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This fall we are attempting to cut through the noise of our culture, sort through the accumulated 

traditions, second-guesses, thoughts, and personal opinions about life and faith, about what matters 

and what lasts, to get to the essentials; we want the gospel truth. And we can do no better, really, 

than to soak ourselves, marinate our minds and hearts, in the Gospel According to St. Mark.  

 

But first, a brief stop at Family Feud. 

I’m sad to say, that when 100 people were asked where they dread to go, well… 

 

  

 

But who’s to say that the 100 people Family 

Feud surveys for its questions know what they 

are talking about.  

For example, when 100 people were asked, 

“When people refer to “the King”, who are they 

speaking about?”, here’s what they came up 

with: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hmmm. 

Where does Jesus fit in among all the other 

notables, famous people, and celebrities past 

and present? 



 

Is this just a matter of Jesus among the other gods? 

Is Jesus a subset of a different category of preferences like favorite foods, sports teams, preference for 

vehicles or shoes or decorating styles? 

 

No, Jesus is completely unique. 

You and I have no option but to make a choice about him. 

 

In the eighth chapter of Mark, the gospel account downshifts into a lower gear. I have mentioned 

before that I sometimes refer to the Gospel of Mark as the Fast Forward Gospel -- it moves along at 

breakneck speed with the word "immediately" occurring thirty-two times in the first seven chapters. 

When we arrive at Chapter 8, however, the word disappears almost completely. That is a clue -- we 

are coming to part of the account where we are encouraged to slow down and consider carefully. For 

in this brief passage we engage today we find the most important question of our lives, the terms and 

conditions of what it means to be a Christian and the unavoidable choice before each of us every day.  

 

The Most Important Question 

 

Let's turn to God's Word as it addresses us today.  

 

“Jesus and his disciples left Galilee and went up to the villages near Caesarea Philippi. As they 

were walking along, he asked them, “Who do people say I am?” “Well,” they replied, “some say 

John the Baptist, some say Elijah, and others say you are one of the other prophets.” Then he 

asked them, “But who do you say I am?” Peter replied, “You are the Messiah. ” But Jesus 

warned them not to tell anyone about him.” 

Mark 8:27-30 NLT 

 

We catch the earliest followers of Jesus, the Twelve whom he called to "come, follow me", with a 

persistent question rumbling around among them: "Who is this guy?" (See, for example, Mark 4:41). 

Here it becomes direct and personal.  

 

Jesus and these Twelve start heading north, beyond Galilee. They are near a place called Caesarea 

Philippi. One of the often-confusing features of the Bible is that the same name gets used but means 

different things. There is a large, amazing ancient city called Caesarea on the Mediterranean coast. But 

this is not that Caesarea. This is a smaller -- but very important -- city called Caesarea Philippi. It is 

situated on the border between Israel and non-Jewish territory to the north, on the slope of Mount 

Hermon. King Herod the Great built a grand marble temple here to honor the Roman emperor; his son, 

Herod Philip, enlarged the city and renamed it in honor of Caesar. But in reality, because of the natural 

beauty of the place, for ages it had been a primary worship center for Pan, most often pictured as half 

god and half goat. Pan is the mythic Greek god of nature, lust, and intense partying.  

 

Jesus and his disciples are about as far away from Jerusalem, the center of worship for the God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the One Jesus called Father, as they could possibly be. It is a place 

dedicated to the worship of Roman power and the nature god dedicated to doing whatever comes 

naturally. And here Jesus asks his disciples what people are saying about him. 



 

"Who do people say I am?"  It turns out that the man in the street, the regular folks, have a positive 

opinion about Jesus. Most put Jesus in the pigeonhole of a religious spokesperson, like a prophet of 

old. Whether people believe that God sent him to announce doom and gloom or maybe, more 

hopefully, doom and dawn, they at least believe God has sent him.  

 

Popular opinion, though, was wide of the truth. Jesus is uniquely different from the long line of 

messengers God has sent to the people. So, the question becomes much more direct and personal. 

"Who do you say I am?", he asks. In fact, the Greek language in which this was originally written is 

more emphatic. A literal translation would be, "And you yourself, who do you say I am?" 

 

What do you think? 

If you are looking for inspirational thoughts, you can select from so many. In fact, you don’t 

need to select. Your social media friends will send all sorts of encouraging inspirational thoughts 

to you.  

 

If you need a personal coach to help change your course, well, like job skills, eating habits, or 

couch to 5K exercise programs, Jesus may be one motivational mentor among many others.  

 

If you want somebody who is sort of a god-connector, a name you call out to for strength or 

understanding or wisdom, sort of a fire alarm, “break glass and pull handle” or “dial 911” kind 

of help of last resort when things become overwhelming, maybe Jesus is the name you might 

use.  

 

But Jesus was and is not, actually, a source for inspirational quotes, a motivational figure, or the 

mysterious last hope for hopeless cases.  

 

Peter, one of the disciples, answered in response to Jesus question, “You are the Christ.”  

 

If you have been hanging around the God Shop for a while, then you may be familiar with this reply. It 

is, however, a huge leap for Peter. “You are the Christ” is a statement of identity. “The Christ”, a Greek 

translation of the Hebrew, “Messiah”, refers to a specific role, an entirely unique Savior and Redeemer 

of God. You may also be aware that the common expectation of a Messiah, the Christ, in the days of 

Jesus’ ministry among first century Jews, was to be a political and military liberator who would throw 

off the occupation forces of Rome and would re-establish the glorious good old days when David was 

King of a united Israel.  

 

It was by no means obvious that Jesus was the Messiah. A few people were healed, many were fed, 

but Israel was not yet free from pagan domination. Jesus has not yet delivered on ANY of the hopes of 

the Jewish people, yet Peter brims with confidence nonetheless. He and the rest of the disciples, 

however, don’t have a clue as to how Jesus will become King. As we many know if we are familiar with 

the rest of the story, Jesus IS the expected Messiah, but in the most unexpected way.  

 



Oddly, Jesus does not commend or congratulate Peter. In fact, he scolds the disciples, telling them to 

keep quiet about his identity as the Messiah. Now why would the one who is the Lord of the Universe 

and Hope of the World, want it kept quiet? 

 

You might conclude that Jesus wants Peter and the others to keep a lid on it for the time being. I 

think, however, that because of what follows it is pretty clear that Jesus doesn’t want Peter and the 

others sharing their faulty opinions about what a Messiah is and proliferating their own opinions among 

the people who are following but not sure why.  

 

Terms and Conditions 

 

So, we come to the “terms and conditions” on this Messiahship of Jesus. Up to this point in Mark’s 

Gospel we have engaged accounts of the power of Jesus: calming storms, casting our demons, healing 

disease and disability. Now, however, we peer into the extreme mystery of God’s victory over sin, the 

devil, and death itself. This victory will come through apparent weakness rather than overwhelming 

strength.  

 

Then Jesus began to tell them that the Son of Man must suffer many terrible things and be 

rejected by the elders, the leading priests, and the teachers of religious law. He would be killed, 

but three days later he would rise from the dead. 32 As he talked about this openly with his 

disciples, Peter took him aside and began to reprimand him for saying such things. 
33 Jesus turned around and looked at his disciples, then reprimanded Peter. “Get away from me, 

Satan!” he said. “You are seeing things merely from a human point of view, not from God’s.”  

Mark 8:31-33 NLT 

 

Jesus is not interested in the ways Peter and his disciples, or, in fact, you and/or me want to tell him 

how to save the world. The Apostle Paul said that the cross of Jesus was foolishness to Greeks and a 

stumbling block to Jews (1 Corinthians 1:23). Peter is the first to stumble over the offense of a 

suffering Messiah. 

 

David Garland writes,   

  

Peter’s concept of the “Christ” is too narrow, too laden with selfish, human fantasies. He thinks 

that the Christ will establish a reign of peace and righteousness by overthrowing the powers 

who hold God’s people Israel in a vice of oppression. The Christ is, by definition, a winner, 

destined for honor and glory. Anyone with Jesus’ amazing powers to silence the sea and 

unclean spirits, to heal the sick with a word or touch, and to feed thousands from a few scraps 

is headed for glory and universal veneration. … For Peter, a suffering Messiah is impossible. The 

Messiah will come as a triumphant hero, dishing out punishment to those who oppose him.  

 

Peter …wants to impose his own agenda on how Jesus will live out his vocation as Messiah and 

how they will benefit as his followers. He looks for a human political leader while Jesus tries to 

prepare them for the reign and rule of God… A disciple must do more than get Jesus’ title right. 

That is only the first step in following Jesus on the way.  

David Garland, The NIV Application Commentary: Mark. (Zondervan, 1996, pp. 326-327) 



 

You and I have no option but to make a choice about him.  

 

The Unavoidable Choice 

 

Jesus invited the crowd that has been following into earshot. He wants this to be clear. He is going to 

spell it out before Peter or the others have the opportunity to provide an amended version of what it 

means to follow Jesus – a version that would be more closely aligned with their own ideas.  

 
34 Then, calling the crowd to join his disciples, he said, “If any of you wants to be my follower, 

you must give up your own way, take up your cross, and follow me. 35 If you try to hang on to 

your life, you will lose it. But if you give up your life for my sake and for the sake of the Good 

News, you will save it. 36 And what do you benefit if you gain the whole world but lose your 

own soul? 37 Is anything worth more than your soul? 38 If anyone is ashamed of me and my 

message in these adulterous and sinful days, the Son of Man will be ashamed of that person 

when he returns in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”  Mark 8:34-38 NLT 

 

Jesus is not interested in our opinion on how he should save the world. He is also not interested in our 

opinions about what we are willing to put up with to be a follower. It is a choice that changes 

everything. There is no having two competing commitments. Like the first of the Ten Commandments, 

it is clear that Jesus will not countenance any other gods before him.  

 

There are three non-negotiables. 

The first is traditionally translated as “denial yourself.” This gets confused, often, with giving up this or 

that or maybe some practice of asceticism. That isn’t the case. It is much more dramatic than that.  

C. S. Lewis, in his book Mere Christianity puts it this way: 

 

“Christ says, "Give me All. I don't want so much of your time and so much of your money and 

so much of your work: I want You. I have not come to torment your natural self, but to kill it. 

No half-measures are any good...Hand over the whole natural self, all the desires which you 

think innocent as well as the ones you think wicked--the whole outfit. I will give you a new self 

instead. In fact, I will give you Myself: my own will shall become yours.” 

 

Practically what does this mean?  

Every day we open ourselves up to God’s initiatives and God’s authority. It may mean leaving a job or 

leaving the script that was planned for you by your family. For the proud, it means renouncing the 

desire for status and honor. For the greedy, it means renouncing an appetite for wealth. For the 

complacent it will mean renouncing the love of ease. The timid may have to renounce the craving for 

security. The violent will have to repudiate the desire for revenge. And on and on. This is not about 

giving a little time for religious activities, it is about, as our covenant of membership in the church says, 

“Renouncing the spiritual forces of wickedness, rejecting the evil powers of this world, and repenting of 

our own sin.” 

 

 

 



The second non-negotiable is bearing the cross. 

Some contemporary peddlers of the gospel promise that Jesus offers his followers health and wealth, 

intoxicating spiritual experiences, and amazingly awesome relationships. He presents us with a cross. 

He doesn’t invite us to try it on for size and tailor it so it is comfortable. He does not ask for volunteers 

to carry it for a bit as an extra credit project.  This demand – to be with Christ in the suffering of the 

world and the poverty of the world and the needs of the world – separates Jesus’ admirers from his 

followers. It is the way of burden bearing instead of ease and comfort.  

 

And the third non-negotiable is to follow Jesus. Not visit on Sundays and holidays, but daily decision-

making to align our lives with his commands; Daily choosing to take the path of the Savior.  

  

For we are all looking for what is true and real and lasting.  

Why, Jesus asks, would you gamble your eternity, would be content to gain what the world values only 

to find that you’ve sacrificed your soul in the process?  

 

This is an unavoidable choice with an iron-clad promise. As we identify with and follow Jesus in our 

lives, he will call us his own when our life is over. On the Day of Judgment which awaits us all, we will 

meet the Lord as our friend.  

 

Jesus will not be content to remain within the pages of your Bible, be left behind in this building where 

we meet, or be worshiped by the others around you. You have no option to but to make a choice 

about him. It is not adequate to get his identity right. He will not permit you to bend him into your own 

agenda. His demands are non-negotiable for each of us, but exactly what we most deeply desire.  

 

The conviction that Jesus is the Savior, the Lord, the One and Only is a life-changing revelation. It is 

the first step to be followed by resigning from the control and direction of my life, giving up the 

demanding that it turns out a different way and that God owes me comfort and convenience. This 

leads to the daily decision to follow the way of Christ as we find it in the Scriptures and in the choices 

presented to us day by day.  

 

 

 

 


