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PRAYER. 

Our reading from the Gospel of Mark is one of the best-known passages in that book. 
It speaks to us in a number of registers – a kind of multipart harmony. I’d like us to 
focus on two of these in the next few minutes: one about what it means to be Jesus – 
and the other about what it means to be with him, to belong to him. 

As we are now already 10 days into the 40 days of Lent, clearly our frame of reference 
is Jesus’s journey of suffering on the road that leads to Good Friday and Easter, and 
our journey as we follow him. 

Here is the first of three occasions in the Gospel of Mark when Jesus speaks explicitly 
about his violent death. This one in fact is a rather surprising turn in the story. You 
might expect this sort of speech from a failed leader faced with inevitable defeat, like 
the Jewish rebel Eleazar surrounded by the Roman armies at his desert fortress later in 
the first century.  

But no, the ministry of Jesus stands at the pinnacle of its Galilean success. He has just 
taken his disciples to a safe location in the beautiful foothills of Mount Hermon north 
of the Sea of Galilee, to ask in private how the crowds and indeed his disciples 
understand his vocation. People compare him to some of the great prophetic leaders of 
the distant or recent past. And an enthusiastic Peter articulates the disciples’ 
conviction that he is the promised Messiah and king of Israel.  

It is just at this moment of seeming triumph that Jesus turns to his disciples and 
explains that – Actually, No! He is about to suffer rejection by the Jewish leadership 
and a violent death. Not only will he, but the text says “He must” – there is a prophetic 
and scriptural necessity here. Not because he isn’t the Messiah after all, but precisely 
because he is. To be the Messiah is to stand in the breach for God’s people, to offer up 
everything he is and to lay his life on the line to save them.  

That road Jesus travels on our behalf is also underscored by the opening of Psalm 22, 
the persecuted Messiah’s prayer which Jesus himself prays on the Cross when he says, 
‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ Similarly, our reading from Romans 
links Abraham’s faith to the righteous suffering of Jesus, who ‘was delivered over to 
death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.’ 

So the Lenten passion register of our passage is very clear. Just when those around 
him think they can smell the aroma of triumph, Jesus affirms instead his call to the 
Cross.  You might say he is the opposite of what our culture would call a celebrity: 
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just when your average TikTok or Instagram celebrity would now maximize and 
monetize their street cred, Jesus instead brings his life to a point for us.  

The second register of our passage is about what this means for a follower of Jesus. 
More specifically here: what does it mean for Peter, who has just celebrated Jesus as 
Messiah but now feels he has to tell him off for failing to act the part and strut his 
stuff? Peter is met with the sharpest rebuke Jesus gives to any disciple: “Get behind 
me, Satan!”  

The temptation of ‘celebrity’ is precisely that: it’s what the devil offered Jesus in the 
wilderness. But to be the Messiah of God’s people means to lay down his life for 
them. That is how he will save them. 

How then are we meant to follow him? In our story Jesus addresses Peter and the 
disciples, but in fact suddenly a crowd is present too – so this is for all of us. To follow 
Jesus means to be where he is. It means to bring our lives to a point as he did, without 
fear and without holding back.  

In first-century Palestine, one of the most graphic expressions of such a commitment 
would be to see a member of the Jewish resistance carrying the cross-bar to the site of 
their execution. In 21st-century Britain, faith in Jesus remains for the moment less 
likely to result in violent death. But it might come at the cost of recognition or 
reputation, a job or a promotion, a relationship or lifestyle.  

Jesus began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be 
rejected … and that he must be killed and after three days rise again. ….  
“Whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me 
and for the gospel will save it. What good is it for someone to gain the whole 
world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their 
soul?”  

 

Walking on that Lenten road of discipleship, we can choose to hold our comforts and 
ambitions in reserve for ourselves. Or we can offer our lives up for Jesus and the 
gospel. Jesus promises that to do so is in fact the only way to save them. It is to gain 
fullness of life in his presence – fellowship with the Son of Man whose coming in 
glory will save and fulfil us beyond all we can imagine. As one 20th-century follower 
put it when embarking on his own road to the cross: He is no fool who gives what he 
cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.2   

AMEN. 
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