
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd        Scott Trevithick 
Date: September 12, 2021. Year B, 16th Sunday after Pentecost 
Text: Mark 8:27-38  
Title: What Do You Say? 
Focus: Jesus prompts the disciples to say who he is, which reveals the difference 

between how he views how he will accomplish his mission with how Peter sees it. Jesus 

describes for Peter, other disciples, and the crowd surrounding him what it means to be 

Messiah as well as implications for those who follow him. Jesus’ mission as messiah 

and our call as followers include self-denial and self-giving.  

Gospel: Mark 8:27-38 

27Jesus 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?” 28And they answered him, “John 
the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” 29He asked them, 
“But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” 30And he 
sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him. 

31Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and 
be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and 
began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and 
said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on 
human things.” 

34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those 
who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for 
the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world 
and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who 
are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them 
the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the 
holy angels.”  

Opinion and Political Polls 

 We’re asked our opinion about things all the time, formally and informally:  

• A friend asks you how you liked the movie you attended. 

• A package that you ordered is delivered to your house and you receive a text or 
email: 

o “We delivered your order.”  
▪ “Did it arrive safely?”  
▪ “How would you rate the ordering process?” 
▪ “How likely would you be to recommend the product to a friend?” 
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• After you visit your dentist or doctor, you might receive a link to ask you to rate 
their service and make a comment.  

• You use website or an app on your phone and a pop up asks you 
o “Do you love our app?” 
o “Do you want to rate it?” 

• You may be asked to participate in a more formal opinion or political poll.1  
o “What do you consider the biggest political issues facing your country?” 
o “How would you rate your country’s current leader?” 
o “What traits do you like to see in politicians that you vote for?” 

In today’s passage from Mark’s gospel, Jesus seems to ask an opinion poll 
question as he walks with disciples,  

• “Who do people say that I am?” (Mark 8:27). 

It sounds like something of an opinion poll, sort of like, “What’s the buzz out 
there? What do you hear among the crowd?” 

“Well, Jesus . . . ‘Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah, and still others, one of 
the prophets.’” 

And those impressions of people make sense because Jesus’ ministry of 
preaching, teaching, and healing did share similarities to that of the great prophets of 
Israel. The responses are not far off the mark, but they do not get to the heart of what 
Jesus wants to talk about.  

So, this question which has started out innocuously enough as sort of a broad 
survey or public opinion poll now quickly becomes more pointed. Jesus shifts the 
question to make it more personal.  

29He asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are 
the Messiah.”  

Peter seems to have answered correctly by calling Jesus Messiah, which means 
“Anointed one.” The Greek translation of Messiah is Khristós (Χριστός), anglicized 
as Christ. 

But then as Jesus begins to teach them (the disciples, see vv. 27, 31) about what 
it means to be Messiah or what that entails, it becomes clear that Peter’s idea and 
Jesus’ description are completely different.  

Jesus says that his mission as Messiah will include  

• Suffering 

• Rejection 

• Death 

• And then after three days, resurrection (v. 31).  

 
1 I adapted the following from Chris Bibey, “Top 50 Political Survey Questions.” Posted March 29, 2021 at 
Opinion Stage. https://www.opinionstage.com/blog/political-survey/  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_(title)


3 

 

Peter responds (correctly, it seems.) But also misunderstands. 

Let’s pay close attention to what Peter said and did. In some ways, it’s hard to 
know exactly what he meant or what plan he had in mind, but it clearly wasn’t what 
Jesus just spelled out with suffering, rejection, and death. 

Peter REBUKED Jesus. That’s a strong word. It’s not like Peter came alongside 
of Jesus and gently or cautiously said, “Jesus, do you think that maybe you are 
mistaken? Have you looked at it this way? ” 

Peter rebukes Jesus 

 No, this was bold and emphatic: 

• “No, you that can’t be! You’re WRONG! Did you hear what I said? I said Messiah! 
Christ! Anointed one! God’s chosen—the one to lead us out of this mess! And 
you’re doing it. You’re teaching and healing people and they’re coming from all 
over to find you. You know how the people have been following us everywhere—
the crowds are non-stop! And this is just the first step. Next is taking on the 
Roman authorities.” 

There’s no recorded text like that from Peter, and we can’t know exactly what he 
thought or said, but it must have been quite the speech for him to pull Jesus aside like 
he did and directly rebuke him. Peter thought he had it all figured out about how Jesus 
would accomplish all this as Messiah. Or, if he didn’t have it all figured out, he at least 
knew it didn’t involve suffering and rejection, and death. That’s defeat.  

Jesus rebukes Peter 

 Again, let’s pay close attention to the action of the scene as well as what’s said.  

• When Peter spoke to Jesus, he “pulled him aside” (v. 32). Peter wanted this to be 
a one-on-one conversation with Jesus. By his actions, it’s like he was saying, 

o “Look, Jesus, I don’t want to make you look bad in front of the other guys, 
but, c’mon, you’re way off base here. That’s just wrong.” 

• Jesus, in reply in the conversation, “. . . turn[ed] and look[ed] at his disciples. . .” 
(v. 33). 

o As the physical movement implies, Jesus draws in the other disciples and 
directs the conversation to them as well. He shifts the conversation from 
the one-on-one which Peter intended back to include the other disciples 
as well.  

o I don’t think it was Jesus’ intention to make Peter look bad, but to make 
sure that this plan  or what it meant to be Messiah was clear to the others 
as well. By Jesus doing so, whatever misunderstanding Peter had would 
not be the view of the others as well. Jesus wants them all to know.  

And then listen closely to what Jesus says or the explanation he offers:  
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“. . . [Jesus] rebuked Peter and said, ‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting 
your mind not on divine things but on human things.’” 

 First of all, isn’t that startling! As forceful and direct as Peter was with Jesus, 
Jesus is just as strong and direct back—and even more so, when you hear him call him 
Satan.  

• “No, Peter, you’re wrong.”  

And then the explanation can be confusing or may have many dimensions that 
we can’t address right now, but I want to point out one thing in particular:  

• Jesus says that Peter is oriented to human things and not God’s way or 
divine things. I think what’s he’s saying is that all of this that is happening is not 
by chance. It’s not because the Roman authorities are in charge and they’re 
determining everything. It’s not because they have military and political power 
and they’re going to overwhelm us by that power. 

• He’s saying, and this is where it’s so wacky, so topsy-turvy, or so upside down 
that it just doesn’t make sense to Peter, is that God is doing this by design or by 
intent. 

o Jesus’ suffering and rejection and death (and the next part, too, of rising 
again), is a divine thing; it’s what God intends. 

o Wow—let that sink in. Somehow God is doing this on purpose, or 
this is a part of God’s design or intent.  

o This is a God who works through suffering and rejection and death and 
who does not see those as defeat, but as a path into new life. 

And then notice another physical shift in the conversation in terms of noting to 
whom the conversation is directed:  

• Jesus directs what he says to the whole crowd. He wants them to know as well. 
o “He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any want to 

become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 
and follow me’” (v. 34).  

A couple things to note here:  

First, as I said, Jesus has shifted the conversation from just Peter to also the 
other disciples and now to the whole crowd that has been following them.  

• “He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them. . .” (v. 34).  

He wants them all to know. This understanding of who Jesus is as Messiah is 
important for them to grasp, too. Jesus as Messiah will not be the Conquering Hero in 
the traditional sense, but one who will suffer and die and yet be raised again. 

And the second thing is that Jesus shifts not just who is included in the 
conversation, but the content of the conversation. The conversation started being about 
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Jesus and his role as Messiah: Remember his prompting question? It was the opinion 
poll sort of question.  

• “Who do people say that I am?” (v. 27). 

The conversation had been about Jesus and how people viewed him. And now, 
Jesus has shifted the content of the conversation to say, “We’re not just talking about 
who I am as Messiah, but about any who would follow me.” 

• 34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to 
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 
and follow me.” 

Did you catch that shift? “If any want to become my followers. . .” He’s talking 
now not just about himself and his role as Messiah and what that means, but about 
what it means to follow him. He not only defines or redefines what it is to be Messiah, 
but defines what is means to follow him.  

That initial question, “Who do people say that I am?” started as a broad opinion 
poll. Now as Jesus invites as he says, “If any wish to become my followers. . .” the 
conversation becomes a way of discussing a radical and challenging view of the 
Christian life.  Jesus wants the whole crowd to know: here’s what it means to follow me: 

• “. . . let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (v. 34b).  
o Self-denial 
o Take up one’s cross 

Earlier in the gospel, Jesus has called disciples and has appointed them (Mark 
3:13-19), but now he directly describes what following means: it’s self-denial and cross-
bearing. Now we see where this road of discipleship will lead: in losing one’s life, and 
ironically thus to save it.  

 The wording of that phrase “If and” and “take up your cross”—suggests that a 
person is not forced or coerced, but invited and that “taking up one’s cross” is voluntary, 
not demanded.  

Closing: Examples of Self-Denial and Cross Bearing 

 I imagine that yesterday, the 20th anniversary of 9-11, of September 11, 2001, 
was a day or remembrance and poignancy for many. You  may have remembered 
where you were and what your initial impressions were of that day. By watching 
documentaries or listening to stories or other profiles, you may have learned more about 
how others viewed and remembered those events and on their lingering impact on 
American life. 

 This passage, which starts innocuously enough with that poll question, “Who do 
people say that I am?” closes with the radical challenge that following Jesus means a 
life of self-giving, self-denial, and willingly caring burdens for others.  

 While none of us anticipate being thrust into such dramatic circumstances 
ourselves, the timing or proximity of this anniversary with today’s assigned text is a 
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reminder that humankind has an amazing capacity for harm as well as an amazing 
capacity for self-giving love.  

 Jesus as Messiah invites us to exhibit love for neighbor in everyday ways as well. 
By grace and courage, may we respond to Jesus’ invitation.  

 


