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Lent 2021 – Cross Purposes          Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Isaiah 53:1-6 and Mark 8:31-38       February 28, 2021 
 
Introduction:    
News reporters occasionally preface their report or video clip with a disclaimer or 
warning: “This next segment contains language that some people might find 
offensive.”  This gives the listener the option to mute the sound or change the 
channel.  This morning I am issuing that same warning: This message - and indeed, 
Jesus’ own words - contain language that some might find offensive.  This is the 
first mention in Mark’s gospel, of the word “cross”.     
 
PRAY 
 
According to the Cambridge English dictionary… 
If two or more people are at cross purposes, they do not understand each other 
because they are talking about different subjects without realizing this.  OR, 
sometimes they are discussing the same subject, from different perspectives.  
Both can lead to misunderstanding. 
 
Frequently the disciples who heard Jesus, up close and personal, who heard the 
actual words he said, did not always understand what Jesus meant.  Often, they 
had a different point of reference, and so Jesus and the disciples were at ‘cross 
purposes’.  Being even more removed from the in-person conversations, in time 
and space and culture, we too may not understand what Jesus intended.  Our 
understanding may be at ‘cross purposes’ also.  
 
I do intend a play on words, as in this series of Lenten messages we will consider 
the following questions: 
✓ What is the purpose of the cross?  
✓ Why did Jesus have to die?   
✓ Couldn’t salvation be accomplished without the cross?  
 
Today’s question: What does it mean for Jesus’ disciples to “take up their cross” 
and follow him?  
 
The text for today concludes Chapter 8.  The chapter began with Jesus feeding the 
crowd of four thousand, followed by Jesus’ healing a blind man.  Then he and the 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/understand
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/talk
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/subject
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/realize
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disciples travel to the villages around Caesarea Philippi.  As you can tell from the 
name, this was an area where worship of the Roman Emperor proliferated. 
 
On the way Jesus asks them the “64-million-dollar question”: “Who do people say 
that I am?” followed up by the more personal one, “Who do YOU say that I am?” 
Peter answers: “You are the Messiah.”  BINGO - Peter wins.  Right answer.  But 
Jesus tells the disciples to keep this news to themselves. 
 
This is where our reading begins: 
Mark 8:31-38 (NIV) 
31He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and 
be rejected by the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he 
must be killed and after three days rise again.  32He spoke plainly about this, and 
Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 
33But when Jesus turned and looked at his disciples, he rebuked Peter.  “Get behind 
me, Satan!” he said.  “You do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely 
human concerns.” 
34Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: “Whoever 
wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 
me.  35For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life 
for me and for the gospel will save it.  36What good is it for someone to gain the 
whole world, yet forfeit their soul?  37Or what can anyone give in exchange for their 
soul?  38If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful 
generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of them when he comes in his Father’s 
glory with the holy angels.  
 
Do you see how Jesus and Peter are at “cross purposes”?? 
 
Peter has just declared Jesus to be the Messiah.  What was in Peter’s mind when 
he said that?  What is his point of reference?  Messianic expectations among first 
century Jews varied.  One commonly held belief was that the Messiah would deliver 
Palestine from Roman oppression and establish an earthly kingdom through power, 
might, and victory.  Clearly, Peter did not have in mind the image of the “suffering 
servant” portrayed in Isaiah 53! 
 
In contrast, Jesus teaches something quite different.  He calls himself the Son of 
Man, which is a reference to the prophetic book of Daniel (7:13-14).  There this title 
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refers to a heavenly figure who is given dominion and kingship over all peoples.  In 
linking it here to one who “must” suffer and die, the implication is not only that his 
suffering, death, and resurrection be inevitable, it is part of God’s plan. (Mark 13:7-
11) 
 
This is SO NOT what Peter had in mind!  They do not hear the resurrection part, 
because they cannot get past the suffering part.  This talk of suffering, rejection, 
and death are unthinkable.  They do not compute with their understanding of a 
messiah.  It is as unacceptable, as it is unbelievable! 
 
This prompts Peter to take Jesus aside and set him straight!  He “rebukes” him.  This 
is hardly appropriate behavior of a disciple toward his teacher.  Jesus’ response is 
equally dramatic, as he calls Peter, “Satan”! (Remember, “satan” means 
“adversary”)  The strength of both of their reactions is understandable and serves 
to illustrate the point: Jesus and Peter are at “cross purposes”. 
 
Peter loves Jesus.  The last thing we want for our loved ones, is suffering!  Jesus 
too, is motivated by his love for Peter and for the world.  From Jesus’ perspective, 
what Peter suggests represents temptation - temptation to accomplish God’s 
purpose some way other than the cross.  He rebukes Peter in the strongest possible 
way, recalling his 40 days/nights of temptation in the wilderness, where Satan 
indeed tempted Jesus.   
 
God’s purposes must be accomplished God’s way, hence Jesus’ comment that Peter 
is thinking and speaking from a purely human perspective, while Jesus is intent on 
doing God’s will, God’s way! 
 
Let us be reminded of the context:  
After the feeding of the 4,000, Jesus and the disciples get in a boat and head out 
on the Sea of Galilee.  When they realize they have only one loaf of bread amongst 
them, they express concern among themselves. 
 
Jesus asked them: “Why are you talking about having no bread?  Do you still not 
see or understand?  Are your hearts hardened?  18Do you have eyes but fail to see, 
and ears but fail to hear?  And don’t you remember? 
 
Once ashore in Bethsaida, Jesus heals a blind man.  
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The point?  We who have vision, are often blind to what God is doing; we who have 
ears to hear, are often deaf to what God is saying.  This can happen either because 
of our own preconceived ideas or our own limited, finite thinking.  
 
All of that said, I get it, don’t you?  It is human nature to avoid suffering at all cost.  
We are suffering averse.  But then Jesus “kicks it up a notch”.  He announces to 
“the crowd and his disciples”: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
 
This is the first mention of the cross in Mark’s gospel.  Today the cross is a universal 
symbol of Christianity, adorning our buildings, our sanctuaries, and often worn as 
jewelry.  This is a far cry from the situation when Jesus first mentions the subject. 
 
The cross in first century Palestine, was employed by the Roman oppressors as a 
means of torture and death.  Wooden crosses lined major roads as an ongoing 
reminder to the populace, of who was in charge and the penalty for insurrection 
(or lesser crimes).  It is hard to imagine a more cruel or unusual punishment.  It was 
intended to be a slow, shameful, humiliating, dehumanizing, excruciating death 
over the course of several days.  
 
It is surprising that anyone would want to be Jesus’ disciple, if the invitation is to 
selflessness and cross-bearing.  What does Jesus have in mind when he calls 
disciples to “deny themselves”?  I think it has little to do with “giving up chocolate” 
(or whatever) during Lent.   
 
Since the Garden of Eden, our human problem has been self-assertion vs. self-
denial.  What is at the center of sin?  “I” am.  Self is at the center, and that is the 
issue.  Jesus calls for unconditional self-surrender.  He says: 35For whoever wants 
to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel 
will save it.  36What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit 
their soul?  37Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? 
 
We have been sold a bill of goods, led to believe that life is something we go out 
and get, earn, buy or win.  Some churches and pastors who promote the “health 
and wealth” or “prosperity gospel” perpetuate this lie. 
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The truth is that life, like love, cannot be won, earned or bought.  It can only be 
received as a gift and given away.  Paradoxically, the more we give away, the more 
we have.  Only in loving others, in giving love can we receive love.  
 
Jesus’ challenge is for us to “lose” our lives - to give ourselves away in self-sacrificing 
love - for His sake.  When we do, we will discover that we have truly and profoundly 
experienced the deepest personal fulfillment possible.  The soul (“psyche” in Greek) 
is eternal.  All else is temporal.  Will we sell ourselves - our souls - for momentary 
satisfaction or look to the eternal?  You might “gain the whole world”, but for what 
purpose?  
 
“When confronted by the call to discipleship, disciples do not have a “both and” 
choice - both Christ and [our] own lives.  [We] stand before an “either…or” choice.  
The claim of Jesus is a total and exclusive one.  It does not allow a convenient 
compartmentalization of [our daily] life and the religious life, the secular and 
sacred.  The whole person stands under Christ’s claim.”  (J. Edwards, Mark p. 258)  
It is all or nothing.  I am all in, or I am not in at all. 
 
Think for a moment: What it is that creates for you the deepest sense of purpose.  
When do you feel most alive, when you feel that you are living into your God-given 
purpose?  I would guess that most of us experience this when we are engaged in 
relationships, in acts of service and expression of care for others. (D. Lose, In the 
Meantime 9/7/2015) 
 
What then does it mean to take up one’s cross?  In some translations the word 
“daily” is added.  The verb in the sentence is present tense.  In other words, this is 
a repeated action in the present, so “daily” is appropriate.  Like repentance, it 
means handing over the steering wheel, and allowing Christ to be in the driver’s 
seat of my life. Each and every day. (Sometimes, if I am honest, more than once a 
day!) 
 
It must not be literal, as I have seen a person carrying a life-size wooden cross only 
once or twice during a dramatic reenactment of Holy Week.   
 
Does it mean bearing the burden of suffering - illness, aging, loss of various abilities 
in ourselves or our loved ones?  Perhaps.  But we know that suffering is a 
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consequence of being sinners who live in a fallen world.  No one escapes suffering, 
grief, pain, and loss.  
 
To take up ones cross and follow Jesus means being willing to serve, for Jesus says 
the greatest in his kingdom is the servant of all.  It means to suffer with “the least 
of these”, to live a life that relieves the suffering of others: those who are ostracized 
(Mark 5:1-20) or who are marginalized (Mark7:24-30).  
 
To take up one’s cross is to enter and do what we can to alleviate the suffering 
caused by injustice, prejudice, or inequity.  It means speaking truth to power and 
giving voice to the voiceless.  Jesus suffered in part, because he did not conform to 
the social and religious norms of his culture.  We are called to do the same.  
 
There is no way to sugar coat Jesus call to discipleship.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: 
“When Jesus calls us to discipleship, he bids us come and die.”  The call is to die to 
self, to die to our own personal agendas.  To die to self is to “turn away from the 
idolatry of self-centeredness” (C. E. B. Cranfield, Mark, p.281) and to place Christ 
squarely at the center of our lives. 
 
If we can do that, we can begin to live into Jesus’ self-sacrificing lifestyle of love, we 
will find our deepest and truest sense of fulfillment - now, and for all eternity.  It is 
not an easy choice, but it is the only truly life-giving one!   
 
This is how the Apostle Paul could write in Galatians 2:20: “I have been crucified 
with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I now live in the 
body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” 
 
Until and unless we can, by God’s grace, live into this difficult discipleship, we will 
remain at ‘cross purposes’ with Christ.  May it not be so!  
 
Pray with me: God of grace - these are hard words of Jesus’.  We have learned that 
a wrong understanding of messiahship leads to a wrong view of discipleship.  We 
do not want to be at ‘cross purposes’ with you… even though, like Peter we have a 
difficulty accepting your death, and ours; your cross and the one you ask us to carry 
daily.  In these moments of silent prayer, speak into our lives about this profound 
mystery…  Lord, may we not be at “cross purposes” with you.  We pray in the name 
of Jesus, Amen.  


