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       Sermon: Living the Good News 

 

 Few places in the New Testament show the disciples in a poorer light than the eighth 

chapter of Mark. As Mark's familiar journeying motif continues in today's gospel lesson, the 

disciples are about to be taken by Jesus to a place they would never have imagined. The disciples 

have just witnessed some of the most impressive demonstrations of Jesus' powers.  
 

 Jesus had fed a crowd of 5,000 on five barley loaves and two fish (Mark 6:30-44). He had 

walked across water to join his disciples aboard ship (Mark 6:45-52). Last Sunday we examined 

how Jesus healed a Gentile girl who was demon possessed, and a man who could neither speak 

nor hear (Mark 7:24-37). Yet another feeding miracle was recorded by Mark (8:1-10); this time 

4,000 fed by seven loaves. Finally, Jesus had healed a blind man, fully restoring the man's vision 

(Mark 8:22-26). After all these tremendous acts and signs of power, the disciples surely felt they 

were on a road to success. 
 

 Jesus asks them whom people say that he is, and finds that they have listened carefully to 

the crowds. When they tell him that the crowds are saying that he is the resurrection of John the 

Baptizer and Elijah, they have told him a mouth full. John proclaimed himself the forerunner to 

the Messiah and the Jews in those days, as today, believed that Elijah would come back to 

announce the Messiah. (Malachi 4:5) “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and 

terrible day of the LORD comes.”  When the disciples’ chief spokes-person, Peter, answers Jesus 

correctly, they must have enjoyed a brief moment of true insight—an historic aha! After all, when 

Jesus asks them who they say he is, Peter is quick to say, “the Christ, the Messiah, the anointed 

one of God.” 
 

 How it must have smarted when Jesus looks at Peter and says, “Get behind me, Satan! For 

you are setting your mind not on divine things, but on human things.” Why would Mark let such a 

skeleton out of the closet? These are the leaders of the early church. These are the apostles who 

will lead the church in Jerusalem, in Rome, in Spain and all the world. Christians would look to 

these leaders for the strength to face lions in the arena. Roman soldiers who would be converted. 



Jewish persecutors like Paul who would fall to their knees and say, “My Lord and my God.” What 

is the purpose of showing the disciples’ weaknesses? 
 

1. Mark shows the disciples as unstable—a counterbalance to Jesus’ strict explanation of the 

real truth of the gospel. 
 

 Today we have a “feel good Jesus,” or a “Jacuzzi Jesus” being offered by those who 

promise a kind of Christian hedonism. They have replaced the cross of agony with the ladder of 

success. Some people have fallen for the promise of faith, that is an experience that will leave 

them relaxed, warm and bubbly, and yet, at the same time, feeling fit and trim when they get out—

like they've just gotten in shape. Football players give Jesus the credit for their wins. None says 

they lost because of their faith. Mark shows a different picture of Jesus. 
 

 From the beginning of his gospel, with the temptation in the wilderness, all the way to the 

climatic end on Golgotha, Jesus walks a straight and narrow path. It is a path lined with 

temptations, tests, trials, pain and suffering. To those who have left everything to follow him, 

Jesus explains, that they too must pick up a cross and follow him. The command to sacrifice all is 

not the last step of discipleship, it is the first. Yet you cannot read Mark’s gospel without feeling 

the hope. 
 

 The gospel asks all of us to pick up our cross daily and follow Jesus. Jesus invites all of us 

to sacrifice in the full knowledge that we will endure tests and temptations of various kinds in life. 

Each of us needs to ask ourselves, “How am I being tested? What would God have me do?” When 

we read our Bible often enough and pray sincerely enough, we don’t run from responsibility. 

Rather, we embrace the sacrifices of Christian living. 
 

2. There is no way to “sanitize” the cross. 
 

 There is a very old pulpit story that tells of a customer who went into a jewelry store to buy 

a cross necklace. The clerk asked: “Do you want to see a plain one? Or do you want to look at the 

one with a little man on it?” 
 

 The plain cross was the one Peter desired. Mark says that Peter rebuked Jesus for talking 

about sacrifice. Matthew tells us what Peter said, (Mt. 16:22)   “God forbid it, Lord! This must 

never happen to you.”  Mark is brutally frank. The whole truth of the Christian gospel is that there 

can be no sanitized cross. 
 



 The saints of the early church and the saints today, cannot define belief as merely 

intellectual assent or going along to get along. It must be a belief that involves life and limb. A 

discipleship of total commitment.  
 

 The Gallup organization identifies 5 of the 12 distinctive marks of a saint. They are 

probably pretty close to the mark (or even the Gospel of Mark). 
 

   1. My religion is the most important influence in my life. 
 

   2. I seek God’s will through prayer. 
 

   3. I believe that God loves me, even though I may not always obey him. 
 

   4. I try hard to put my religious beliefs into practice with all people, 

       regardless of their background. 
 

   5. I receive comfort and support from my religious beliefs. 
 

 When asked to define commitment or the extent to which religious beliefs are put into 

practice, the Gallup organization’s respondents list 6 ingredients. 
 

   1. I would not object to a person of a different race moving next door. 
 

   2. I am very happy. 
 

   3. I do not claim too many deductions and report all my income. 
 

   4. I spend a good deal of time helping people in physical, emotional, or  

       other kinds of need. 
 

   5. I believe it is important to forgive people who have hurt me deeply. 
 

   6. I try to follow a strict moral code. 
 

3. We need the whole truth today. 

 

 When Jesus introduced his disciples to what following the Messiah would cost them and us, 

he did it at a very special place. He brought them out of Galilee to Caesarea Philippi. The region 

was saturated with religion. There were 14 temples to Baal there. The hill to which Caesarea 

Philippi backed up contained a cavern that according to the Greeks, marked the birthplace of the 

god Pan. In fact, before Phillip, son of Herod the Great, named the city after himself, it was called 

Panias after the god Pan. The Jews believed that the Jordan River originated in the cave. Josephus 



writes, “This is a very fine cave in a mountain under which there is a great cavity in the earth; and 

the cavern is abrupt and prodigiously deep, full of still water. When anyone lets down anything to 

measure the depth of the earth, no length of cord is sufficient to reach it.” 
 

 In the city was the great marble temple built by Herod the Great, and dedicated to Caesar. 

One writer states that, “no one could look at Caesarea Philippi, even from a distance, without 

seeing that pile of glistening marble and thinking of the divinity of Rome.” To this enchanted land 

of noble religious tradition, a homeless, penniless, Galilean carpenter, brought his twelve trusted 

followers for the biggest question of history—who is Jesus? 
 

 Years after Peter’s great confession, Napoleon Bonaparte would be heard to say, “I know 

men, and Jesus Christ is more than a man.”  
 

 But conversion, without immersion in the life of Jesus Christ, is perversion of the gospel.  

From St. Augustine to St. Bonhoffer, saints have lived “the costly grace” of God.  Discipleship, 

servanthood, costs us everything. Everything else must go. There is a sign posted in an African 

game reserve: “Advance and be bitten.”  Paul posted the same sign at the entrance to the Christian 

life.  These are his words to the Philippians (1:29) “For he has graciously granted you the 

privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well.” 
 

 We can’t know the good news without living the good news. We cannot know Christ 

without living Christ. You can’t believe without picking up a cross. The time, money, effort, 

prayers made, and pain born, have made us what we are as a church. 
 

  That is the strength that has made the United Presbyterian Church strong for two hundred 

thirty-three years. It is that same faith and sacrificial service that will keep her strong for the next 

two hundred thirty-three years. 

 

 

 


