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“The one who dies with the most toys wins”, you’ve heard it said, but I say the one 
who loses everything receives the best reward. 

Do you remember the dog food commercial from many years ago that went, “My 
dog’s better ‘n your dog. My dog’s better ‘n yours. My dog’s better ‘cause he eats 
Kennelration; my dog’s better ‘n yours.”  We sure did learn competition from an early age, 
didn’t we.  I think it was “Spanky and Our Gang” or maybe the “Bowery Boys’” black and 
white shorts that would raise the audience’s tension level with dramatic music and  the 
boastful taunt: “My dad can beat your dad!” and the inevitable response, “Oh yeah?”  Fists 
were raised and before you knew it the boys were rolling around in the dirt and shirttails 
were loose and suspenders were torn. 

Competing for supremacy has been a human trait since Cain and Abel.  Success is 
rewarded.  The strong survive, as Darwin posited years and years ago. “The one who dies 
with the most toys wins.” 
 

Today we find ourselves in the eighth chapter of Mark’s gospel.  We’re about half 
way through his inspired writing.  Up to this point Jesus has been traveling all over the land 
of Israel, into Greek and Roman territory and across the Jordan River into Samaria.  
Everywhere he has gone he has taught about God’s love, fed the hungry, healed the sick, 
even in some cases raised the dead.  This week we find Jesus and his disciples at the far 
northern border of the territory God had given them.  They’re in Caesarea Philippi, a 
stronghold of Roman legions. 

So here they are, far from home and, for some reason, Jesus chooses THIS day to 
ask them what others think about him.  “Who DO people say that I am?”  Now, how are 
they supposed to answer that?  Jesus has repeatedly reminded his disciples, in Mark’s 
account, NOT to tell others what he’s all about.  The crowds, the disciples tell him, think he 
may be a reincarnation of John the Baptist, Elijah or one of the prophets from their 
ancestral history.  At this point in Mark’s narrative Jesus has performed miracles, forgiven 
sins, even challenged the religious authorities. But he hasn’t yet revealed to the public who 
he really is. 

Then Jesus asks them, “But who do YOU say that I am?” 
Remember that kid in your fourth grade class, the one who every time the teacher 

asked a question she’d raise her hand and practically jump out of her seat to answer 
before anyone else?  Jesus has one of those.  Can’t you just see Peter proudly answering 
this question as if he knows it all?  “You are the Messiah,” he says. 

Why did Jesus warn the disciples not to tell anyone about him? After all, they’ve 
figured it out, haven’t they?  They’ve guessed his true identity.  Or have they?  From the 
scripture they might have studied plus the oral tradition that has grown up around it, these 
guys think they know what to expect from a Messiah.  Some of them think the Messiah will 
usher in a new era of power and wealth for God’s chosen people.  He will vanquish all 
foes.  He will be the one the kids can boast about: “My messiah can beat your king!” 



Jesus doesn’t want the world to know that he is the one they have been waiting for 
since Adam and Eve were sent out of the Garden.  If Jesus were to be identified by the 
crowds as the Messiah now, it would be nearly impossible for him to complete his mission 
on this earth.  The role expectations for the Messiah would be forced upon him.  People 
would try to mold him into what they wanted from a mighty leader instead of watching what 
he’s doing and discovering who he really is. 
 

The disciples, up to this point, really had no idea about Jesus’ true identity.  So, 
Jesus begins to tell them about his mission.  Jesus, calling himself the Son of Man, says 
he “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.”  There it is in a nutshell. 

What kind of a Messiah is THAT?  I’ll bet that was exactly what Peter was thinking 
when he took him aside and reminded Jesus he wasn’t going to win any popularity 
contests if he went around telling people all THAT stuff.  Peter is very human in his thinking 
that bigger is better, newer is nicest, the spoils go to the conqueror.  Peter, at this point, 
cannot fathom the depth of Jesus’ devotion to completing his mission.  Jesus recognizes 
Peter’s way of thinking and tries to explain to him and the rest of the disciples a better way. 
  

Only problem is, Jesus’ way doesn’t sound like a better way to them – or to us. 
 

What does Jesus mean by denying oneself and taking up one’s cross?  Well, we 
know what it meant for Jesus.  Our Lord lived for others.  Each day he used all his gifts to 
make life better for the people he met, especially the poor, the hungry, the downtrodden 
little people everyone else ignored.  He didn’t try to amass wealth.  He shied away from 
fame.  As far as we know, he had no permanent home, no spouse, no property for others 
to covet.  He lived, breathed, ate and demonstrated compassionate service to everyone he 
met.  Jesus knew no concept of “I’ll keep mine and you go get your own.”   

Jesus had a mission: to make everyone, everywhere, aware that they were loved by 
God.  He worked hard to eradicate their fear of God’s vengeance.  And yet at times he 
resorted to traditional words to relate with the crowds.  Jesus wanted people to connect 
with the new life he was offering them so much that he told them if they were ashamed of 
him and his words in this world, he would be ashamed of them when he would come again 
in his true glory. 

There he goes with that God talk again.  You and I have the perspective of 2000 
years and 26 books of the New Testament to teach us that Jesus is the Christ, the true 
Messiah, come from God in human form to live and die and rise again for the salvation of 
all creation.  We know these facts so well, and we have come to believe the words and 
trust the Lord through the teaching of those who have come before us.  But the disciples, 
the religious leaders and the crowds back then were just meeting him for the first time.  
They’d never met anyone like this Jesus of Nazareth before. 

They’d heard of men leading cults and rulers claiming to be gods and rites and 
rituals meant to purify one’s soul.  But they’d never experienced a real live Messiah before. 
 And now this one, this Jesus, wants them to turn their whole lives upside down and have 
faith in him and his teachings. 



They have a lot to lose. 
We know that some of Jesus’ disciples were social outcasts, like the fishermen 

whose trade kept them ritually unclean according to God’s Law.  But some of Jesus’ 
disciples and followers were regarded with respect as honest business men and women, 
trustworthy laborers and honorable family members.  Jesus asked them to take up their 
cross and follow him.  He knew if they put all their faith in him it would tear their families 
apart.  He knew if they gave all they had so others might have SOME, they would have 
nothing to call their own.  But Jesus also knew that loving God more than any earthly 
possession or position would free these people to live, truly live as children of God. 

Yes, they had a lot to lose, but they had eternity to gain. 
I’ve heard people these days use the phrase, “That’s my cross to bear” when they 

feel put upon by circumstances beyond their control.  They carry a burden they did not 
choose.  But JESUS asks us to WILLINGLY take up our cross, accept  being different, risk 
living in love like our Lord and really following him.  Because as the prophet Isaiah wrote 
“The Lord God helps me ... and I know that I shall not be put to shame.” 

Live like Jesus.  Love God and love your neighbor.  Take up your cross willingly and 
learn to live in freedom as a beloved child of God.  Amen 
  


