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 I want you to imagine a man with a ladder walks behind me on this 
stage. As we begin to read the text, this man begins to saw and tear down 
the three crosses on the back wall. Now if you are new to church, you 
might not see this as a big deal, but for others in the room, the emotions 
begin to rise. To you, the cross is more than decoration; the cross is the 
means by which Jesus saved you! If the cross is taken away, everything is 
lost! The good news of Jesus is only good news if there is a cross, because 
the cross is the place he paid for your sins by dying in your place. Then you 
reach the breaking point, stand up, and begin to shout in protest. I interrupt 
you by saying I invited this man to take down the crosses. I have 
reexamined the scriptures and decided the cross is no longer part of the 
gospel message. Rather than coming to Jesus by way of the cross, the 
new way to get to God is by following the example he set by trying hard to 
be a good person. As I speak, the veins in your neck grow! You are 
outraged because to you the cross is at the very heart of Christianity. Jesus 
and the cross go together. For that reason, you can’t imagine Christ apart 
from the cross!  

Today, we are going to see Peter protesting the cross as well, but for 
different reasons. Peter doesn’t protest someone tearing down the cross, 
he protest Jesus putting up the cross. In the same way we can’t image 
Christ without the cross, Peter can’t imagine Christ with the cross. Peter 
knew what Christ meant—King, Messiah, Anointed One, the Son of Man 
who comes from the Ancient of Days to rule the world forever! Peter knew 
the Christ is supposed to wear a crown, not a cross. 
 This morning through Jesus’ teaching and Peter’s protest, we will see 
Jesus wears the CROSS before the CROWN. MAIN POINT: Jesus 
comes to us by way of the cross, and in response, we come to Jesus 
by way of the cross. Jesus does wear a crown, but first he wears a cross, 
and so must we. 
 Please stand as we read Mark 8:29-38. In last week's passage, Jesus 
healed a blind to show the disciples saw Jesus, but not clearly. Jesus asks 
who people say that he is, and then he asks the disciples the same 
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question. This passage marks a SHIFT in Mark’s gospel. Chapters 1-8 
have been about WHO JESUS IS, chapters 9-16 are about WHAT JESUS 
DOES. He has a destiny in Jerusalem, and in this text, he starts to tell the 
disciples what that destiny is. We pick up the story in verse 29.  
 

29 And he asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter 
answered him, “You are the Christ.” 30 And he strictly charged them to tell 
no one about him. 
31 And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many 
things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes 
and be killed, and after three days rise again. 32 And he said this plainly. 
And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33 But turning and 
seeing his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! 
For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of 
man.” 
34 And calling the crowd to him with his disciples, he said to them, “If 
anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross 
and follow me. 35 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life for my sake and the gospel's will save it. 36 For what does it 
profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul? 37 For what can a 
man give in return for his soul? 38 For whoever is ashamed of me and of 
my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of 
Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the 
holy angels.” 

 
Have you ever blurted out an answer only to find you really didn’t 

know as much as you thought? This happens to Peter. He blurts out, 
“Jesus you are the Christ!” which is the right answer. Jesus is the Christ, 
the long awaited Messiah who is the King of God’s Kingdom. Peter gets the 
title right, but soon realizes he doesn’t understand what that title really 
means. There is more to the Christ than Peter yet knows.  
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After telling the disciples and Peter not to tell anyone that he is the 
Christ, Mark says Jesus begins to teach the disciples. The Pillar 
commentary says the word, “begins,” means more than just to start; it 
means Jesus begins to teach boldly and confidently. Jesus has 
something NEW to teach them and he is bold and unashamed about it.  

What is the new thing he begins to teach? That the Son of Man 
MUST suffer many things. This of course is unimaginable to Peter and the 
disciples. The Son of Man doesn’t suffer, the Son of Man reigns.  
They knew their Bibles and had read Daniel 7:13-14 —  
 13 “I saw in the night visions, 
and behold, with the clouds of heaven 
    there came one like a son of man, 
and he came to the Ancient of Days 
    and was presented before him. 
14 And to him was given dominion 
    and glory and a kingdom, 
that all peoples, nations, and languages 
    should serve him; 
his dominion is an everlasting dominion, 
    which shall not pass away, 
and his kingdom one 
    that shall not be destroyed. 
 

Yet Jesus is teaching the Son of Man MUST suffer! Not merely that 
his death will happen, but that it MUST happen. Jesus says the Son of Man 
MUST suffer and be REJECTED. And notice the group that is rejecting 
him. It's the elders, chief priests, and scribes. The obvious enemy against 
the Christ would be Rome and the nations, but Jesus’ villains are the 
leaders of Israel! The heads of God’s chosen people. Jesus the King is 
going to be rejected by those who are supposed to be in his Kingdom! As 
John said, “He came to his own, but his own rejected him.”  



The Cross Before the Crown | Mark 8:29-38 |  
Kory W. Cunningham 
June 23, 2019  

And then, there is the greatest shocker of all. The Son of Man must 
DIE! He must be KILLED. In Psalm 2, the Christ strikes down the nations 
with a rod, not is killed by the nations. How can the Son of Man die? If you 
look at history, there are men and women who were willing to die for a 
great cause. Martin Luther King was willing to die for the cause of civil 
rights. William Tyndale burned at the stake for translating the Bible into 
English. They could both read the times and assume they will die.  

But Jesus is not saying he is willing to die, but that he MUST die. 
He is not reading the climate and warning his disciples that things may get 
out of hand and his Kingdom preaching may lead to death. His death is not 
a result of his mission. His death is at the very heart of the mission. The 
Christ wears a CROWN—not a CROSS. 

And then, here is the part they all missed, “and after three days rise 
again.” Its seems Peter heard the cross and missed the resurrection. And 
Mark adds, “Jesus said this plainly.” He is not speaking in a parable; He 
is speaking plainly about his death and resurrection. Mark’s audience 
reading this letter would know both his death and resurrection, and how 
they fit together. Peter and the 12 did not yet have the full story.  
 
PETER REBUKES JESUS 

 Jesus boldly teaches the disciples about his death and resurrection, 
and Peter does the unthinkable. He rebukes Jesus! I’m sure everyone here 
knows you are not supposed to rebuke Jesus! This tells us how far off 
message Peter thought Christ and cross was! Matthew gives some of the 
conversation as Peter says, “Far be it from you, Lord. This shall never 
happen to you!” Peter says, “NO WAY.” Over my dead body. This is not 
going to happen to you. We will protect you. We will keep you alive so you 
can rule and reign as the Christ! You worry about the crown; we will handle 
the haters.  

Peter rebukes Jesus for getting the story wrong. The Christ doesn’t 
die; he lives. For Peter, these three crosses on the back wall are as 
offensive to him, and the guy with a ladder tearing them down would be 
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offensive to us. For us—Christ and CROSS belong together. For 
Peter—Christ and CROWN belong together.  

Here is the scandal of the gospel message. The Christ came to earth 
to wear a cross, not a crown. Jesus is showing Peter—and us—that his 
crown comes by way of the cross. The king dies for his people so they can 
be in the kingdom with him. Jesus gains the crown by first wearing a cross, 
our cross.  
 
JESUS REBUKES PETER 

33 But turning and seeing his disciples, he rebuked Peter and 
said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are not setting your mind on the 
things of God, but on the things of man.” Jesus turns to see the 
disciples. They were no doubt listening and thinking what Peter said. Jesus 
is having a crazy moment and needs to get back on track. Jesus then calls 
Peter Satan and tells him to get behind him. Jesus is not saying Peter is 
Satan, but that his rebuke is satanic in nature. Peter is lobbying for the 
same plan Satan had when he took Jesus to the mountaintop—grab the 
crown without the cross. Jesus will have the crown, but it will be through 
the cross, not around it.  

Jesus rebukes Peter for having his mind set on the things of man and 
not on the things of God. In other words, Peter is thinking more about Peter 
than God. He is focused on right now, rather than on forevermore.  

I think Peter rebuked Jesus because the cross didn’t fit into HIS plan 
for Jesus. If Jesus is the reigning Christ, that meant good news for Peter 
and the other disciples. If Jesus ruled, they would too. This is why they 
argued over who will sit on the right and left. The wanted glory and power, 
Jesus was the means to their ends. His rule is their rule.  

Imagine if you had a friend who became famous. Would you not 
want to ride their coattails? Their success could be your success, their 
fortune, your fortune. Imagine being the teammate of Ja Morant. The 
person in math is facebooking him the night of the draft because Ja is now 
in the NBA! The disciples must be calculating that the rise of Jesus is good 
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for them, like volunteers on a Presidential Campaign. Lots of volunteer 
work, but hey, this guy looks like he will win, which means a cabinet spot 
for us! Then, out of the blue, the candidate announces he is going to die. 
What?! That’s not the plan! You live and win, and we win with you. Jesus 
rebukes Peter for not setting his mind on God. Peter is half right—Jesus is 
the Christ who wears the crown. But first comes a cross. 
 
Main Point: Jesus comes to us by way of a CROSS. We, too, come to 
him by way of the CROSS.  

 
After rebuking Peter for trying to remove his cross, Jesus introduces 

Peter’s cross, and ours. Jesus calls a crowd to join the disciples and he 
continues to teach. He says, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross and follow me.” In this statement, Jesus is not 
talking to superstar discipleship. This is not a CrossFit Christianity. “Hey, 
if you really want to get jacked up for the Kingdom, do this!” Instead, this 
address is to ANYONE who wishes to follow Jesus. This is not radical 
discipleship; this is normal, everyday, mundane, non-glamorous 
discipleship.  

Jesus gives three things every disciple must do to follow Him. First, 
Deny yourself. If we are honest, this is the hardest thing in the world to do. 
We are, by nature, indulgers, not deniers. It’s a result of the fall. In fact, the 
American dream we grow up believing is that we are free to do and pursue 
anything we want. Life is yours, do whatever makes you happy!  

The Baker commentary points out Jesus’ demand is radical 
because he doesn’t say deny SOMETHING, but SOMEONE—YOU! Jesus 
is not saying deny drunkenness, or cheating, or gossip. He is not saying 
deny a few sins or a few over the top wants. Jesus says deny YOURSELF! 
You are the problem. Why? Because apart from Christ you live in the 
ME-KINGDOM. Life is all about you. Jesus is saying to get him life can’t 
remain about you, it must become about him. The first step into the 
kingdom is to deny self.  
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The second part is even more radical than the first. “...and take up 
your cross.” Here is the first time Jesus mentions the word CROSS in 
Mark’s gospel. I can promise we do not hear the word, cross, in the same 
way they did. Both Jesus’ and Mark’s audience were familiar with Roman 
crucifixion—one of the most excruciating deaths known to man. We hear 
the word CROSS and think songs and jewelry; they thought blood, cruelty, 
and death. The cross was not a Christian symbol to them; it was the 
symbol of the Roman Empire.  

Jesus is telling this crowd of people that if they want to follow him, 
they must DENY and DIE. Take up their cross. Embrace their own death 
and funeral. Then, they can have Him. Jesus is teaching the disciples what 
they will soon see and believe. Jesus is going to die on a cross and rise 
again to secure his relationship with them. And in response, to get Jesus 
they must take up their cross and die to self to experience a new 
resurrected life in Him. Jesus is teaching that between you and him 
stands a cross. A cross that he died on and three days later rose again, a 
cross that you must embrace and lose your life to gain him. You must deny 
yourself and take up your cross.  

And lastly, he calls those who deny and die to follow him. Following 
Jesus means making him Lord and Master. Your new life is about Jesus 
and not you. To follow Jesus, you must give up the lead. You can’t follow 
and lead at the same time. You must say NO to you and YES to Jesus. 
You can’t have yourself and Jesus both.  

Similar to marriage. You can’t be both married and single. You 
either give up being single to get married, or you give up being married to 
remain single. You can’t do both. The decision boils down to which you 
love most. Do you love the freedom to love many, or would you rather give 
up the many to love ONE. I choose marriage because I found ONE to be 
better than many. Jesus is saying you can either have YOU or HIM, but you 
can’t have both. To marry ONE, you must give up the MANY. To follow 
Jesus, you give up ONE—YOU.  
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In this shocking exchange with Peter, Jesus reveals that to save us, 
he MUST die, and to follow him, we must DIE. Jesus died to get you. You 
must die to get him. But why would anyone willingly deny self and take up a 
cross?  
FOUR reasons to take up your CROSS 

After telling the crowd to deny self, take up their cross, and follow 
him, Jesus gives four reasons why they should. All four reasons start with 
the word “for”, meaning “because.”  

The first reason is because losing is saving. Jesus says, 35 For 
whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 
my sake and the gospel's will save it.” Here Jesus reveals a simple 
equation. In light of the gospel message, Saving = Losing and Losing = 
Saving. If a person wishes to save his life now by not denying self and not 
taking up his cross, then he will lose his life in the end. But, if one will lose 
her life now, than she will save it forevermore. The equation is simple. You 
can either save your life now and lose it later, or lose your life now and 
save it later. Your life is going to be lost. The question is when? Now 
or forever?  

Jesus continues and says the second reason is the cost of keeping 
your life is too high. 36 For what does it profit a man to gain the whole 
world and forfeit his soul? Jesus is making the point that your soul is of 
more value to you than the whole world. Your soul lasts forever and 
matters past the grave. In fact, let’s just suppose you gain the whole world! 
Top of your career, married the perfect spouse, had perfect kids, vacations, 
houses, cars, money, retirement, fame, and a blue check on social media. 
Gain the whole world! At your death, you will lose it all and it will all be 
meaningless. Gaining the world is not worth the price tag—your soul.  

Thirdly, Jesus says, 37 “For what can a man give in return for his 
soul?” His point is you can’t buy back your soul. If you lose your soul to 
gain the world, you can’t buy it back at the end. The chance to save your 
soul is now. Deny, die, and follow Jesus. Forsake the world and save your 
soul!  
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Lastly, you should embrace the cross because present shames 
means future shame. Jesus says, 38 “For whoever is ashamed of me 
and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will 
the Son of Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his 
Father with the holy angels.” The last reason to embrace the cross and 
follow Jesus is so that when he comes he will not be ashamed of you. The 
logic is straightforward. If you are ashamed of him now in this sinful age, he 
will be ashamed of you later when he comes in glory!  

In Danny Akin’s commentary, he quotes John Piper asking the 
question, “What is the opposite of shame?” It is being proud, admiring, 
loving to be identified with a person. Is that how you feel about Jesus? Do 
you love be identified with Jesus? Called a Christian? Or, are you afraid of 
people finding out? Take up your cross and glory in Jesus now, or I will be 
ashamed of you later.  

Jesus is compelling the crowd to abandon self to follow him, to deny 
self and take up their cross. He gives four reasons: to gain, you must lose, 
the cost is too high, you can’t buy back your soul, and present shame 
brings future.  

Peter was right about Jesus being the Christ. Jesus is the Christ who 
wears the crown. Peter just didn’t yet know the rest of the story. He couldn’t 
comprehend that a cross stood in the middle; that the Christ wears a cross 
on his back before wearing a crown on his head. Jesus is the Christ who 
gets the crown, but it is by way of the cross.  

Notice the two references to the Son of Man in the passage. 1. The 
Son of Man MUST suffer—that’s the cross. 2. The Son of Man comes in 
the glory of His Father and the angels—that’s the crown. In the first coming, 
Jesus wore a CROSS, in the second coming, he will wear a CROWN.  

His followers share the same path. Those who follow him now will 
receive a crown of righteous and life as Paul, James, and John wrote. Yet 
the crown also comes through a cross. We die to self to gain true life in 
Jesus name! To get new, we must kill the old. To get Jesus, you must lose 
you.  
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Peter is protesting the CROSS because the cross didn’t fit into his 
plan. He wanted Jesus to rule, so he could rule too. Peter didn’t want Jesus 
to die, because he didn’t want to die. Peter had his mind set on Peter, not 
on God.  

The same can be true for us! We can follow Jesus for what Jesus 
can do for us, rather than to get him. If that is our motivation, the cross 
will be offensive to us. The cross says Jesus came for a greater reason 
than making life great. He came to rescue and give us new life in his name. 
But to get new life, you must lose your old one. To get a crown, you must 
take up a cross. Peter didn’t misunderstand what the cross meant. He 
knew exactly what it meant, and that was the problem.  

Have you came to Jesus by way of the cross? Have you denied 
yourself, taken up your cross, and are you now following Jesus? This is 
what it means to “repent and believe.” You turn from self and turn to Jesus 
as Lord, Savior, and Treasure. Jesus came to you by way of the cross, 
have you come to him by way of the cross? This passage reminds me of 
what the missionary and martyr Jim Elliot said, “He is no fool to give up 
what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose.” 

Have you given up what you cannot keep (your life), to gain what you 
cannot lose (Jesus)? The cross says Jesus didn’t come to fit into your life; 
he came to give you new life. He came to give you a crown, but you must 
come through the cross to get it. Will you come?  

If you are not a Christian, Jesus is inviting you to come to Him this 
morning. To get Him, you must repent and believe. Deny self, take up your 
cross, and follow Him. If you are a Christian this morning, Luke’s account 
adds Jesus saying “take up your cross DAILY.” Luke’s tells us deny, die, 
and follow is not a one time and move on event, but a daily practice for all 
believers. The salvation moment of losing self to gain Jesus continues as a 
daily walk of deny self to follow Jesus.  

Perhaps this week, or this month, or this year you have slipped back 
into ‘life is about me’ thinking. This morning, you need to deny, die, and 
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follow. Put Jesus back in first place, him as leader, and you as follower. 
The way to Jesus is through the cross. Will you come?  

Some of you are still thinking about that guy with the ladder 
trying to tear down our crosses. You wouldn’t let him get halfway up before 
pulling him down! You would be offended and angry, but perhaps for the 
wrong reasons. You might be angry because you cherish the cross, 
not despise it. And for that reason, maybe Peter knows the cross better 
than we do. Because the cross is not a symbol of joy, it's a symbol of 
death. And perhaps some of you have come to the cross in an attempt to 
get more out of your life, not to lose it!  

You see the cross doesn’t say come and Jesus will fix all your 
problems. The cross says come because YOU are the problem! You are in 
rebellion against the high king of heaven, and you deserve death for your 
treason. But… that High King died for you on the cross so that through the 
cross you can find forgiveness and new life in him.  
 
Jesus came to you by way of the cross. Will you come to him by way of the 
cross too?  
 
Let’s pray.  
 
 
 

 
 


