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Mark 8:27-38 

 

If we were to go out “on the streets” and ask who Jesus is – what would we hear?  In other words, who do “the 

people” say Jesus is… today?   

- a good guy who led a good life and helped a lot of people… a religious fanatic…  

- one of many prophets throughout history… a great preacher… a gifted story-teller…  

- the Son of God who came to save us… 

If I asked you who YOU say Jesus is – what would you say?   God’s Son… the Christ… your Savior and 

Lord…  

This next question is key—What does that name / title mean to YOU / for YOU?   

What does it tell YOU about Jesus?  And… what does it, then, mean for YOU as one of his followers?  In short, 

if this is who Jesus is, why do YOU follow him?!   

As it was in the time of Jesus, so it is now.  People have many different opinions about / answers to the question 

of who Jesus is… what he stood for… and what his life / ministry was all about.   

As followers (disciples) of Jesus today, WE are the “you” in Jesus’ question: But WHO do YOU say that I am? 

- Is he the “Messiah”?  your “Lord”?  If so, what does that mean to YOU?  and what difference does it 

make in YOUR life?   

- Is he your “Savior”?  If so, what is he saving YOU from? and what is he saving YOU for? 

Throughout Mark’s story, up to this point, no one is quite sure what to make of Jesus.  In fact, no one 

understands who he is – except, of course, for the reader (that’s us!) because we are told in the very first verse 

that is he is the Son of God (… and, of course, the various demons who clearly recognize who he is!)   

Because of this “insider knowledge,” when we read Mark’s story… we might feel the same kind of tension we 

do whenever we watch a movie and know something the main character doesn’t know.  We want them to figure 

it out... we worry what will happen if they don’t… so we almost breathe a sigh of relief when Peter, finally, says 

out loud that Jesus is God’s promised Messiah – the Christ – the One sent to deliver God’s people.   

“He’s finally figured it out!” we think… Or has he?!   

“You are the Messiah,” Peter says.  “You’re the One who’s come to save us!”  It seems like the right answer.   It 

is the right answer… but strangely, Jesus says, “SHHHhhh!  Don’t tell anyone!   

Why?!?  Why not tell others about him?  Jesus wants people to know who he is… what he has come to do, 

right?!  Yep.  And that’s exactly why he orders Peter and the others to say nothing to anyone… at this point.   

You see, Jesus is very aware that many people—including his own disciples—are looking for a certain kind of 

Messiah… a political / military leader who will drive the Romans out of Jerusalem and restore the kingdom to 

Israel.  But that is NOT the kind of Messiah Jesus is.  And that’s why Jesus immediately begins to upend their 

expectations of what it means for him to be the Messiah… why Jesus begins to teach them that the Son of Man 

“must undergo great suffering, and be rejected… and be killed, and after three days, rise again.”   
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To be the true Messiah—the Messiah sent from God—Jesus has to undergo suffering, death, and resurrection.  

It’s why he came.  There’s no way around it—who Jesus is / what he came to do… can only be understood in 

and through the cross.     

Peter gets the title right; but he misunderstands what that title means.  And so, when Jesus begins to talk about 

the road that leads to the cross, Peter rebukes him.  And then Jesus rebukes Peter right back.  “Get behind me, 

Satan!” he says.  These words are as harsh as they sound; but what’s nestled in them is Jesus telling Peter, 

“You’re missing the point.”  “…You are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”   

This exchange should call into question, I think, our own “understandings” of Jesus.   

Is it possible that Jesus would turn and rebuke us, too?!  How often do we NOT look at things from God’s point 

of view?  How often do we get in the way of what God is doing?  How often are our minds set on human things 

and NOT the things (concerns) of God – especially these days?   

Of course, if we are asked who Jesus is, we know the right answer.  But if we’re honest, we probably have to 

admit that Peter’s definition of “Messiah” is the one we would prefer as well.  Peter wants Jesus to conform to 

his hopes and expectations.  Don’t we often do the same – of Jesus / God?   

Don’t we, like Peter, want a strong God… who conquers our enemies… who heals our illnesses… who gives us 

prosperity… who guarantees our safety and security… who spurs our military (and our sport’s team) on to 

victory… and who keeps us happy and healthy and good.   

Yet Jesus points to the God who meets us in vulnerability, suffering, and loss… the God who meets us in those 

moments when we realize that we really need God—when all that we’ve worked for and hoped for have fallen 

apart… and we realize that we are desperately in need of the God who meets us where we are… and saves us.   

Up to this point, Jesus has been talking only to his disciples.  But after this bit with Peter, Jesus calls the crowd 

to come closer and listen up.  And then he takes up the question of the Christian life / the life of 

“discipleship”—telling them (and us!) that those who wish to follow him must “deny themselves… and take up 

their cross… and follow him….”   

Jesus’ portrait of discipleship is anything but attractive / easy.  It’s like he draws a line in the sand – “Do you 

still want to follow me?  This is what it means – for me… for you…”  

Just walking along with Jesus does NOT make you a follower.   

You must deny yourself, he says… which means separating yourself from what defines you (redefinition)… it 

means saying NO to yourself… putting aside your long-held convictions / your worldly measures and ways… 

your own personal wants / freedoms… putting God and others (your neighbors) first of all…… 

You must take up your cross, he says… and follow where I lead.  He compares being his disciples to a 

condemned man carrying the beam of a cross on his shoulders to the place of execution.  This phrase doesn’t 

refer to the ordinary sufferings of human life in this world: sickness, disease, pain, grief, loss.  It means 

suffering for the sake of Jesus.  It means taking on the shame / humiliation / rejection of the crucified 

Messiah… because of the way he calls us to live – a way of life that crosses boundaries… that pushes aside 

“accepted” societal / religious norms… that reaches out to those who are ostracized, unclean, marginalized… a 



3 
 

way of life that more often than not, means going against the grain of this world.  It means being willing to 

publicly display your faith and suffer the consequences that such a display might evoke.  

Some Christians these days want to make sure their religious liberty is respected / their “rights” guaranteed.  In 

truth, that is NOT what we ought to expect from the world.  According to Jesus, what we ought to expect is 

mockery, rejection, and persecution.   

Following Jesus involves more than just knowing who he is… wearing an “I love Jesus” t-shirt 

Following Jesus asks for / demands a way of life that has, in one way or another, the cross deeply embedded in 

it… a way of life shaped by the gospel.  

What does that mean?  

As Dan Erlander (a Lutheran pastor / teacher) puts it: It means “accepting a reality that humans would do 

almost anything to avoid, to ignore, to escape, or evade.  That reality is this: We are called to die in order to 

live.” 

Martin Luther talked about this reality as the theology of the cross—it is NOT very popular in our 

society…unlike its opposite, the theology of glory – which is marketed as a way of following Jesus that doesn’t 

require dying to ourselves… denying our selfish / self-centered desires… that doesn’t call for obedience to 

God’s ways… to a changed way of living in this world.   

Luther called the theology of glory: “the Word without the cross.”  Soren Kierkegaard called it “admiring Christ 

instead of following Christ.”  Deitrich Bonhoeffer (a Lutheran pastor / martyr of the Nazi concentration camps) 

called it “cheap grace” – grace without the cost… grace without discipleship… grace without the cross… grace 

without the crucified and risen Christ.   

 

Who do YOU say that I am?” Jesus asks.  Are YOU prepared to have the easy answers of our culture / world 

challenged (and upended) by the actual Jesus of scripture—by his redefined idea of Messiah-ship / his call to 

follow him in his way?   

Where will Jesus’ call to discipleship lead you?  What decisions / partings will it demand?   

Only Jesus, the Christ… the one who calls you to follow him… knows where your following will lead… knows 

the struggles / challenges you might encounter. But you can be assured that the One who calls you to follow… 

leads the way… he has walked the road before you… and by the power of the Spirit, promises to empower / 

sustain you along the way.   

Dear friends, it matters who we understand Jesus to be… because His identity shapes our own.  

Jesus’ question is NOT a test.  It’s NOT about getting the answer right.  It’s the moment when you come face-

to-face with YOUR own commitment… YOUR own discipleship… YOUR own identity.  It’s the moment when 

YOU have to admit to what extent how YOU follow Jesus actually connects with your confession of who YOU 

believe Jesus to be.   
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Have you noticed that there’s NOT a lot of correlation, these days, between claims about Jesus… and choices as 

to how lives are lived / what decisions are made?   

Jesus’ question: “Who do YOU say that I am?” – isn’t just an issue of integrity.  It’s being willing to risk being 

known for what YOU believe.  It’s recognizing that your identity cannot be separated from who Jesus is to 

YOU.   

Peter had to answer the question for himself… and so do we!  It’s not enough to just call Jesus “the Messiah.”  

We must be ready to embrace the Messiah that he is (NOT the one of our making)—the Messiah who makes us 

question our deepest allegiances and values… the Messiah who seeks to move us from selfishness to generosity, 

from fear to love, from hatred to compassion, from our own self-righteousness to the wideness of God’s mercy 

and grace.   

If we want to follow this Messiah, it takes more than just having the right name.   

It takes a transformation of our lives… our way of being in this world…   

It takes a change of habits and assumptions and actions…  

It takes denying ourselves… taking up our cross (risking ridicule / shame / perhaps even death)… and following 

where he leads…   

 

Will you come and follow me, Jesus asks… and go where you don’t know and never be the same… will you let 

my love be shown… will you let my name be known…  

Will you leave yourself behind… and care for cruel and kind… risk the hostile stare…  

Will you set the prisoners free… kiss the lepers clean… and admit to what I means to you / you in me…  

Will you quell the fear inside… use the faith you’ve found to reshape the world around… 

These are important questions to ponder… as we join in singing “The Summons” 


