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A Good Cross
Mark 8:27–38

27 And Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi. And on the way
he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” 28 And they told him, “John the
Baptist; and others say, Elijah; and others, one of the prophets.” 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.”

In today’s Gospel, Jesus began to teach His disciples that He must suffer many
things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes and be killed.  But, after
three days He would rise again.

Having said this, Jesus then turned to the crowd and declared, “If anyone would
come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”

Beloved, let me ask you: Was Jesus’ bloody death on the cross a good thing or a
bad thing?

Intuitively or instinctively you might want to say that Jesus’ cross was a bad thing. 
But I’m going to ask you to set aside your regret over the fact that Jesus’ death was
necessary on account of your sin.  Ignore whatever Peter-like sense of justice you might
be feeling, which might lead you to think that He shouldn’t spill His blood for people like you
and me.  Listen only to God’s Word and then answer the question: Was Jesus’ cross a
good thing or a bad thing?

If you never have anything more than today’s Gospel, with this text alone you can
be assured that, accord to  God, Jesus’ death is a  very good thing!
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For here Jesus Himself says, “The Son of Man must suffer many things.”  Here
Jesus Himself rebukes those who would stand between Him and His cross, saying, “Get
behind Me, Satan!”  Here Jesus insists that His Words and actions and plans are always
good.  What’s not good is when someone tries to get in the way of what God Himself
intends to do.  For then they “are not setting [their] minds on the things of God, but on the
things of man.”

There’s only one reasonable answer to our question because our Lord Jesus will
accept no other answer: It’s an exceedingly good thing that “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.”

The problem in today’s Gospel is that it’s not as simple as Jesus’ cross all by itself. 
For here Jesus turns up the heat on us.  He doesn’t leave the question focused on His own
cross, but He points to us as we prepare to hang on our own crosses, too.  “If anyone
would come after Me,” He says, “let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”

Set aside for a moment the cross you’re carrying.  Instead, think about the cross you
have to watch your parent or brother or child carry.  Pick your dearest loved one.  Think of
that person’s harsh and heavy cross.  And now answer the question: Is that cross a good
thing or a bad thing?

Listen to God’s Word alone and let it lead you to the answer: “If anyone would come
after Me,” Jesus declares, “let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”

Now, intuitively or instinctively you may want to say that your loved one’s cross is
a bad thing.  But set aside your feelings.  Feelings are not reliable.  Your feelings will tell
you that your loved one should try to avoid or escape their cross.  But don’t put yourself
into Peter’s shoes, where your loved one might be compelled to say to you, “Get behind
me, Satan!  For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of
man.”

If Jesus’ cross is truly a good thing – as we believe it is – then we must believe that
the crosses borne by Jesus’ followers must indeed be good things, too.  “If anyone would
come after Me, let him… take up his cross and follow Me.”

I presume that you want your dearest loved ones to be counted among the followers
of Jesus.  But you have to understand then that, if they’re going to be followers of Jesus,
they’re going to have a cross. You can’t be a follower of Jesus without a cross.  Beloved,
our loved ones need their cross!

How can the good and gracious will of God be done in our loved one’s life, unless
God first shatters their obstinate will for themselves?  Our loved ones need their cross!

How can our loved ones trust Jesus for daily strength and forgiveness if they think
they’re strong enough by themselves?  Our loved ones need their cross!

How can our loved ones be resurrected to eternal life without first dying?  Our loved
ones need their cross!
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Now, sadly, you have to watch them carry their cross.  Love requires it.  In today’s
Gospel, love required Peter to step out of the way.  “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.”  With this cross in particular, forgiveness of sins and eternal
life were at stake, for you and for all people.  We needed Jesus to carry His cross.

In the same way, love will require you to step out of the way and allow your loved
ones to carry their crosses.  They, too, must likewise step out of the way and allow you to
carry yours.

Love does not require us, however, to ignore one another’s crosses.  In the same
way that many people paid attention and wept while Jesus carried His cross (Mark
15:40-41), our loved ones need us to pay attention and to weep while they carry their
crosses, too.

Love also does not require us to refuse any help or aid.  In the same way that Simon
of Cyrene put his shoulder to Jesus’ cross (Mark 15:21), our loved ones likewise need us
to bend our strength to their load, as best we can.  Paul said it well to the Galatians: “Bear
one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2).

Love requires that we not get in the way of one another’s crosses!  As Jesus said
to Peter that day, “Get behind Me, Satan!  For you are not setting your mind on the things
of God, but on the things of man.”

In today’s Gospel, then, Jesus was speaking about a really good thing when He
began to teach His disciples that He 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.

Jesus’ cross is good because it assures you and your loved ones the forgiveness
of sins.  As John the Baptist proclaimed, Jesus is “the Lamb of God who takes away – to
His cross – the sins of the world!” (John 1:29).

Jesus’ cross is good because it promises faith, strength, perseverance, and
endurance to you and your loved ones, no matter what crosses might come to you in your
life, or what crosses might come to them in their lives.  As St. Paul rejoiced concerning his
own crosses: “We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance,
and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put
us to shame” (Romans 4:3-5a). 

Jesus’ cross is good because it guarantees that your loved ones’ crosses will not
destroy them, no more than your crosses will destroy you.  Beloved, we are following Jesus
when we carry our crosses.  Jesus’ cross doesn’t end in death, but in resurrection and life. 
And He promises you, as He promises your loved ones, “Do not fear… Be faithful unto
death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10).  Jesus’ cross was a good
thing.  And, by the grace of God, so is yours.

In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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