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Bob for President! 

Bob:  Every four years I wonder if I should have tried politics.  I listen to these 
other candidates and think I could do a better job.  I’m a Peacemaker at heart, and 
peace is what the world needs.  If a peacemaker were elected President, the parties 
could work together to balance the budget and strengthen the economy and figure out 
a more just and equitable system of healthcare and have stronger schools and take care 
of the environment and protect freedom as well as opportunity for all! 

Heather: Bob, you should run for President! 

Bob:  I’d have to know people believe in me.  Who is with me? 

Heather:  I am!  Bob for President! 

Choir (chanting):  Bob for President!  Bob for President! Bob for President! 

Bob:  OK, I’ll do it.  Here’s my plan.  
People who change the world are martyrs: 
St. Peter, Joan of Arc, Abraham Lincoln, 
John F. Kennedy, MLK. I plan to go to 
Washington, fire the Secret Service, stand 
in open air, and get shot.  

Heather:  That’s crazy talk!  How do 
you change the world by getting killed? 
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Bob:  No, really, we can make the world a better place if we’re all willing to die.  
Your life isn’t as important as the Cause.  I’m rolling out a new T-shirt for my campaign.  
“Bob for President” with a bullseye on the back. Who wants one?  

That had to be how it felt to be Jesus’ disciples in the Scripture we read this 
morning from the Gospel of Mark.  There are three sections in this text, any one of 
which could easily occupy an entire sermon.  Each of them asks the disciples, as well as 
everyone in this room, explicitly or implicitly, “What about you?” 

The Messiah 

We’ve reached roughly the mid-point of Jesus’ public ministry.  Mark had 
introduced his gospel telling us that he would write “of the good news of Jesus the 
Messiah” (1:1), but his readers have not encountered that term since the first verse.  
Instead, we have seen Jesus healing, teaching, drawing both positive and negative 
attention, while regularly telling everyone from disciples to healed persons to demons 
to keep quiet about his identity and actions. 

Now Jesus takes his disciples away from the central areas of his notoriety, but 
hardly into quiet retreat.  Caesarea Philippi, just out of the historically and 
predominantly Jewish area, had been built by Herod Philip and named in honor of 
Caesar.  Earlier a hub of Baal worship, it had become a bustling center of Greek and 
Roman temples including all of the commerce and sex that accompanied them.  Why 
Jesus takes his disciples there is not something Mark feels like he needs to explain. 

On the way, Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do people say I am?” (27) We’ve run 
into these popular theories before in the Gospel of Mark:  John the Baptist, Elijah, one 
of the prophets (28), all of which are high compliments.  Unless we’re talking about 
Jesus.  Then they’re inadequate because they’re all preparatory, all human, all dead 
(unless you consider that Elijah had ridden the chariot to heaven). 

Then Jesus asks of the disciples the question I borrowed for my sermon title: 
“But what about you?  Who do you say I am?” (29). It’s a key question for the disciples, 
and a key question for us.  As a follower of Christ, I happen to believe it is the most 
decisive of all questions.  If he is just another religious founder or teacher or leader, 
then what he says and does may be interesting and helpful, but no more so than the 
Dalai Lama or Muhammed or Confucius or Buddha or Moses.   

When Peter says, “You are the Messiah” (29) it’s hard to know everything that’s 
in his mind.  It may surprise you to know that “Messiah” is not a term that saturates the 
Old Testament, and when it appears, it more often is connected to a priest or a king, 
even a non-Jewish king like Cyrus of Persia.  The Hebrew Mashiach simply means 
“anointed” as an adjective or “the anointed one” as a noun.  Daniel 9:25-26 is one place 
it seems to mean more, a ruler who is to come, but that passage must have been 
confusing to Jews because it made reference to the Anointed One being put to death. 
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In the centuries between the testaments, however, a theology of Messiah had 
developed among Jews that the Messiah would arrive on the scene as the champion of 
God and of Israel.  The nations would ally themselves against the Messiah, but would 
utterly fail.  Jerusalem would be renovated and revitalized, and the people of Zion 
gathered together in their homeland.  Israel would take its rightful place not only as the 
geographical but political center of the world, and a new age of peace, goodness, and 
prosperity would come and last forever.1  To whatever extent Peter, the unlearned 
fisherman, knew this literature or these expectations from his synagogue, for him to 
declare Jesus as Messiah was not only declaring him the hope of Israel but of the world. 

And Jesus said, “Shhhh!  Keep it quiet” (30). 

God’s concerns v. human 

There probably shouldn’t be a paragraph break in verse 31.  Jesus immediately 
launched into what had to be a jolt to his disciples if indeed any or all of them grasped 
what it meant to call him mashiach.  He goes directly from his response to Peter’s 
confession that he is the Messiah, “Don’t tell anyone,” without a break to “And you 
need to know that the Son of Man must suffer, be rejected, be killed, and rise again.” 

“Son of Man” is a common phrase Jesus uses as a substitute for “I,” but its layers 
are many.  Like Ezekiel, Jesus seems to use it for his humanity.  He’s one of us.  Here, 
though, I think he’s borrowing more from Daniel.  Remember it is Daniel who alters the 
meaning of mashiach from an anointed priest or king or prophet to the Coming One 
who will be chosen by God to change the world.  In the same way, now, “Son of Man” in 
this context seems to follow Daniel, who also uses “Son of Man” to describe the one 
who is “coming on the clouds of heaven” (Daniel 7:13).  Jesus will use that very 
quotation at his trial before the Sanhedrin. 

Notice two phrases – “he began to teach them” (31) and “he spoke plainly about 
this” (32).  With redundancy and clarity Jesus says the Messiah Peter has just confessed 
must suffer, be rejected and be killed.  Yes, there’s more, but apparently that’s all they 
heard.  Suffering, rejected, killed.  Messiah, killed.  Those two words don’t belong in the 
same sentence – not in their mind and not in Jewish understanding.  Yet Jesus says this 
must happen, using a little Greek word (dei) that indicates divine necessity.  As Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer says, “The ‘must’ is inherent in the promise of God – the Scripture must be 
fulfilled.” 

So don’t blame Peter when he rebukes Jesus.  This is an interesting word that can 
either mean “censure” for something already done or said or “warn” against a future 
action.  In Mark’s gospel Jesus rebukes the howling wind and choppy sea (4:39) and an 

                                                 
1 William Barclay, The Gospel of Mark, 193ff.  Barclay expands on “The Jewish Ideas of Messiah.”  In 

chapter 7 of Patterns in Jewish History, Rabbi Berel Wein explains why Jews reject Jesus as Messiah: (1) 

A dead Messiah is unable to fulfill his mission, (2) God has no parts, (3) No messianic benefits accrued to 

mankind, and (4) There is no room in Judaism for a replacement revelation for the Torah. 
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unclean spirit (9:29).  But he also warns (same word) those who have been healed (3:12) 
and the disciples (8:30) not to tell anyone what they have seen and heard. 

Jesus doesn’t take this “rebuke” passively.  There are times when God is silent 
when we rebuke him.  Not this time.  Perhaps Peter is tapping into the same struggle 
Jesus will face in the garden when he prays, “If it’s possible, take this cup from me.”  The 
devil had tempted him in the wilderness to claim a kingdom without suffering.  Jesus 
boomerangs the rebuke, with even stronger language.  Jesus says, “Get behind, me, 
Satan.”  Peter is, in a very literal sense, the “devil’s advocate.”   

Jesus continues, “You do not have in mind God’s concerns, but human 
concerns2” (33).  Humans try to change the world through power, through force.  That 
will not be Jesus’ strategy. 

Come and die 

Jesus then gathers the crowd, which means not everyone who heard what he 
says next had heard the prediction of his death.  Nevertheless, the language would have 
been shocking: “Those who want to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up 
the cross and follow me. Those who want to save their life will lose it, but those who 
lose their life for me and for the gospel will save it” (34-35).3 

Rather than expounding on the meaning of what Jesus says here, I’m going to 
borrow some words from Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the 20th century German pastor and 
theologian who dedicated his life to Nazi resistance and was hanged weeks before the 
Allies liberated Germany.  One of Bonhoeffer’s classic legacies was The Cost of 
Discipleship, written in 1937, eight years before his death.  Chapter 4, “Discipleship and 
the Cross,” offers commentary on Mark 8:31-38.  Here are some poignant lines from 
that chapter. 

 “Surprisingly enough, when Jesus begins to unfold this inescapable truth 
to his disciples, he once more sets them free to choose or reject him.  ‘If 
any man would come after me….’” 

 “Self-denial is never just a series of isolated acts of mortification or 
asceticism.” 

 “Each must endure his allotted share of suffering and rejection.  But each 
has a different share.” 

 “Some God deems worthy of the highest form of suffering, and gives 
them the grace of martyrdom, while others he does not allow to be 
tempted above that which they are able to bear.” 

 “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.” 
                                                 
2 There’s actually no noun in Greek, which is why the indefinite noun works in English.  “the (plural 

definite particle) of God” or “of humans (anthropoi).” 
3 Slightly revised from NIV, because the gender neutral noun/pronoun use in the NIV is still dissonant to 

me, even though I know it has become more widely accepted. 
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 “Every command of Jesus is a call to die, with all our affections and lusts.” 

 “Forgiveness is the Christ like suffering which it is the Christian’s duty to 
bear.” 

 “But how is the disciple to know what kind of cross is meant for him?  He 
will find out as soon as he begins to follow his Lord and share his life.” 

 “We can of course shake off the burden which is laid upon us, but only 
find that we have a still heavier burden to carry – a yoke of our own 
choosing, the yoke of our self.” 

What about you?  Will you choose the yoke of self or the yoke of Christ? 

If it doesn’t hurt… 

What does this look like?  Bonhoeffer says it doesn’t look like “isolated acts of 
mortification or asceticism.”   

In my view, church history over the last two thousand years is essentially one 
case study after another about what it looks like to deny self, take up the cross, and 
follow Jesus.  What it meant in the early church was willingness to face the lions or the 
stake.  When Christians were no longer being martyred, monastic life (vows of poverty, 
chastity, and obedience) because the highest form of self-denial.  So many other options 
followed through the centuries: seize power (Holy Roman Empire), take back the Holy 
Land (Crusades), eviscerate heretics (Inquisition), resist power and reform the church 
(Protestant Reformation), worship, sing, and learn together (Pietism), and so much 
more. 

In my own lifetime, the varieties of whole-hearted commitment to Christ have 
been many and often contradictory: speak in tongues or resist the charismatic error, 
stand for the rights of women, minorities, and LGBT rights or be faithful to traditional 
views of biblical teaching, seek church unity or separate for purity, evangelize or 
advocate for social justice, support Israel or Palestinians.  Other varieties of “all in” 
Christianity include a daily quiet time, missions, tithing, church participation, and family 
life.   

Bonhoeffer is right in insisting none of these “isolated acts” is the whole story.  
Any of them, even though all are motivated by a desire to follow Christ fully, can 
actually distract from the heart issue.  Too much focus on one aspect of following Christ 
can make us blind to other forms of self-idolization, and usually also result in 
condescension toward and condemnation of others. 

So what shall we do about Jesus’ clear command to deny self, take up the cross, 
and follow him?  I’ve learned a few lessons during rehabilitation from rotator cuff 
surgery the last five weeks. On Friday of this week, I had an appointment both with my 
physical therapist (Paul Stepp), and my surgeon (Pete Hurley).  My conversations with 
them led to four key areas of discipleship, each with a question to ask ourselves. 
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Endurance:  Have I decided to follow Jesus, no turning back? 

I asked Paul on Friday, “What happens with those who don’t follow through on 
physical therapy?”  He answered, “Those who don’t stay with it live with limited motion 
or have to repeat the surgery.”   

Following Jesus conditionally is not following Jesus at all.  Jesus doesn’t even 
want us thinking about partial commitment as an option.  We might as well not follow at 
all if we don’t follow fully.  Following him doesn’t mean we follow until it’s hard. 

Pain:  Do I embrace my suffering as a means to follow closer? 

Paul told me during one of my visits as he explained one particular therapy 
exercise, “If it doesn’t hurt, you’re probably not doing it right.”  

If following Jesus doesn’t require me to give up my rights, my desires, my 
freedoms, my version of self-fulfillment, I’m “probably not doing it right.”  It’s not that 
we seek suffering, but we embrace it as part of the journey because, as I often say, “It’s 
never a bad thing to need God.” 

Attachment:  Are my disciplines deepening my intimacy with Jesus? 

I asked Dr. Hurley what causes pain during the healing process from the shoulder 
surgery.  There are nerves in the tendon that has been stretched over the bone, of 
course, but he also mentioned the holes he drilled in the bone.  I said, “Well, there 
aren’t any nerves in the bone, right?”  He said there are not only nerves in the bone 
affected by the holes, but added, “We rough up the bone because the marrow that 
oozes out actually creates the “glue” that reattaches the tendon.”  Who knew?   

Whatever disciplines we engage in following Jesus, the question ultimately is not 
what we have given up.  It’s whether “giving up” has deepened the attachment to Jesus. 

Trust:  Is my faith deep enough to give up my rights, and my stuff? 

One of the most frustrating aspects of my journey to healing has been waking up 
at night, often several times, with a sharp pain.  It seemed odd to me that I would hurt 
more at night than during the day.  I asked Dr. Hurley about that, and he reminded me 
that disrupted sleep is normal for about eight weeks.  In other words, the sleep 
disruption doesn’t indicate a problem.  In this and other areas of my post-op recovery, I 
trust Dr. Hurley.  Others have given advice about P.T. or medication that conflicts with 
or replaces Dr. Hurley’s advice, and sometimes I have said, “I don’t have any reason to 
mistrust what you’re telling me, but I don’t have any reason to mistrust my doctor.” 

That is discipleship.  The One who went all the way to the cross for me, the 
humiliation of not only death, but the shame of death by wholesale rejection, he has 
proven to be worthy of my trust.  I’m still on the journey, but I’m in – all in.  Amen. 


