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Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he 
asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” And they answered him, “John the 
Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” He asked them, “But 
who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” And he sternly 
ordered them not to tell anyone about him. 
Then he began to teach them 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.” 
 
 
 We’ve been talking, the last several weeks, on the theme of 

“Irresistible Community,” which means following Jesus’ lead and making 

a community of faith so grace-filled that the invitation to join it is simply 

irresistible. But today, we have a scripture about a supremely resistible 

community—one that requires us, if we are going to follow Jesus, to pick 

up a cross. And in this instance, the cross is not a lovely piece of jewelry 

we wear around our necks to signify our loyalty to Jesus, but the heavy, 

painful, burden that may well kill us—the cross that fits us, the one that is 

just our size. 
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 In the Gospel of Mark—the oldest and shortest of the four Gospels—

things are moving quickly from what Biblical scholars call “the Galilean 

spring” to “the Judean winter.” In Galilee, Jesus healed many, cast out 

demons, fed thousands, spoke words of such beauty and power that he 

inspired huge crowds of people to follow him. As Jesus moved from the 

welcoming territory of Galilee to the increasingly hostile land of Judea, 

the Galilean spring started giving way to the Judean winter. The first sign 

of that impending winter began when Jesus asked his disciples what 

people were saying about him, and who they thought he was. The disciples 

said, “Well, some think you’re carrying on the work of John the Baptist, 

calling people to repentance before the Messiah comes. And others think 

you’re the prophet Elijah, sent from heaven, to bear witness that the 

people are being faithful to God. And still others say you’re one of the 

other prophets, to pronounce God’s word to a people in need of 

repentance.” Then Jesus asked, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter 

answered, “You are the Messiah.” And Jesus “sternly ordered them not to 

tell anyone about him.” In the Gospels, there are two important, but 

different, terms that should both be remembered when talking about Jesus. 

One term is “Messiah,” which means “the Anointed One,” from which 

comes the word Christos, or “Christ.” In the political context of the time, 

the coming Messiah would be the kingly figure sent by God Almighty to 

throw out the occupying Romans, re-establish the throne of David, reform 

the people to the ways of God, and make the long-suffering Jews into the 
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great nation they were meant to be. The other term, the one Jesus used 

about himself, was “Son of Man.” The term, “Son of Man” had two 

contexts. One was simply a human being. The other context, from the 

Book of the Prophet Daniel, foretold the coming of a divine being like “a 

Son of Man:”   

I saw in the night visions, 
  and behold, with the clouds of heaven, 
there came one like a son of man, 
   and he came to the Ancient of Days 
and was presented before him. 
   And to him was given dominion and glory and kingdom, 
that all peoples, nations and languages, 
   should serve him; 
his dominion is an everlasting dominion 
  which shall not pass away, 
and his kingdom one  
   that shall not be destroyed.   [Daniel, 7.13-14, RSV] 

 

 Jesus never came out and said, “I am the Messiah.” But he strongly 

indicated that he was the Son of Man, as in what he said next. He began to 

tell the disciples that the Son of Man must suffer many things, be rejected 

by the great religious authorities, be killed, and on the third day rise again. 

Peter, who loved Jesus, and had high expectations for his future, evidently 

didn’t hear anything beyond, “suffer, rejected, killed.” He pulled Jesus 

aside and said, “God forbid that this should ever happen to you!” Jesus, 

knowing that the other disciples were witnessing all of this, said, loud 

enough for them to hear, “Get behind me, Satan! You’re not thinking 
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about what God wants, but about what you want!” That’s really harsh—

Jesus calling his most devoted disciple “Satan,” the great tempter. Why 

would Jesus say that to Peter? Because Peter, out of love, wanted him to 

be spared all the terrible things that Jesus foretold were coming. How 

utterly decent and utterly human of Peter for wanting to spare someone 

whom he loved suffering, rejection and pain. If he could have, Peter would 

have made it possible for Jesus to have avoided any unpleasantness 

altogether. 

 Recall that after his baptism, Jesus was in the wilderness for forty 

days, hungry, thirsty and alone. Satan showed up when Jesus was at his 

lowest. Did he physically abuse Jesus? No. Did he insult him? No, he was 

quite respectful. Satan even quoted scripture to be reassuring. So what did 

Satan do to Jesus that was so Satanic? He tempted him. When Jesus was 

hungry, Satan told him he had the power to turn rocks into bread. When 

Jesus felt spiritually alone, Satan told him that if he jumped off the high 

pinnacle of the Temple, angels would bear him up. While Jesus suffered 

through his own bodily weakness, and was pondering his relationship to 

God the Father, Satan told him that if Jesus would only change his 

allegiance to him, Satan would give him the kingdoms of the earth. Satan 

still tempts. He tells people who feel deprived of things in life that it is all 

right to acquire them wrongly. He tells people who question their own 

lives that if they will only throw them away they will learn just how loved 

they are. He tells those who feel insignificant that the kingdoms of the 
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earth will be theirs if they only take their allegiance away from God and 

direct it to someone, something else. Satan always hits us at our weakest, 

often by using someone we feel we can trust—sometimes even by using 

other Christians. Peter meant well. He loved Jesus and Jesus loved him. 

He didn’t want Jesus to suffer, to be rejected and to die. I have no doubt 

that Jesus didn’t want to suffer, be rejected, and die, either—but 

sometimes doing God’s will leads us to some very hard places, none 

harder than where Jesus himself went. He honestly told his disciples, and 

tells us, that following him can be very hard, and that we will sometimes 

have to deny ourselves, and pick up our crosses, to follow him. He told 

them, and us, that we have to be prepared to lose our lives for the sake of 

the Gospel in order to find them. He said, “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.” Lord Jesus, are you calling us an “an adulterous 

and sinful generation?” My word, Lord Jesus, why do you want to hurt 

our feelings like that? 

 Why couldn’t Jesus say things that would make us feel good about 

ourselves most of the time, instead of just some of the time? Why didn’t 

he say, “You’re fine just the way you are”? Instead of saying, “Pick up 

your crosses and follow me,” why didn’t he say, “Leave your crosses 

behind! You won’t need those anymore.” I guess he had high expectations 

for the people who chose to be his disciples. Do you know the religions 
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that are growing in the world right now? It is the ones that call upon their 

people to do hard things. Mormons with two year missions. Muslims with 

the obligation to refrain from eating and drinking during the daylight 

hours of the forty days of Ramadan and to make a pilgrimage to Mecca—

the haj—at least once in their lifetimes. And most of all, our brothers and 

sisters in Christ in places like the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa, and 

places in East Asia, where being a Christian can get you killed. There, 

paradoxically, faith in Jesus Christ is growing, not because the faithful 

accommodate themselves to the culture in which they find themselves, but 

because they have seen what that culture is like, and even if it means 

picking up a cross, they want to follow Jesus. Where are the religions that 

are withering on the vine? They are in Europe and North America, 

especially among the ones that say, “Let us make this easy for you. Where 

the culture leads, we follow.” 

 In Robert Bolt’s play, “A Man for All Seasons,” Thomas More, the 

great Christian thinker, is on trial for his life during the reign of Henry 

VIII. Henry has decided that his marriage to Catherine, his wife of 20 

years, is invalid and he wants to marry the young and nubile Anne Boleyn. 

Catherine has only given him a daughter, and Henry wants a son, for 

dynastic reasons. But because Henry prides himself on being a man of 

faith—the Pope himself had given Henry the title, “Defender of the 

Faith”—he can’t just say, “I’m tired of my wife of many years, and I want 

to take up with this hot young thing.” He needs a religious reason, and so 
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he decides that the reason he doesn’t have a son is because he displeased 

God by marrying Catherine in the first place, because she was his older 

brother’s widow. He wants the Pope to annul his marriage to Catherine, 

but the Pope won’t, so Henry arranges to have Parliament declare him 

Head of the Church in England, and his marriage to Catherine annulled, 

and his marriage to Anne Boleyn to go forward, all of which happens. But 

in order to insure that the kingdom doesn’t break out in civil war, he 

requires all Englishmen and women to swear an oath that the King is 

indeed the head of the church in England and that Anne Boleyn is not only 

his rightful wife but the rightful Queen of England. The vast majority of 

English people sign the oath. They don’t know all the issues, they just 

want to get on with their lives. If the King and Parliament decree it, that is 

good enough for them; they’re not looking for a fight. But one man in 

particular refuses to sign. It is the King’s beloved friend, Thomas More, a 

great Christian scholar who had served as England’s Lord High 

Chancellor. But because Thomas More doesn’t want to cause the king 

pain, or violate his own conscience, he quietly retires, and quietly finds 

ways not to sign the oath. But the king and his court seek him out. Why 

won’t More sign? Weren’t they just words? More refused to sign the oath, 

he was tried and convicted of high treason, and he was beheaded. Later, he 

was declared a saint of the Roman Catholic Church. There is a scene in the 

play, “A Man for All Seasons,” where the Duke of Norfolk comes to 

More, shows him all the signatures of his friends, and tries to convince 
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him to sign the oath. More gives him all kinds of religious reasons why he 

cannot. The Duke of Norfolk says, “Oh, confound all this. I’m not a 

scholar, I don’t know whether the marriage was lawful or not, but 

Thomas, look at these names! Why can’t you do as I did and come with 

us, for fellowship!” 

 And Thomas More answers, “And when we die, and you are sent to 

heaven for doing your conscience, and I am sent to hell for not doing 

mine, will you come with me, for fellowship?” 

 Yogi Berra said, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.” But 

which do we take? One will be easier, and one will be harder. One holds 

the promise of allowing us do almost anything we want. The other 

demands everything of us. One road allows us to leave our crosses behind 

and strike out on our own, in pursuit of whatever we think will make us 

happy. The other road—the one with that shining figure up ahead who 

died for us and is looking back to see which we will choose—that road 

requires us to pick up our crosses and follow. 

 Amen. 
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