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Mark 8:34-9:1 The call to be a disciple

Today, we are coming to the end of chapter 8, and really the turning point in the book of
Mark that moves us from the high point of Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ,
which is where the first part of Mark has been heading. This passage moves us from
that confession and begins to lead us on Jesus’s journey to the cross. Last week we saw
the first of three direct predictions Jesus will make of his coming crucifixion. And now,
right after discussing his own coming cross, Jesus confronts those who would be his
followers with the need for them, and for us, to be closely identified with him in that
same crucifixion. You see, the statement of a disciple that Peter made in the last
passage “You are the Christ,” comes with an expectation of those who would say those
and claim to follow him as their Christ, their Savior. Mark 8:34-9:1 tells us that the call
to be a disciple IS a call to the cross. Let’s read this entire passage as we begin today.
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.” 9:1 And he said to them, “Truly, | say to you, there are some standing here who
will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power.”

Jesus here makes one clear and powerful declaration about what it means to be a
disciple. He made this declaration not only to his 12 disciples, but it was a call to
discipleship to all the crowd who followed him. So, this call is given to those who are
considering what it means to be a follower of Christ as well as those who already follow
Christ. To accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior is to accept a life defined by the words,
“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow
me. For all of us today living in the 21st century, these words have lost much of their
original impact. Remember, Jesus has not died on the cross yet. Only his 12 disciples
have even heard from him in a clear way regarding God’s plan for God the Son to go to
the cross. So, for those listening, there is no connection to eternal salvation, rather the
automatic response is one of repulsion and disgust. The cross was a symbol of the
worst of Roman society. Thousands upon thousands of criminals were executed in this
way, and although other societies used crucifixion, Rome had done everything possible
to prolong the agonizing death that it brought. It was bloody and hard to look at, and
the Roman authorities would perform these executions in areas where anyone entering
into or exiting out of cities would see them, so it would serve as a warning to others.
Just as Jesus would do in the future, the condemned criminal would drag the symbol of
their shame, the very cross that they would be put to death on through the streets of
the city to the place of crucifixion. So, when Jesus says “take up [your] cross and follow
me,” he is painting a picture of horrible suffering, of a burden too great to bear that led
to certain death. But, Jesus doesn’t try to “sugar coat” his call, or make it easier to hear.
The call to discipleship is a call to not live for yourself, but to obey Jesus in such a way
that it will be shameful in the eyes of the world, and would willingly place you under
some sort of painful and difficult persecution.

So, keep in mind that Jesus has not died yet and very few listening knew that the cross
was in his future. But they understood well what type of life he was calling them to as



his follower when he said that. Given that information, if you were in that crowd, would
you be raising your hand to volunteer to follow him? Let’s be honest, not a lot of us
would be jumping into that group of followers. And, in fact, the closer we get to the
cross, the smaller the crowds become until the crowds are yelling, “Crucify him, crucify
him!” So, why follow Jesus, why go through the suffering, the shame, the rejection by
this world? Why take up an instrument of death to your very life in order to follow
Jesus? Jesus gives us 4 answers why as these verses continue. We see the first
answer in verse 35. Why should we follow Jesus by taking taking up a cross?
Because life is eternal. Verse 35 says, 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. Jesus gives us this
incredible paradox of what it means to follow him. To take up a cross would have meant
to be on your way to certain death. But Jesus says, if you try to avoid following me in
order to preserve your life, that will actually end in you losing your life. On the other
hand, to take up your cross, which would mean rejecting your own self interest and
allowing yourself to go to what most certainly will end in death, but it is the way of
Jesus, leads to certain life. Now what does he mean by this. There are plenty of people
not following Jesus who are certainly not dying. They are living lives rejecting Jesus and
any attempt to obey him and yet, they seem happy and satisfied and wealthy and
educated and successful. On the other hand, there are Christians who are in deep states
of despair, suffering from incurable diseases and difficult circumstances. How is the
gospel and following Jesus saving their life? Jesus himself gives us the answer in John
11:25 25 Jesus said to her, “| am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me,
though he die, yet shall he live---” Our physical life is not the end, there is life after
death, and Jesus is talking about that life. For those who know Jesus and follow him as
their Lord and Savior, Jesus says they have eternal life. John 3:16 tells us, 16“For God
so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not
perish but have eternal life. To perish means to be eternally lost, to face an eternal
death separated from God. The Bible describes that eternity by the word hell, and
declares it to be a place of eternal punishment or eternally suffering the pain that should
lead to death. Matthew 25:46 says about hell, “46 And these will go away into eternal
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” You will live somewhere forever. Either it
will be in hell suffering God’s just divine punishment for your sin---or in Heaven
experiencing the eternal joy of real life with your Creator God.

But there is a second answer given in verse 36. Why should we follow Jesus by taking
taking up a cross? Because real profit is not based in this world. The way that most
people in this world live is by seeking as much profit as they can find to make their lives
better off in their view during their time on this earth. Now this is of course normal in
our human way of thinking. We look for profit for us in many ways. |t may be money, but
it also might be possessions, relationships, family, experiences like taking vacations and
traveling around the world, or experiences like sports or entertainment activities like
concerts. All of these things add certain elements of happiness and “profit” to our lives.
There is gain in all of these things from the perspective of life here on earth. But then
we read what Jesus goes on to say in verse 36. For what does it profit a man to gain
the whole world and forfeit his soul? Real benefit, real profit in this life is not found in
anything we can gain in this physical world. And while we need some things to sustain
life itself, to spend the majority of our time seeking those things and neglecting the
spiritual needs of our souls which we just discussed will live eternally somewhere will
lead to our ultimate destruction. The Apostle Paul warns the young pastor Timothy of



this trap of wordly profitin 1 Timothy 6:8-9, 8 But if we have food and clothing, with
these we will be content. 9 But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a
share, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and
destruction.

Our eternal soul continues to be in focus in Jesus’s third answer in verse 37. Why
should we follow Jesus by taking taking up a cross? Because we owe someone a
debt. Verse 37 says, For what can a man give in return for his soul? | need to explain
why | say this is about a debt we owe. Jesus’s question here is assuming there is a
problem with our soul. And in fact, in Jeremiah 17:9, God’s Word makes clear that, “The
heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” This
sickness of our hearts is sin which affects all of us. Romans 3:23 says, 23 for all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God. The only answer for that sin is Jesus. 1John
2:2 says, 2 He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins
of the whole world. Our sin puts us directly under the wrath of God:--that is the eternal
destination of hell that we discussed earlier. But the Bible is clear that Jesus is the
propitiation---the one who satisfies God’s wrath by taking it on himself. In other words,
he paid the price and gave everything he had with his own life to redeem us from our
sin. And the fact is that there is nothing we can do to save our own soul. Ephesians 2:8-
9 makes clear, salvation from sin is not our work, but God’s. 8 For by grace you have
been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a
result of works, so that no one may boast. So, what can a man, a human, give in return
for his soul? Nothing! Anything we give will never pay the debt for our sin. But, Jesus
gave everything to save us from sin, to save our eternal soul, and we owe him a debt we
can never repay. For that reason, we should take up our cross and follow him.

But there is a fourth answer that Jesus gives in verse 38. Why should we follow Jesus
by taking taking up a cross? The final answer Jesus gives is because our honor is at
stake. Look at verse 38. 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.” The society we live in is very
much concerned with the concept of shame. Many aspects of day to day life here in
Japan are about not losing face or causing someone else to lose face, in other words to
lose honor in the eyes of other people. It is common here to be so careful about this that
it leads to many positive things like great customer service (omotenashi), and some
things that can be frustrating like a very indirect way of communicating where a series
of yes’s (hai, hai, hai) can actually be leading to an indirect answer of no
(chotto-:*muzakashi). Far more serious than the shame we face here on earth is knowing
that we could be looked on with shame by our Savior when he returns. To take up our
cross means to be willing to be looked at with shame here on this earth so that when the
one who was willing himself to take the shame of our sin on himself in the most shameful
way possible at that time, returns, we are honored in his sight. We join in his glory, that
is greater than any honor that can be conveyed by a society for acting in an honorable
way. Yes, following Jesus means that we are rejecting the world around us in such a way
that it can bring shame in the eyes of society. The cross was shameful and lifestyle of
cross-carrying will be viewed as shameful by many who do not understand what it
means to follow Christ. But if we out of a sense of shame and a desire to be respected
and included in the eyes of our society, choose to be silent and undercover as a follower
of Christ, then we will face the ultimate shame when we stand before our Savior, who



took up his cross and died for us. We are different from the world around us, because
as the Biblical book of 1Peter tells us, we are exiles, who are away from our true place
of residence---we are outsiders-:- we are Gaikokujin in this world, until Jesus returns and
we go to our true home. Are we going to live like exiles, like expats, or are we going to
be so much like the world around us that no one knows where are true citizenship lies
and who our true king, Jesus, is. That is a truly shameful way to live.

There is a strong sense in these verses that following Christ will be hard and difficult.
But the fact that life is eternal, that real profit cannot be found in this world, that we
owe Jesus a debt we can never repay, and that standing before God unashamed
requires it, pushes us to endure the hardships that come when we take up our cross.
But is there more that we can see and experience that will keep us following Christ? The
Bible seems to answer yes, when we read the final verse of this passage which is
actually verse 1 of Chapter 9. 9 And he said to them, “Truly, | say to you, there are
some standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it
has come with power.” There are at least 6 different understandings of this verse, but
rather than going over all of them, let me just try to help us understand it in context. He
is clearly saying that some of those hearing this teaching about taking up their cross will
not die before they see God’s kingdom come in power. It seems possible that this is
referring to two different events. Right after this, a miraculous event we call the
transfiguration takes place which gave a glimpse of the glory of God’s kingdom to some
of the disciples. But even beyond that event, many of these listening will see first hand
the death and resurrection of Christ which is what all of history was leading to as God’s
power provided a Savior from sin for all who will believe in Jesus. Christ’s death and
resurrection are what makes possible the kingdom of God here on earth. We are moved
from the kingdom of this world to the kingdom of God through faith in Jesus Christ. In
John 18, when Jesus is put on trial before his crucifixion, he responds to questioning by
explaining his kingdom. John 18:36 says, 36 Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this
world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been fighting, that |
might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.” If we
are followers, or servants of Christ, as he says here, we are a part of God’s kingdom
that he is building. And that kingdom is eternal. By taking up our cross, being willing to
die to self and live to Jesus Christ and his glory alone, we are assured of a place in that
kingdom. So, the hardship of carrying the cross is all for the purpose of building a
kingdom where sin and shame are no more and eternal joy is ours through Jesus Christ
our Lord. That word joy is what separates how the crowds would have heard this
message from Jesus and how the follower of Christ looks at carrying the cross. Hebrews
12:2 says, 2 looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy
that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the
right hand of the throne of God. You see taking up the cross, while bringing shame and
pain and possible death is filled with the joy of knowing that God is glorified and that you
are walking the path that our Lord himself walked on His way to purchase our eternal
salvation. There is joy in serving Jesus that comes with taking up our cross and following
him. Let’s pray.



