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† † † † † † † 
In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. Compared with some of the more 
spectacular events in the life of our Lord, the conversation 
recorded here in today’s Gospel might seem to be of mi-
nor consequence. Yet variations of this conversation were 
recorded not only by Mark, but also by Matthew and 
Luke. For these three writers this conversation was any-
thing but insignificant or unimportant. So that begs the 
question. Is this event still significant today? You bet it is! 
In fact, this just might well be one of the most significant 
events in all of Scripture because it deals with the all-
important question – the most important question one 
could ever ask – “What do you think of Jesus?” Yet, even 
as this question is asked, I’d like you to consider that it 
might actually be more like three questions. 

The first question is: “What do you think about who 
Jesus is?” The second question is: “What do you think 
about what Jesus did?” And the final question is: “What 
do you think following after Jesus means?” It’s obvious 
Jesus wanted to know what people thought of Him, so, He 
asked His disciples. Some thought He was John the Bap-
tist (recently killed by Herod). Some said He was Elijah 
returned from the dead. And others thought He was one of 
the prophets. But why so many different opinions? To un-
derstand the answer to this dilemma you need only look at 
what was going on at this time in history, for many Jews 
during the time of Jesus were anxiously looking for the 
prophesied coming of the Anointed One. 

But, there had been a lot of prophecies. There was a 
great deal of confusion concerning which ones ought to be 
believed, and what each meant. Some prophecies spoke of 
Messiah suffering, while others portrayed Him as a great 
King. So, people were understandably confused – often 
looking on one prophecy to the exclusion of others. Hence 
it’s not too hard to see how they might have been con-
fused, what with all those opinions floating around. What 
about today? Who do people say Jesus is? Well, while it’s 
true that many try to discredit Him, I’d say most – to a 
certain degree – have a high opinion of Jesus and feel He 
may have been a Person worthy of praise. A good exam-
ple of this is the well-known essay entitled, “One Solitary 
Life.” 

He was born in an obscure village, the child of a 
peasant woman. He grew up in still another village, 
where he worked as a carpenter until he was thirty. 
Then for three years he was an itinerant preacher. 
He never wrote a book, never held an office, never 
had a family or owned a house. He didn’t go to col-
lege, never visited a big city, never traveled more 
than two hundred miles from the place of his birth. 

He did none of the things one usually associates 
with greatness. He had no credentials. He was only 
thirty-three when the tide of public opinion turned 
against him. His friends ran away and He was 
turned over to his enemies and went through the 
mockery of a trial. He was nailed to a cross be-
tween two thieves, and while he was dying his exe-
cutioners gambled for his clothing – the only prop-
erty he had on earth. At his death he was laid in a 
borrowed grave through the pity of a friend. Now, 
nineteen centuries have come and gone, and he is 
the central figure of the human race. Together all 
the armies that ever marched, all the navies that ev-
er sailed, all the parliaments that ever sat, all the 
kings that ever reigned, have not affected the life of 
man on earth as much as that One Solitary Life. 

This essay may be well-known, and as Christians we 
certainly know who it was written about, but when you 
examine it closely, does it really say anything about who 
Jesus is? If you were to compare it’s content to the content 
of say, The Apostle’s Creed, you’d discover that it actual-
ly says nothing about the nature and Person of Jesus. 
There’s nothing about Him being God in the flesh, noth-
ing about His virgin birth, His rising from the dead, His 
ascension into heaven, or the fact that even now He is sit-
ting at the right hand of the Father in glory. Rather this 
essay puts forth a picture of Jesus as a wonderful human 
being, but says nothing about who He is, what He did, or 
why He came. 

On the other side of the spectrum I’d like you to con-
sider the words of C.S. Lewis – a one-time atheist who 
taught Literature at Cambridge University. After becom-
ing a Christian Lewis wrote a number of books about the 
faith. In one he wrote the following: 

I’m trying to prevent anyone from saying the really 
foolish thing that people often say, {that is that} 
“I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great teacher, but I 
don’t accept his claim to be God.” That is the one 
thing we must not say. A man who was merely a 
man and said the sort of things He said would not 
be a great teacher. He would either be a lunatic – 
on a level with the man who says He is a poached 
egg – or else He would be the Devil of Hell. You 
must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, 
the Son of God, or else a madman or something 
worse. You can shut Him up for a fool. You can spit 
at Him and kill Him as a demon. Or, you can fall at 
His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not 
come with any patronizing nonsense about His be-



 

ing a great human teacher. He has not left 
that{option} open to us. He did not intend to. 

So much for who Christ was. Let’s move on to the next 
question – a question of the utmost import. What do you 
think about what Jesus did? Why did He come to this 
earth? Our Gospel text says that He must – that it was 
necessary – for Him to suffer, die, and rise from the dead. 
There is no getting around it. Peter obviously didn’t like 
that idea and felt Christ should not have to suffer such a 
fate. Yet it really was necessary. There was no other way 
to bring God and man together again. Even though Jesus 
at one time prayed: “Father, if there’s any other way,” 
there wasn’t! He would have to face death and separation 
from God on the cross. He would have to bear those things 
in His own body so that no one else would ever need suf-
fer them again. 

Still today, many don’t know what it means that Jesus 
suffered, died, and rose again. You’ve probably heard the 
two questions many use when sharing their faith: “Have 
you reached a point in your spiritual life where you know 
for certain that if you were to die tonight you would go to 
heaven?” And certainly everyone needs to know the an-
swer to that question. And then this question to clarify the 
first: “If you were to die and stand before God and He 
asked you, ‘Why should I let you into My heaven?’ what 
would you say?” Many folks, in answer to the second 
question show that what they’re trusting in is their own 
life and merit to gain them entrance into heaven – rather 
than the Person and work of Jesus. 

Yet, there’s one more question – just as important, 
though seldom ever asked: “Why did Jesus die on the 
cross?” Would it surprise you know that most people to-
day don’t know the answer to that question – even though 
earlier they might have confessed they were trusting in the 
work and merit of Christ? Oftentimes people will answer 
something along the order of: “Jesus’ death shows God’s 
great love for us.” And certainly no one would object to 
that. But like the essay read earlier, those words don’t ex-
press the full story. It was necessary for Jesus to die in 
order that we might live. Christ died so that we might be 
made right with God, and this was the only way He could 
do it. 

If you truly see how – and why – Jesus suffered, then 
you’ll also be able to see the answer to the third question, 
and that is that we must suffer with Him – although cer-
tainly not in the same way. Christ suffered to make us 
right with God – to bear our punishment for sin. His death 
and suffering have already taken place, and because of it 
we no longer have any reason to fear God’s wrath. But, 
we must still face the way of suffering as those who be-
long to Him, because in this life – on this side of heaven – 
we are still in the flesh. If you’re not willing to deny your-
self, if you insist on holding on to your sins, if you contin-
ue in your attempts to save your own life – despite 
Christ’s finished work – then you’ll lose your life. But, if 
you are willing to take up your cross and lose your life for 
Christ and the Gospel’s sake, if you’re willing to die to 

your own sinful desires, then God gives you the glorious 
promise that your life will be saved. 

When digging in the ruins of Pompeii, archaeologists 
found the petrified body of a woman holding jewels in her 
hands she’d apparently tried to save rather than fleeing 
from the volcanic eruption. Instead of saving her jewels 
she lost both them and her own life. That’s what we are 
like. We want the pleasures of this world and the treasures 
of heaven, but in the end we might end up losing both of 
them. If your hands are full of rocks you won’t be able to 
take any of the diamonds God might be offering you. Un-
less you fling the sandbags out of your hot-air balloon it 
will never leave the ground. And unless the world is 
turned out of your heart, there is no use in saying, “Come, 
Lord Jesus” because there will be no room left for Him 
anyway. 

This call for self-denial, this call to suffer, this call to 
lose one’s life, goes out not only to us as individuals, but 
to the Church, as well. We are sharply reminded of that 
when we see fellow Christians suffering – as has hap-
pened many times over the past few years due to terrorist 
attacks and run-ins with the ravages of nature. When we 
see such things, like Peter, we might also feel like crying 
out: “Lord, this should not be!” But we far too often have 
on our mind the things of men, and not of God. Think of 
all we have to be grateful for in this congregation and 
Church – especially as we recall the sacrifices our forefa-
thers were willing to make as they placed themselves in 
harm’s way for the sake of Confessing the truth of the 
Gospel – as they presented the Augsburg Confession to 
their secular and Church leaders – and for their courage 
God has certainly blessed us mightily. But dear Christian, 
we dare never forget God’s call that we are to continually 
suffer and to die to ourselves, the devil, and our own sin-
ful flesh. 

The difficulty is that we don’t know how to do this. 
When danger and trouble approach, our first inclinations 
is to run – but running isn’t always the best course of ac-
tion. I’m reminded of one of the most dangerous situations 
a person can find themselves in, a prairie fire sweeping 
across the dry grass of the Midwestern plains. When such 
a fire strikes, it rages fast and furious, and no man or ani-
mal can outrun it. But there is way to escape it. You simp-
ly need to stand firm in one place and light a fire around 
you so that the area burns away, so that when the fire 
reaches the place you’re standing it’ll pass by because 
there’ll be nothing left to burn. There is only one spot on 
Earth where the wrath of God has already burned clean. 
Some 2,000 plus years ago, the storm of God’s wrath burst 
forth upon a cross standing on Calvary where the only Son 
of God was crucified and took the full brunt of that fire-
storm upon Himself. Now those who take their stand by 
that cross have been assured that they too will be pre-
served in safety for now and for eternity. It’s at this cross 
where God’s wrath and hot displeasure over mankind’s sin 
will never strike again, for God has promised that those 
who are standing at that cross will be saved. May God 
grant it to us all for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 


