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 We began 2018 by looking at some Biblical passages that are the challenging ones:  
those that may not fit in with our idea of God, those that offend us; those that often we prefer to 
pass over and not talk about on  a Sunday morning. Now we’re into Lent, and we’re reflecting on 
the values that Jesus exhibited in this lifetime:  the same values that are important for us now. It 
was good and challenging to reflect on those difficult passages, but it certainly was 
uncomfortable. But I realized something as I was preparing for the sermon this week: I almost 
felt as if THIS was one of those tough passages. That might seem surprising to you, because 
today’s scripture is a well known one.  Generations of people have heard Christ’s words to ‘take 
up your cross and follow me’, and generations of pastors have preached about those words on 
Sunday mornings. On the surface, they really don’t seem problematic at all.   Jesus uses these 
words to encourage us to embody one of his personal traits:  selflessness. So you might be 
wondering—why did I think this well-known and oft quoted passage of scripture was a problem? 

This morning it is a challenge for me to talk about these words because I know who I’m 
talking to. I know that there are many of you who sacrificially provide for your families. I know 
that you quietly help each other financially when that is necessary. I’ve seen you notice someone 
else’s grief, and then try to help that person. I know that you pray together, and it is obvious that 
your faith is an important part of your lives. And I haven’t seen or don’t know about everything, 
either—so there is a whole lot more good going on among you. I see you living out God’s 
greatest commandment—that of loving other people. This is a group who takes Matthew’s words 
seriously:  the hungry are fed; and the sick and those in prison are visited. I know that you are 
being selfless. But even among all of that holy activity, we are still confronted by Jesus’ words: 
we have to take up our crosses and follow him. As we consider what that means for us this 
morning, let’s begin with a prayer. 

O Gracious God, We know your great command to love one another; to love our 
neighbor as ourselves. And we try to obey that command, through our words and our 
actions. But yet you call us to more. You call us to a life so deep and so rich with you that 
the things of this world are dim. Help each of us, Lord, during this time, to really listen and 
grab hold of your message for us today. May the words of my mouth and the meditations of 
our hearts be pleasing to you, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

You might have heard the story about an eight-year-old boy whose a younger sister was 
dying of leukemia. Without a blood transfusion, she would die.  His parents explained to the boy 
that his blood was probably compatible with hers, and if so, he could be the blood donor. They 
asked him if they could test his blood. He said sure. So they did and it was a good match. Then 
they asked if he would give his sister a pint of blood, that it could be her only chance of living. 
He said he would have to think about it overnight. 

The next day he went to his parents and said he was willing to donate the blood. So they 
took him to the hospital where he was put on a gurney beside his six-year-old sister. Both of 
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them were hooked up to IVs. A nurse withdrew a pint of blood from the boy, which was then put 
in the girl’s IV. The boy lay on his gurney in silence while the blood dripped into his sister, until 
the doctor came over to see how he was doing. Then the boy opened his eyes and asked, “How 
soon until I start to die?” The boy thought that he would die if he gave blood to his sister, but 
selflessly, he was willing to die for her. 

At the beginning of our scripture passage, Jesus has just revealed to the disciples—for the 
very first time-- the fact that he must be killed.  And as if death wasn’t enough, Jesus tells them 
that he would suffer greatly as well. This admission must have been astonishing to the disciples, 
who sometimes aren’t portrayed in a good light in the gospels. They look confused, terrified, and 
just don’t get it. In the eighth chapter of Mark, Jesus had just chastised them for not having eyes 
to see and ears to hear.  But by now, the disciples had seen Jesus work miracles. In the verses 
previous to our morning reading, Peter had just identified Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah. 
Those twelve men knew there was something special about Jesus, and that he was unlike any 
other rabbi of the day.  It is true that they may not have understood all of Jesus’ teachings, but I 
can completely relate to that. Even for us over 2,000 years later, Jesus’ teachings are hard to 
comprehend and a lot to take in. It seems understandable that they would be confused by this 
revelation about his death. After all, if he could feed crowds of thousands, if he could heal the 
sick--couldn’t he overcome his enemies as well?  Wasn’t that the expectation of the Holy One of 
Israel, the Messiah—to triumph supremely over God’s enemies? As if news of his death and 
suffering wasn’t enough, Jesus then says those now famous words to the disciples, promising 
them that to be his follower, they would have to “take up your cross and follow me.” 

In the Roman Empire, crucifixion was used as a method of torture, and also a 
motivational tool: anyone who dared to oppose Caesar (or the emperor in power) would be 
treated unmercifully. The threat of crucifixion helped to control the insurrections of the Empire’s 
conquered peoples. When we hear Jesus’ words today, we know the end of the story. We know 
that he literally carried his cross to Golgotha, the site of his death. But he first spoke those words 
in first century Palestine. Everyone who lived in that culture was aware of the Romans, and 
aware of their chose method of punishment. So when the disciples heard that phrase—take up 
your cross and follow me—it meant one thing:  torture and death. Jesus was telling them to be 
ready to die for their faith. 

It is interesting to note that most of the disciples did just that. It is believed that Simon 
Peter was crucified upside down while in Rome. It is also believed that Peter requested that 
torturous death because he didn’t feel worthy enough to die in the same manner as Christ. 
Andrew traveled to western Greece to preach, and when he refused to renounce Christianity he 
was tied rather than nailed to a cross so he would suffer longer. Andrew lived for two days, and 
according to National Geographic, he preached to passersby during that time. James was 
beheaded—killed with a sword—but not before he had witnessed to a man who was so moved by 
his testimony that he asked to be beheaded alongside him. With the exception of John, all of the 
disciples were killed because of their belief in Christ.   

Today in the 21st century, there are countries in which Christians are severely persecuted, 
and you can find lists of those countries by doing a google search. In that type of a situation, it is 
easy to see how Jesus’ words—take up your cross-- are being followed. But what about in our 
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own context, where we are fortunate enough not to regularly endure life-threatening persecution? 
As we have seen, for the disciples, that meant losing their lives. But the idea of taking up a cross 
has also come to mean denying ourselves. And denying oneself is not limited to situations in 
which witnessing to the gospel brings physical danger. 

During this season of Lent, we are encouraged to be penitent, and to examine our own 
lives in light of God’s goodness. As a part of that process, sometimes we engage in a new 
behavior or refrain from a particular food which helps to remind us of our need for God’s grace, 
and overall, hopefully helps us draw closer to God. The words we use to describe that activity 
are ‘giving up something for Lent’. Whether is it abstaining from chocolate, or abstaining from 
television, what we really mean is that we are intentionally putting our own desires aside, and 
seeking the Lord. As we feel those hunger pangs, or long to watch the next episode of ‘This Is 
Us’, we are reminded in a very tangible way that our own desires should be second. The desires 
of our God should be first. When we ‘give up’ something for Lent, we are doing what Jesus us 
calls us to do in this passage:  live lives of selflessness. But here’s the real challenge: we’re 
called to do that ALL of the time, not just for the forty days before Easter every year. That’s an 
incredible expectation, because it’s not our natural inclination to think of someone else first. It’s 
our natural inclination to provide for and to protect ourselves. Self-preservation is a part of our 
DNA; part of the way that we’re created.  We’re caught in that eternal struggle between our own 
fleshly desires and God’s desires. 

Several years ago, there was a popular jewelry trend. Many people wore bracelets with 
the letters ‘WWJD’ on them. The letters stood for the words “what would Jesus do”, and wearing 
the bracelet served as a reminder to act in a manner that would be pleasing to Jesus. Some in this 
room may have owned—or even still own—one of those bracelets. I was reminded of those 
bracelets as I pondered the situation of selflessness; of our own continual human desire to look at 
things from own perspective and not someone else’s. I wondered how Jesus managed to lead 
such an unselfish life, because he was fully human just like we are. That’s when I realized: Jesus 
Christ was selfless because he was totally surrendered to God.  Even before he walked down 
that road to Golgotha, he was carrying his cross. He came to this earth to do the will of his 
Father, not his own will. During his difficult time in the Garden of Gethsemane, just before his 
arrest, he prayed for God to save him from torture and death. But he submitted to God’s will and 
not his own.  No matter what happened; no matter the situation, God came first.  

Recently I have been watching the Netflix series called Turn. It tells the true story of 
George Washington’s network of spies that were active during the Revolutionary War. It’s 
fascinating to watch the depiction of British and American soldiers, and it seems to be pretty 
realistic: many scenes were filmed in Colonial Williamsburg. The 18th century really seems to 
come to life with the period appropriate hairstyles, music, clothing, and more. The series draws 
to a close as you might expect:  with the final battle between the American colonies and Great 
Britain at Yorktown, Virginia. With the help of France, the American colonies won that battle. In 
the show, the redcoats surrender to the Americans in a very formal military ceremony and the  
surrender was complete and total.   

That’s the type of surrender that Jesus has in his relationship with God: complete and 
total. It’s the type of surrender that God calls each of us to, because it is in that surrender that we 
find the richest part of life. We totally trust God, and in return, we get the abundant life that Jesus 
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promises to all of us. But unlike the British and the Americans, our surrender to God is not a 
singular event. We surrender each time we reach for love, and not hate. We surrender each time 
we try to help someone else, and we surrender each time we choose what God wants rather than 
what we want. It is the work of our entire lives.  

The first time that I surrendered my life to God, I was twelve years old. It happened one 
evening during the annual revival at the United Methodist Church in which I was raised. It 
wasn’t an easy thing for me to surrender my life—even at that young age—and I was excited to 
move on to the next phase of the journey. I didn’t realize then that surrender to God is not a one-
time thing, but a conscious decision that we make every day; every minute; and with every 
decision of our lives. I also didn’t realize then that it is not possible to overcome ourselves by 
just trying to do it on our own:  that takes the work of the Holy Spirit in us.  

Surrender, or carrying the cross means dying to self. I was very young when I first heard 
those words, ‘take up your cross and follow me.’ But I clearly remember it, because I was 
scared. I was scared to think that I might have to die because I believed in Jesus. I also remember 
thinking, “Really—is this Christianity thing for me? Is Jesus worth it?” 

Last year, right after I got out of the hospital here in Columbus, I went to Indianapolis for 
a stay in a rehabilitation center. It was a Friday when I arrived there, and after the initial barrage 
of people to greet me, and check me in, it was a pretty quiet place. I started to think about my 
life, and about my future—I had no idea what would happen. I started to think about my 
priorities—the things I had done in life; the things I hadn’t done; what I regretted; what I liked. I 
didn’t know if it would be the end of my life. I didn’t know if I would ever have the chance to 
stand before you ever again. During those moments, it became crystal clear what was the most 
important thing to me: Jesus Christ. Live or die, I knew that Jesus was mine and I am his. And I 
stand here today to tell you—He is worth it.  Amen. 


