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Mark 8:31-38 

 

Our trust in the God who can shine light in the darkness… and bring life out of death… can easily waver 

when it is put to the test, can’t it?!   

Even the most faithful / willing / committed disciple—like Peter—can struggle with trusting Jesus and 

following him—especially when the path ahead seems difficult / dark… when it seems to lead to “defeat” 

instead of “success.”   

Peter thought he was 100% behind Jesus!  When Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” – 

Peter was ready!  “You are the Christ / the Messiah!” he said with confidence.   

The problem was – he didn’t understand the truth of what he had said… and what it meant for Jesus to be 

“the Christ / the Messiah”… or for him to be a disciple of Jesus the Christ.     

 

Mark says that Jesus “began to teach them”—not that he hadn’t been teaching them before… but this simple 

phrase lets us know that what Jesus is about to tell the twelve is something new… something they could only 

hear once they had declared him “the Christ / the Messiah.”   

This new lesson wasn’t just that there might be danger ahead for him / for them.  This new lesson was that 

Jesus planned to walk right straight into it.  “…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 rise again,” Jesus tells them 

(quite openly).   

His path to victory goes through suffering / defeat.  The road to life passes through death.   

Needless to say, Peter and the rest of the disciples were NOT prepared for this new teaching.  This is NOT at 

all what they had in mind—for Jesus… or for themselves.  Even if they didn’t necessarily think of Jesus as 

some kind of military leader come to conquer the Romans, they clearly didn’t think of him walking straight 

into the hands of his enemies / to his death… much less inviting them to come along with him.  That is NOT 

what a Messiah does!    

It was too much for Peter.  Imagine what must have been going through his head: “No Jesus!  What do you 

mean you must suffer and die?!  You are the Son of God!  You are the Messiah —the long-promised 

deliverer… the living / breathing hope of Israel!  What are you thinking?!  Why must you walk into a trap 

when you can turn around and walk away?  Why must you take a risk you don’t have to take?  There must be 

another way!”   

Peter did not—could not—understand how Jesus’ suffering… rejection… death… (and resurrection) could 

lead to transformation and life.   

We don’t know what Peter said to Jesus when he took him aside and began to rebuke him… we can guess it 

was this “suffering and dying Messiah” bit that Peter wanted to “correct.”    

But Jesus interrupts Peter’s rebuke… and harshly rebukes him in return.  He turns and faces his disciples 

(which means he turns his back to Peter)… and says sharply (with both words and body language): “Get 

behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”   

As far as Jesus is concerned, Satan—the Adversary / the Tempter—is the “motivating spirit” that is driving 

Peter’s words / action here...  “ha satan”—the Adversary / the Tempter… the one who, from the beginning 

of time, has sought to lead people astray / away from God… by offering people “tempting alternatives” to 

God’s will / God’s way.   
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In the wilderness, Satan tried to tempt Jesus with earthly riches and power (according to Matthew and Luke, 

anyway)… to be other than who God called him to be…    

Here Peter tries to get Jesus to compromise what Jesus knows God has called him to do.  The temptation is to 

turn away / to take another path / to play it safe—to skip the road that leads to Jerusalem… to avoid suffering 

and death… to turn away from the cross.   

Jesus recognizes the voice for what it is… even though it is coming from the mouth of one of his own.  It is 

the voice of Satan—the Tempter / the Adversary—the one who is always on the attack… always looking for 

a weak spot… always eager to undermine what God is doing… always ready to lead people astray – into 

disobedience / sin.   

Jesus says NO!  “Get behind me!” he says.  Put your protests aside… get in line.  Don’t oppose me.  I have to 

do this!  If Peter is going to stand between him and the cross, then he is NOT a disciple / NOT a friend… he 

is an adversary.    

Yes, even Peter, Jesus’ right-hand-man, is susceptible of thinking like a mere mortal… not looking at things 

from God’s point of view.   

It is a challenge for all of us, isn’t it?!  Not only to think… but to live from God’s point of view in a world 

that wants nothing to do with God / God’s way. 

Jesus makes an example of Peter in front of the disciples… in front of the gathering crowd… in front of all 

of history—for the sake of all of us who would come to need the same rebuke.   Jesus tells Peter (and 

everyone else within earshot) to get behind him… or get out of the way.  “If any want to become my 

followers,” he continues, “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 Jesus is the Christ / the Messiah (and he is!)… then HE has to come first.  HE is the leader—not us!    

In rebuking Jesus, Peter was taking the lead / putting himself (and his will) first.  In rebuking Peter, Jesus 

reminds him—and all of us!—where disciples belong:  “Get behind me,” he says… “Follow me.”   

Peter was blinded by his own “agenda”… his own preconceptions / ideas of who Jesus was… and what the 

Messiah’s “agenda” should be—so much so that those preconceptions / ideas would NOT allow him to see 

what the Messiah’s “agenda” must be.   

It was a temptation for Peter… and it is for us, too—to pull Jesus aside and try to shape him into a Messiah 

of our own making…  

As a colleague of mine (Karoline Lewis, “Working Preacher” 2021) put it, “As soon as we set our sights on 

someone or something other than the cross, we have most definitely traded the death and resurrection of 

Jesus with a more convenient and acceptable means of imagining what it means to follow Jesus… what it 

means to be a disciple… what it means to live and be in a world that desperately needs to know that being a 

Christian is not an easy ticket to heaven… is not your guarantee of prosperity… is not your bypass around 

the hardships of life.”   

Peter needed this reminder… and so do we.   

 



 
 

3 
 

The season of Lent, structured as it is to remember Jesus’ journey to the cross, is a perfect time for us to 

ponder again who Jesus, the Christ / the Messiah is… and from that, what it means to be his disciples / his 

followers…  

According to Jesus’ teaching, here, the call to discipleship is threefold—deny yourself… take up your 

cross… and follow Jesus…  

Deny yourself… that is a tough one, isn’t it?!    

Truth be told, the “self” has been the problem since the Garden of Eden.  To deny yourself is to say “no” to 

those pieces in you that keep grasping for control.  It is to rearrange things so that your self doesn’t take on 

the role of lord, but allows Jesus to be Lord of your life.  It is to put Jesus’ priorities / purposes / path ahead 

of your own—to keep your priorities in harmony with what Jesus taught… which is to live a life oriented 

toward God and neighbor… toward sacrifice and service…toward living out / proclaiming the path of the 

gospel – in any / every way you can.   

Take up your cross… what does that mean for us today?   

We hear people talk about their illnesses / burdens / financial or personal hardships as “the cross they bear.”  

But that is not what Jesus is talking about here.   

The cross, in Jesus’ day, was an instrument of capital punishment for criminals / traitors of Rome.  The 

criminal / traitor (or unlucky bystander, in the case of Simon of Cyrene) had to carry the cross through the 

city (a public display of guilt)… which resulted in ridicule / scorn from the people watching.  With this 

understanding, we might paraphrase “take up your cross” as “be willing to publicly display your faith and 

take the consequences that such a display might evoke”—not always easy or comfortable, is it?!   

Are there situations in which public pressure would lead you to deny your faith?  

Like it or not, we feel that pressure at any age.  As adults, we know that our Christian faith (and therefore our 

priorities / convictions) will not always be welcome in the workplace / in the community… and so we learn 

to “cloak” our Christian identity.  Children and youth feel the pinch, too.  When acceptance into the group 

you want to be in at school is at stake, standing by your Christian values / convictions isn’t always “cool” / 

accepted.   

Last but not least, follow Jesus… follow him where he leads… on paths / to destinations that promise to be 

both risky and life-giving.  His is a costly way—that we know.  It is a way that calls us to do what is 

necessary (for the sake of the gospel)—not what is easy / comfortable… not what is “about us” but what is 

“about our neighbors”… It is to trust that God’s way is better (even if it’s hard)—because in the end, it is the 

only way that leads to life!   

Most of us won’t face physical violence because we are Christian / attend church… Most of us won’t be 

arrested (like Paul was) for speaking about our faith… we won’t be imprisoned / killed for being a follower 

of Christ.  But that doesn’t mean we can sit back comfortably and wait.   

In fact, I think the call of this passage is to live out our lives of faith… in ways that draw attention (and 

perhaps even ridicule) from the world around us—to dive headfirst into the ministry Jesus lived / calls us to 

(in the waters of baptism)—a ministry among the least, the lost, the excluded, the forgotten, the pushed 

aside… to take up our cross… and follow him. 
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Dear friends, God is faithful to God’s promises—from Abraham and Sarah… to Peter and the disciples… to 

us.  God is committed to relationship—with us… with the world God loves.  The cross of Christ shows us 

that God will stop at nothing… to make that possible.    

May God give you the grace to follow Jesus—this Lenten season and always—in the way of the cross… the 

only way that leads to life. 

 

Forgive us, gracious God, when we prefer human ways of thinking to the strange upside-down wisdom and 

power of your cross.  Give us strength and clarity of understanding to hear your call afresh… to follow 

where you lead.   


