knowing that there might be a price to pay if he were caught doing that, but knowing 

that he could do no other. 

 

 Jesus said, “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” 

 

 A pastor named E. V. Hill could tell you how that kind of living touched his life.  E. V. Hill 

was a pastor in the Watts section of Los Angeles who was tired of the destructive actions in that 

community, and so he spoke out against it, knowing that he was speaking to some of his own 

congregation and community when he did so.  He did it at great risk, but he knew he could do no 

other, and shortly after he did, he began to get death threats.  One anonymous caller to his home 

warned him to watch his back, because they were going to get him.  They warned that they would rig 

his car with explosives, and not care who was hurt in the process. 

  

E. V. Hill was obviously distressed over the call, and his wife saw his distress and asked him 

what had happened.  He told her, but tried to reassure her that it was probably an empty threat and 

not to worry over much about it.  The next morning Pastor Hill went to get in his car, but it wasn’t 

parked where he had left it in the driveway, but it was out on the street.  He turned to his wife and 
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asked her about it, and she told him that she had gotten up very early that morning, and got in the 

car and drove it around the block, just in case – so he would not be hurt. 

 There are no words to describe that kind of sacrificial love – except to say that Jesus said, 

“deny yourself, take up your cross and follow me” – which is exactly what Mrs. Hill did that day. 

  

Those are some pretty intense and extreme examples of true disciples of Christ.  Let me tell 

you a simpler story now.  It could have happened any place in America.  It happened to the father of 

a pastor who told this story.  When her father was young, he was what might have been called a 

scrawny little kid, the kind other kids picked on, the kind always picked last for the team.  Well, one 

day, when he was 12 years old, he went out on the playground, and he saw the school bully, a kid 

named Dick O’Keefe mercilessly picking on a first grader.  He saw what was going on, he saw a 

crowd of kids gathered around them, laughing and egging Dick on, he saw the cowering first grader 

with no teachers around to protect him.  He stood there and watched, and then he had enough.  And 

even though Dick O’Keefe outweighed him by a lot and stood way taller than him, he went right up 

to him, stepped between him and the first grader, and told him to pick on somebody his own size. 

Whereupon, Dick O’Keefe proceeded to beat the living daylights out of him, until someone pulled him 

off. 

 With his pride intact but his face bleeding, and covered in dirt, he went inside and went to 

the restroom to clean himself up, and wipe the dirt and blood off of his face.  And years and years 

later, with pride, this pastor said these, “We are to pick up our crosses always especially for the 

small, the vulnerable, the helpless.  People like first graders on the playground being terrorized by a 

bully three times their size.  Oh, I know (she says) this is probably easier for 12 year olds . . . unless 

you’re twelve years old.  I do expect there is ever more at stake for us as we grow older, seemingly 

more to lose and less to gain by giving up, giving away, taking on the suffering of others.  But, in the 

end, I do wonder if anything else really matters.  I hope (she finishes) that, in the end, I will be 

remembered as having, like my father did, the heart of a lion – not for my own sake, but for the sake 

of the world God so loves – this world full of six-year-olds of all sorts and types for whom my stepping 

in the path of a bully – whatever form that bully may take – may just make all the difference.”  (On-

line, “On Cross Bearing,” The Rev. Janet Hunt) 

 

 My prayer is that we may all remembered that way as well – as those who denied 

themselves, took up our crosses, and followed Jesus – no matter what the cost.  It is an awesome 

thing to think about, I know.  It can be scary.  It surely will be costly.  But it is the life to which 

Jesus, our Savior, calls us.  It is the way that leads to real, true, abundant, eternal life. 

 

 So let us go from this place to answer his call on our lives.  Let us go forth to be his faithful 

disciples, knowing that we do not go alone, but we go with the love and support of all the members of 

this church family, and more importantly, we go with God, empowered by His Holy Spirit to do far 

more than we can imagine.  The need is great, the world is full of hurting people who need what we 

have to offer, and the call is our’s. 

 

 There’s a wonderful prayer on page  ___ in our hymnal.  It’s known as the prayer of St. 

Francis.  I invite you to turn with me now to that prayer, and pray it with me, for I think St. Francis 

has summed up perfectly what it will take for us to do as Jesus asks of us today – to deny ourselves, 

take up our cross, and follow Him.  Let us pray: 
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