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Matthew 16:21-27           

“Crisis at the Cross-Road” 

 

 

This passage represents a turning point in Matthew’s gospel.  In fact, one 

could say, it represents the point of no return as Jesus “sets his face toward 

Jerusalem.”  He knows his days are numbered, his time is to be fulfilled, his 
purpose accomplished. 

Matthew 16:21-27 

21 From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go 

to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief 
priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the 

third day be raised to life. 

22 Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. 

“This shall never happen to you!” 

23 Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 

stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but 

merely human concerns.” 

24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must 

deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 25 For whoever wants 
to save their life[f] will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find 

it. 26 What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit 
their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? 27 For the Son 

of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will 
reward each person according to what they have done. 

Pray. 

Parker Brothers, the maker of table games like Monopoly, produced a game 

in the 1950’s called “Going To Jerusalem”.  Players moved little plastic 
“disciples” around the game board, by looking up answers to questions in a 

little black New Testament that came with the game. Players started in 
Bethlehem and moved around the board. Various stops included the Mount 

of Olives, Bethsaida, Capernaum, the stormy sea, Nazareth and Bethany. 

The game ended with a triumphal entry into Jerusalem. But it was a 
sanitized version of following Jesus:  There were no demons, no angry 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+16&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23698f


Pharisees, no crucifixion.  (Of course without the crucifixion, there is no resurrection. A 

significant omission!) Apparently death had no place in a family board game! 

That great theologian Woody Allen once said: 

“I’m not afraid of dying.  I just don’t want to be there when it happens.” 

We are death deny-ers. We avoid suffering at all costs.  This is a normal 

human reaction.  But the reality is that all of us will die.  Even Jesus.  The 
disciples did NOT want to hear about Jesus’ suffering and death.  Even more, 

they did not want to hear about their own. 

In the space of only a few verses of scripture, we go from one of the 

highpoints of Jesus’ and Peter’s lives, to one of the lowest.  

Peter has just confessed that Jesus is the Messiah!  Finally, this insight 

dawns on Peter in response to Jesus’ question: “Who do you say that I am? 
If this had been the SAT of Discipleship, Peter would have aced it!  No doubt, 

this is a high point of Matthew’s gospel and of Peter’s walk with 
Jesus so far. 

But no fewer than eight verses later, Jesus is talking to them, about 

taking up their crosses…and losing their lives.  

Hold up!  Wait a minute!  This is not what I signed up for!  Did you?? 

Following Jesus is pretty good when he is teaching, and confounding the 
rabbis.  What could be better than when Jesus is healing and forgiving 

people?  That’s the best!  When he feeds thousands from a kid’s lunch, 
calms the storms and walks on water?  Awesome!  What could be better 

than that?   

But now, Jesus is talking about going to Jerusalem where the authorities 

have it in for him. He’s a marked man. Jesus is determined to go to 
Jerusalem, and he’s talking about suffering and being killed?  No way.  No 

possible way!   
 

Peter won’t stand for it!  I imagine that Peter, who was perhaps the most 
impulsive of the disciples, here is spokesman for all of them when he says to 

Jesus:   

“Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” (v.22) 

We cannot blame Peter.  He is a Jew. The Jewish expectation of the coming 

Messiah is one who would come in triumph, overthrow earthly rulers and 
tyrants, and establish God’s kingdom on earth.  The Messiah comes in 



power and glory, not in powerless suffering. The word that Jesus 

speaks to the disciples does not compute…it is so contrary to everything that 
they were expecting.  It makes no sense to them. 

Furthermore, Peter loves Jesus! The last thing we want, is for our loved ones 
to suffer.  Peter is well aware of the cruelty of the Roman form of execution.  

Crucifixion is the worse case scenario.  We cannot fault Peter for speaking up 
as he does. 

For a student to take one’s teacher to task--presume to “correct” him, let 
alone “rebuke” him--as Peter does here, is unheard of.  Jesus perceives this 

for what it is--a temptation from the Evil One, the adversary. The 
stumbling block that Peter puts in Jesus’ path is the choice between 

the human way, Peter’s way, and God’s way.   

Jesus’ strong words to Peter, “Get behind me”, are instructive to us.  

One scholar (Origen) has suggested that Jesus is saying:  

“Peter, your place is behind me, not in front of me.  It is your place 

to follow me in the way I choose, not to try to lead me in the way 

you would like me to go.” (Wm. Barclay, vol 1, p. 149-50.) 

(This gives new meaning to the idea of being put in one’s place!) Jesus tells 

Peter to get in his place, behind Jesus.  That is the place of a follower.   

This interpretation teaches us as to our proper place, as followers walking in 

the footsteps of Jesus. Inherent in the very act of following is the fact 
that the leader takes the lead, at the front of the line, and followers form 

a line behind. The leader decides where the group is headed, not the 
followers.  

Jesus will accomplish God’ will, God’s way.  Not Peter’s way, not your way, 
not mine. 

Now we come to the heart of the matter: verse 24 

 

24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple 

must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 

This is one of the hardest sayings of Jesus. 

I want to be Jesus’ disciple, but!  Deny myself?  Take up my cross?  If those 
are the pre-requisites to being Jesus’ follower, I’d think twice. Or three or 

four times, before following him. 



Deny ourselves.  What does that mean?  

I wonder if it is not portrayed for us in, of all things, a car commercial. 

In the commercial, a parent is sitting in the passenger seat, their teenager is 

at the wheel. 

The first scene: backing out of the driveway.  A car on the street passes by, 

Parent says “stop,stop,stop”  as the “Cross traffic alert system” 
automatically brakes. Next scene: teen drives on a divided road in the left 

lane, the parent says “watch, watch, watch” as teen signals to move right 
and is passed by a motorcycle. Collision avoided as the “blindspot alert 

system” kicks in. (Wow—didn’t have that when I was learning to drive!) 

Do you remember handing over the car keys to your teenager?  It is with 

fear and trepidation, pride and let’s face it—panic!  You knew this day would 
come, ready or not. 

To hand over the keys of our lives to Jesus, is a moment of 
Surrender.  Letting go. Trusting the one in the driver’s seat.  

Spiritually, surrender is at the core of self-denial.  It is recognizing that 

if we are going to follow Jesus as the Lord of our lives, we must surrender 
control to him.  It means surrendering the keys and moving ourselves 

aside, so that  Jesus in the driver’s seat. In so doing we surrender 
control.  But in order to do that, we must have a high level of confidence and 

trust in the one to whom we hand over the keys. 

How much do you trust Jesus? The person with the keys is the one 

who chooses the destination, the route, the speed.  It’s all about 
control.  It is hard to surrender control, but that is what it means to 

deny ourselves. 

This is not a “once and for all” decision.  In Luke’s gospel the word 

“daily” is inserted.   

“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves, take up 

their cross daily, and follow me. 

Inviting Christ to be our Savior is a one time decision.  But making Jesus 

LORD, putting Jesus in the driver seat, is a recurring, daily decision. 

 

What is the alternative? 



No doubt all of you are familiar with the song made famous by Frank 

Sinatra, the lyrics written by Paul Anka.  The song? ”My Way”.   

And now the end is near 
So I face the final curtain 
My friend, I'll say it clear 
I'll state my case of which I'm certain 

I've lived a life that's full 
I've traveled each and every highway 
And more, much more than this 
I did it my way 

Regrets, I've had a few 
But then again, too few to mention 
I did what I had to do 
And saw it through without exception 

I planned each charted course 
Each careful step along the byway 
Oh, and more, much more than this 
I did it my way 

 

The lyrics reflect a self-directed, self-centered life, with the individual calling 

the shots. I am in charge. It’s about me, myself, and I. I am the center of 

my universe. 

In the early 1500’s Copernicus hypothesized that the sun, not the earth was 

the center of the known universe.  This was revolutionary idea at the time. 

In essence, Jesus is saying that real, eternal life is centered in him, 

not in ourselves. Jesus is the center.  Jesus is the way, the truth, and 
the life. 

Jesus, the S-O-N, desires to be the center our personal “universe”, our lives. 

 So Jesus says we must deny ourselves.  Not easy, but do-able with the help 

of the Holy Spirit.   

But the next step: we must take up our cross. To the ears of the 

original disciples, the cross certain suffering and death. Many of them died 
for their faith.  Believers in some parts our world today face the reality of 

death or execution because of their faith. 



What cross may we be called to bear?  I believe it is more than mere 

discomfort or inconvenience.  We are called to bear witness to or confess 
loyalty to Christ in situations where we might incur hostility, ridicule, or 

rejection.   

George Galatis was an engineer at Millstone Nuclear Power Station in 

Waterford, Connecticut when he discovered something was wrong. Spent 
fuel rods threatened to release radioactivity throughout the plant. Federal 

guidelines were being violated.   

Fearing the worst, he mentioned his concerns to his superiors. He wanted to 

contact the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, but was told if he did, he’d 
become “dog meat”. As his concerns and the violations increased, so did the 

hostility that he encountered in the workplace. Former friends would no 
longer speak to him.  

George began to pray for God’s guidance, and read his Bible during his lunch 
break.  One day he was reading this passage.  It was as if God was saying to 

him, “take up your cross”.  He feared for his safety, and for his family’s 

welfare, but he knew he had to die to his own concerns for self-preservation. 
Much more was at stake.  He contacted the NRC.  They offered him no 

refuge, but he petitioned for the plant’s license to be suspended out of 
concern for public safety.  

After four years of battling Millstone, he finally obtained a severance 
agreement and left.  The NRC eventually shut down three reactors for 

repairs. A criminal investigation was launched. One reactor never reopened, 
and it was years before the other two went back online.  George is now a 

seminary student, following God’s call to a second career, in ministry.  He 
was willing to bear hardship—“a cross”—in order to speak out about injustice 

and wrongdoing. 

Perhaps you and I may be called by God to stand up against injustice, but it 

might cost us, as it cost George his livelihood. 

Losing our lives means surrendering our wills to God, and 

discovering in the process that we have found our truest selves.  Paul 

says it this way: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, s/he is a new creation, 
the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Corinthians 5:17) 

We come into this world, and we will leave this world empty handed.  Last 
month (3/20/16) David Rockefeller died, the patriarch of “one of the 25 

richest American families in 2016”. (https://www.fool.com/investing/2016/09/01/how-

rich-is-the-rockefeller-family-today.aspx ) The family attorney was asked by a reporter 

how much he left behind.  The answer? Everything! 



In the end, our lives will be measured by the health of our souls not 

the wealth of our estates.  

7 But whatever were gains to me, I now consider loss, for the sake of 

Christ. 8 What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the 
surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I 

have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain 
Christ9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own 

that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the 

righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith. (Philippians 3:7-9 NIV) 

Friends, What or who is the driving force of your life?  Who is in control? Is 

Jesus in the passenger seat of your life, along for the ride “just in case” you 
have a crisis or an emergency? Or have you given Jesus the keys, and 

invited him to be in the driver’s seat? 

Jesus meets each one of us at this cross-road.  Pun intended, but this is no 
joke. 

Jesus invites us to surrender our lives, take up our cross, and live a life 
following him.   

Let us pray. 

 

 

 


