
 

“Whose Interests Do You Have In Mind?” 
(Matthew 16:21-28) 

 
 
 

 Speaking about how dangerous it can be to insist on having your own way, a pastor once 
told this story, “In the town of my childhood and boyhood, there was once a very large and 
muscular man who was about thirty or forty years of age, who became very angry with a 
silversmith over something of very little importance.  He was so angry that he walked into the 
jewelry store and slapped the face of the silversmith, even though his friends had begged him not 
to do so.  They knew that this silversmith, although he was a small and frail-looking person, was 
as courageous as a lion.  But the man was set on having his own way.  He would have it or die.  
The silversmith, realizing that he had no chance of beating him if he fought him in a fist fight, 
armed himself, and sent word to his insulter and attacker to prepare to meet him.  He just as 
willfully set his own feet in the same fatal road in which his opponent had entered.  Within thirty 
minutes both were dead.  Each had received about four or five pistol balls in their bodies before 
falling lifeless on the brick pavement.  I saw the horrible sight when I was a lad, and I never have 
nor never will forget it.  Each man had his way and died.”  Neither of these two men were 
willing to yield to the other.  Both had to have their own way, even if it meant that they might be 
killed.  And look at what happened to them.  They both lost their lives.  Our passage this 
morning deals with very much the same theme.  Our Lord knows that we have the same problem 
that these men had.  By nature, we are very selfish.  We always want to have things our own 
way.  But Jesus tells us here that if we also insist on having our own way, rather than submitting 
to His, we will also die like these men did, only this death will not be merely physical, but 
spiritual and eternal as well.  If we are not willing to give up our lives completely to God, even to 
the point that we would be willing to give up our own lives in His service, Jesus says we will 
lose our souls forever.   
 Matthew now tells us that after Jesus confirmed to His disciples that He really was the 
Christ, He then began to speak to them about something else which had been hidden from them, 
but which was essential to their salvation:  the fact that He would soon lay down His life, but be 
raised again to life.  He said, “I must go up to Jerusalem.  There I will suffer at the hands of the 
elders, the chief priests and the scribes.  They will kill Me.  But on the third day, I will be raised 
up again.”  Up to this point in His ministry, Jesus hadn’t told His disciples anything about His 
death.  They didn’t yet know that Jesus had to die.  They probably believed what the rest of the 
Jews believed:  that when the Christ came, He would free His people from the tyranny of Rome, 
set up His eternal kingdom, and then rule over them forever.  In John’s Gospel, after Jesus told 
the Jews that He must be lifted up on a cross, the multitude said to Him, “We have heard out of 
the Law that the Christ is to remain forever; and how can You say, ‘The Son of Man must be 
lifted up’?” (John 12:34).  If the Christ is to remain forever, how can He die?  This is the 
question that Peter must have been asking himself as Jesus said these things.  Jesus couldn’t die.  
He had to live so He could set up His kingdom.  And so Peter took Jesus aside and began to 
rebuke Him.  “No, Lord.  May it never be!  God forbid that this should ever happen to you.”  
Now certainly, Peter must have meant well.  He loved Jesus and didn’t want to see Him die.  He 
wanted Jesus to stay with them, to bring in His kingdom and to rule over them.  But little did 
Peter know that, in spite of his good intentions, he was standing right in Christ’s way.  Just a 
little while before Jesus told him that he was blessed, because even though others had seen what 
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he saw and rejected Him, Peter confessed and received Him.  The Father had graciously opened 
his eyes to see who He was.  But now he was doing something which was quite the opposite.  In 
saying what he just did to Jesus, he had become an instrument in the hands of the enemy to tempt 
Jesus into avoiding the cross.  Little did Peter know that if he had talked Christ out of going to 
the cross, humanly speaking, he would have been condemned forever to hell, along with the rest 
of God’s elect.  He would have done exactly what the devil was trying to do:  destroy God’s 
work of salvation and ruin the souls of all men forever.  But Jesus would have nothing to do with 
this.  He knew what was at stake.  And so He turned to speak to Peter, and as He did, Mark tells 
us He looked at His disciples, who also shared Peter’s same sentiments, to make sure that all of 
them were listening to what He was about to say.  He then said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan!  
You are a stumbling block to Me; for you are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but 
man’s” (v. 23).  Peter, in saying what he did, had actually become Christ’s enemy, at least 
temporarily.  Jesus called him Satan.  The word “Satan” means adversary, one who comes out 
against someone else to try and stop him from carrying out his plans.  The two men in the story I 
told at the beginning were adversaries to each other.  Each hated the other and wanted to kill 
him.  This is also the name which was given to the devil, because he is God’s adversary, the one 
who tries to stop Him from carrying out His plan of redemption.  Peter very unknowingly had 
put himself in the Lord’s way.  For a moment he had become Christ’s adversary, which is why 
Jesus said to him the same thing He said to the devil when the devil tried to stop Him in the 
wilderness, “Get behind Me, Satan!” (4:10).  In suggesting that Jesus avoid the way of the cross, 
Peter was putting a stumbling block in His way, just like the devil was attempting to do.  It was 
going to be difficult enough for Jesus to face the fiery furnace that was waiting for Him without 
someone standing in His way telling Him that He shouldn’t do it.  Christ’s work was very 
difficult.  When the time finally came, He prayed so intensely to prepare Himself for it, that He 
actually sweat blood.  To finish this work, He couldn’t listen to Peter.  He had to keep His eyes 
focussed on the goal.  He had to set His mind on God’s interests, not on His or anyone else’s.  
This is something Peter had failed to do.  All he could think about was Christ’s well-being and 
his own, not realizing that Jesus had to die.   
 Now what Jesus had just said about His death was unexpected.  We know from Peter’s 
reaction that it was.  The disciples didn’t know that this is what He came to do, that He came to 
die in order to save them.  But they did know something of what He said next.  Not only did 
Jesus have to set aside His own interests -- His safety and well-being -- and expose Himself to 
death, but those who would follow Him to heaven, that is, the disciples themselves, would have 
to do so as well.  Jesus said to them, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, 
and take up his cross, and follow Me.  For whoever wishes to save his life shall lose it; but 
whoever loses his life for My sake shall find it” (vv. 24-25).  When Jesus had sent them out 
earlier to preach in the towns and villages of Israel, He told them what the cost was for those 
who would follow Him.  He said, “He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of 
Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me.  And he who does not 
take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me.  He who has found his life shall lose it, 
and he who has lost his life for My sake shall find it” (Matt. 10:37-39).  Jesus now reminded 
them again of the cost of following Him.  Listen carefully to this, because this is the same thing 
He requires of anyone of us who would also follow Him.  He said, “If you want to come after 
Me, if you want to go where I am going, you must also set aside your own desires, you must 
renounce all claims to yourself and to your own life -- the things you want to do, that don’t 
involve God’s kingdom --, and you must follow Me, you must do My will.  You must take up 
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your cross.  You must expect suffering and be willing to suffer, to suffer persecution and even 
death, for God’s cause.  You must also be willing to give up everything that you have and ever 
will have, if I should call you to do so.  Realizing that these are the terms, do you still want to 
come?  There are two roads set before you today and you must choose.  If you choose to hold 
onto your life and live it the way you want to, you will lose your life forever in hell.  But if you 
lose your life in this world, if you give it to Me and live for My glory, you will gain it forever in 
heaven.  Consider which is the better and more profitable road.  What if you succeeding in doing 
what no one else ever has?  What if you gained the whole world and all of its riches, but lost 
your own soul?  Would it be worth it?  If you gained all these things, but then had to spend an 
eternity in the fiery furnace for your sins, would it be worth it?  Could all the riches of this world 
buy back your soul?  Could it atone for your sins?  How much is your soul worth?  How costly is 
its redemption?  It is more costly than you can imagine.  You could never redeem it.  And so 
consider that there is a day of judgment coming, a day in which I will come in the glory of My 
Father and give to every man according to what He has done.  Consider this and pay the price 
now.  Do not be afraid that you will lose out in the end.  You won’t.  I will repay you.  At the 
resurrection of the just, I will repay you with eternal life and eternal happiness.  But if you hold 
onto your life, I will cast you away as worthless into the lake of fire.  I have a price to pay.  I 
must lay down My life.  You must lay down your lives as well, if you want to follow Me.”  This 
is the choice Christ set before His disciples so long ago.  He did this once before, as we saw, 
which means that there are times when He calls upon His people again to recommit themselves 
to Him.  The Lord lays this same choice before us again this morning.  Will we be selfish?  Will 
we insist on living our lives the way we want to live them?  Or will we deny ourselves, set our 
hearts to suffer whatever we must and follow Him?   
 Now the first thing we might be tempted to think is, Why do I need to give my life, when 
Christ has paid for my redemption with His?  It is true that Christ’s work is all we need to get 
into heaven.  All we need to do is trust in Him, in His righteousness to save us and not our own, 
turn from all of our sins, and we will be saved.  But we must never forget why it was that Christ 
laid down His life for us.  It was not just to bring us to heaven.  It was to put our feet back onto 
the path that we left in Adam through our sins, the path of a holy, God-honoring life of service to 
Him.  Paul writes, “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).  It is true that our good 
works don’t add anything to our salvation.  But they do show that we are saved, because they 
show that we really are new creatures in Christ.  What are the works which God requires?  What 
kind of life does He call us to live?  In light of the fact that we live in a fallen world, that we are 
in enemy territory with enemies all around us and within, the life He calls us to is that which 
Jesus tells us about here:  a life of self-denial and suffering.  We must deny our flesh and the 
desires of our flesh, we must commit ourselves to doing His will, and we must be willing to 
suffer in doing that will, even to death.  Now how can we do this?   
 First of all, we need to realize that we can only do this through the power of Christ.  You 
and I don’t have the ability to give up what we love so much.  We love the things of the world by 
nature.  We don’t want to let them go.  We also don’t like to suffer.  We don’t have the strength 
to face persecution.  We don’t want to die.  We want to live.  So how can we deny ourselves and 
pick up our crosses to follow Christ?  We can’t.  But Christ can.  And when Christ is in us by His 
Spirit, through faith in His name, He helps us to do it.  He helps us to fall out of love with 
ourselves and with the world.  He gives us the grace to love Him and the things of heaven more.  
And when we love Him more, we can easily give up whatever we need to, and gladly submit to 
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whatever suffering we must submit to, because we know that we’re not losing anything, but 
gaining everything.  This is where we need to start.  If we don’t have this love for Christ, then we 
won’t be able to do what He commands us to do here.  And so first I would ask you to examine 
your heart to see if that love is there.  If it isn’t, then come to Christ and ask Him to put it there.  
Ask Him for the grace you need to lay hold of Him, and to die to yourself and to follow Him.  He 
is the only One who can give it to you.   
 And then secondly, we must set our hearts to do what Christ calls us to do here.  We must 
deny ourselves, pick up our crosses and follow Him.  We must deny ourselves.  Don’t spend 
your life chasing after the things of the world.  Don’t spend your life trying to hold onto them.  
Your life is not made up of the things you have.  Realize that even what you have doesn’t belong 
to you.  They belong to Christ:  your house, your car, your family, even your life.  If the Lord 
calls you to give up your house, give it up.  If He calls you to move somewhere else, be ready to 
move.  If He calls you to give up your family for a time to serve Him away from them, be willing 
to give them up for that time.  If He calls you to serve Him on the mission field, then be willing 
to let it all go, and go to the field.  If He calls you to give some of the things you have to a 
Christian brother or sister to meet their needs, or to the poor, be willing to part with them.  God 
has the right to ask you to give them up.  And so be willing when He calls.   
 Be willing to do with your life what the Lord wants you to do.  You might have it in your 
mind that you want to be a doctor, or a lawyer, or a professional athlete.  But the Lord might 
have other plans for you.  He might want you to be a pastor, or a missionary.  He might want you 
to go to another land to translate the Bible into their language.  He might want to send you as a 
doctor to help the suffering and dying in another country.  He might want send you to China as a 
teacher, to teach English to Chinese students, as well as Christ.  You must be willing to be 
whatever the Lord wants you to be.   
 Be willing to pick up your cross, to suffer persecution in what the Lord calls you to do.  
Those who serve as missionaries in foreign countries know that by doing this, they might be 
persecuted.  But they are willing to do it.  They know that it’s a part of the deal, and they are 
willing to do it out of love for Christ and for the lost.  We might suffer persecution for doing the 
Lord’s will as well, by evangelizing, by standing up for the truth, by standing against the 
injustice of abortion, or the moral evils of homosexuality.  The Lord tells us that if we live a 
godly life, we will suffer persecution.  We must be willing to set aside our own lives and do so.   
 And we must be willing to do these things at all times and in all places.  We don’t get a 
vacation from being the Lord’s servants.  He will give us times of rest, but we can never abandon 
Him, even for a moment.  We must serve Him until we draw our dying breath.   
 People of God, whose interests do you have in mind, yours or Christ’s?  Jesus tells us that 
they must be His, or we will lose what is really our best interest.  If we insist on having our own 
way, we will die.  But if we instead surrender our lives to Christ, we will live.  May the Lord 
graciously grant us what we need to pay the price, and to pay it our whole lives, so that by His 
mercy, in the end we may receive His reward.  Amen.  Let us pray.   


