8th March 2009
Mk 8:31-38

The cost of discipleship
Introduction

The point at which we enter the gospel of Mark this morning is something of a hinge. The gospel up to this point whilst full of urgency and wonderful examples of Christ’s ministry leave us a little unsure about the particular direction it is taking. Most of the action takes place in the area surrounding the Sea of Galilee, but after Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ (the anointed One), Jesus is clearly on his way to Jerusalem. This reading then is very apt for our own Lenten journey. 
And whilst His disciples have failed to miss the point, from now on their fragile understanding is expressed in their acknowledgement of Jesus as the Messiah. Although as you read through the rest of the gospel they will still struggle with the concept of a suffering Messiah rather than a royal Messiah.
This particular passage is the first of three predications that Jesus makes about his death (8:31, 9:31 and 10:33-34). One of the features of Mark’s gospel has been that Jesus has instructed his disciples and those he came into contact with not to tell others about Himself – the so called secrecy motif that categorises the early part of this gospel. 

But that now changes – Jesus we are told ‘began to teach them…plainly’’ (v31-32). The text’s use of the English word ‘plainly’ doesn’t really convey the meaning of the Greek parresia which occurs only here in the Synoptic Gospels. A much more realistic word to have been used would have been – ‘boldly’ or ‘confidently’, both of which convey something of the true meaning of how Jesus is now beginning to be open about who He is. 
A crisis

Despite Peter’s sudden understanding of who Jesus is in 8:29 - ‘You are the Christ,’ he shows the fragility of that understanding when he precipitates a crises in his relationship with Jesus, as Jesus ‘rebukes’ him. In Jesus’ reaction to this rebuke we have echoes of a similar rebuke He gives to Satan in Mt 4:8-10, when Satan offered all the kingdoms of the world if only Jesus would worship him. Jesus recognises that He needs to challenge this wrong view of His status. He does so through the teaching Mark records in the next few verses. But he doesn’t just confine this teaching to His disciples as we are told, Jesus calls ‘the crowd to him’ (v34) as well. By doing so its implication is clear, this message is not just for a select band but for all believers.
Modern language speaks quite loosely of ‘taking up our cross’ or ‘bearing our cross’ with many people using it as a figure of speech and equating it with putting up with a hardship or inconvenience. But the cross in the Roman world had a vastly different meaning. It was an instrument of pain, cruelty, de-humanisation and punishment. It summed up the power of the world in which Mark’s readers lived. They would have fully understood that this symbol was no mere hardship or inconvenience.
When the Roman general Crassus defeated the slave army of Spartacus, he and six thousand of his followers were crucified along the Appian Way. Nearly a century later around the time Mark was probably writing his gospel, the Emperor Nero would crucify Christians whom he blamed for a terrible fire that swept Rome.

Jesus’ call to self denial and suffering would remind Mark’s community that any persecution was not a sign of God’s abandonment but rather of their identification with the way of Christ.

The Key
The key to this passage lies in the four statements contained in verses 35 – 38. Jesus uses a form of speech that makes His point accurately and succinctly about the meaning of discipleship. It would be helpful to look at verse 35 at this point.   
‘For whoever wants to save his life’

‘will lose it’ 
‘but whoever loses his life for me and the gospel’

‘will save it’

The ‘life’ Jesus refers to is our soul which is not bound by time and space. Attempts to preserve the physical will jeopardize the attempts to preserve the essential soul. It is one thing to lose our physical life but to lose our soul has eternal consequences. 
The dramatic words in this verse demonstrate the depth of faith that Jesus calls us to. In other words to follow Jesus is more important that preserving our physical life. This discipleship is not some form of spiritual mysticism but is based on the received Word of God in Christ.

The call to discipleship is not a ‘both…and’ choice but an ‘either…or’ choice. In other words the claim that Jesus makes on our lives is a total and exclusive one. There is no room for a compartmentalised faith. 

The verses that follow explain some more of the meaning contained in verse 35. What is the point Jesus says of having everything – a very apposite statement in this current climate, if in the process we lose our soul which is counted more worthy than the material. 

The final explanation concerns something that strikes at the very heart of what it means to be a Christian. Many people if asked how they view their faith – will reply in terms like it’s personal between me and God, or it’s private. Or if asked what are the things that stop them sharing their faith – will reply fear of ridicule or rejection. The final verse of our reading plainly lays out the view Jesus puts on any such reticence – ‘the Son of Man will be ashamed of him.’ (v38)

These are strong words indeed and warrant our attention, our thought and our action especially if we are serious about saving our lives. 
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