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 We’re right in the middle of Mark’s Gospel right now, and 

there are some massively important statements that Mark is 

recording for us here.  Last week we looked at Peter’s statement 

that Jesus is the Christ, and we noted the connection between the 

way in which Jesus healed the blind man in stages and how He is 

now healing the disciples’ spiritual blindness in stages.  They now 

see that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah.  But the statement that 

Jesus is about to make in our passage for this morning is going to 

blow their minds.  They have been given sight, but many of the 

details are still very blurry.   

 In the passage we’ll study today Jesus speaks of suffering 

and discipleship.  The Son of Man must suffer, and His disciples 

must suffer, too. 

 

The Son of Man Must Suffer (verses 31-33) 

 Verse 31 says that Jesus “began to teach them that the Son 

of Man must suffer many things.”  Jesus is revealing something 

new to them about His mission—something shocking, something 

incomprehensible to their minds.  Jesus will make the same 

prediction in chapter 9, and then again in chapter 10.  In each case 

the disciples will be confused, and in each case Jesus will proceed 

to teach them about discipleship.  They need to understand, and we 

need to understand, that suffering is at the very core of what 

Christianity is all about.  It was a necessary and central component 

of what Jesus did, and as followers of Jesus it is a necessary and 

central component of our lives as well.   

 There are two very surprising things about what Jesus says 

here.  First of all, He says that the Son of Man must suffer.  Jesus 

refers to Himself as the Son of Man.  He often uses this term to 

refer to Himself.  It’s a term that hearkens back to the prophecy of 

Daniel 7 and is therefore a veiled allusion to His power and 

dominion as the Messiah.  What’s shocking is that He says that He 

must suffer.  This was completely out of sync with the way the 

disciples envisioned the Messiah.  They have now affirmed that 

Jesus is the Messiah, but the idea that the Messiah would suffer 

was entirely foreign to them.  It was a contradictory notion.  In 

their minds, part of what it meant to be the Messiah was not to 

suffer, but rather to conquer.  They didn’t see the Messiah as the 

Suffering Servant, but as the reigning King.  So this caught them 

completely off guard. 

 The other thing that is surprising about this prediction of 

Jesus’ suffering is that the suffering will be inflicted, not by 
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criminals and rebels of society, but by the most respected and 

upright individuals known to them.  Jesus says He will “be rejected 

by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and be killed.”  

That is mind-boggling.  That is counter-intuitive.  It shows us the 

counter-intuitive nature of the kingdom He ushered in.  It shows us 

that the Kingdom of God is nothing like any kingdom we would 

conceive of on our own.  Jesus opposed the highly respected 

religious leaders, and the opposition was so intense that they 

murdered Him.  And Jesus willingly gave up His life.  When we 

think of a kingdom we think of power, control, triumph over 

enemies, and the absence of suffering.  Jesus ushers in a kingdom 

that certainly achieves power and triumph (He mentions the 

resurrection here as well), but the triumph comes through 

suffering.  What a radical idea this is!  It’s a radical idea we need 

to get our minds and hearts around if we’re truly going to live out 

the Christian life.   

 We too often want to treat Christianity like an add-on to 

our comfortable American lives, but Jesus won’t allow it.  

Suffering, rejection, crucifixion—this is what Jesus came to earth 

to do.  He was the Suffering Servant.  He came and offered 

Himself up on behalf of His enemies—enemies who would be 

reconciled to Him because of His death, enemies whose sins would 

be covered because He suffered in their place.  That is the radical 

truth of the Gospel.   

In Mark 1:14-15 Jesus was proclaiming the gospel of God, 

saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; 

repent and believe in the gospel.”  Now in chapter 8 He is defining 

more specifically what this Good News involves.  The first part of 

verse 32 says literally, “And he spoke the word plainly.”  Most of 

the translations don’t bring out the explicit mention of “the word” 

here, but I think it’s significant.  Jesus is telling them plainly about 

the word of the Gospel.  At the heart of the Good News is the fact 

that the Messiah will suffer and die and then rise again.  It was 

inconceivable to the first century Jewish mind, but Jesus was 

beginning to reveal this to His disciples.   

Peter’s reaction shows how inconceivable it was.  He 

responded boldly and passionately and ignorantly.  It’s interesting 

to think about Mark writing this Gospel based on the eye-witness 

accounts of Peter, himself.  It makes me think of how much God 

humbled Peter through all of these experiences, so that years later 

he could recount this event to Mark, this event that would be so 

humiliating for Peter to own up to.  An insensitive friend might say 

to Peter, “What were you thinking!  You tried to keep Jesus from 

going to the cross?  You almost messed up the whole plan!”  Peter, 

of course, eventually came to see all of this very clearly.  He didn’t 

see it then, though.  He wanted a health and wealth Messiah.  By 
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God’s grace he eventually came to see the truth, so that after 

Pentecost he was able to preach boldly and passionately about the 

suffering of Christ.  And He even saw that suffering of the Messiah 

was foretold by the prophets.  He told the Jews in Acts 3:17-19, 

"“And now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did 

also your rulers. But what God foretold by the mouth of all the 

prophets, that his Christ would suffer, he thus fulfilled. Repent 

therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out," (Acts 

3:17-19, ESV)  

 And Peter wrote much about suffering in his letters.  1 

Peter 2:20-21, for instance:  "if when you do good and suffer for it 

you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this 

you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving 

you an example, so that you might follow in his steps." (1 Peter 

2:20-21, ESV) 

 So Peter got it.  God eventually granted him clear sight, full 

understanding.  But here in Mark 8 his sight is still so blurry that 

he finds himself opposing God.  His words are actually on the side 

of Satan rather than God.  I imagine the next part of this scene 

would have been especially hard for Peter to retell.  Jesus rebuked 

Peter, and He did so publically in front of the other disciples.  

Jesus knew that Peter wasn’t the only one thinking this.  All the 

disciples were baffled by what Jesus had just said.  So they all 

needed to hear this rebuke.  It’s hard to think of a harsher rebuke, 

“Get behind me, Satan!  For you are not setting your mind on the 

things of God, but on the things of man.”  Jesus says to Peter, “Get 

behind me, Satan!”  Peter, in his opposition to the will of God, has 

aligned himself with Satan.  This is similar to the temptation in the 

wilderness that Jesus endured at the very beginning of His 

ministry.  He was tempted by Satan.  Now He is tempted by one of 

His own disciples. 

 The explanation of the rebuke is not worded quite how we 

would expect.  After this mention of Satan, it seems like Jesus 

would say, “For you are not setting your mind on the things of 

God, but on the things of Satan.”  But instead He says, “on the 

things of man.”  This shows us the depravity of man.  It reveals the 

reality that Satan is the “god of this world,” the god of this fallen, 

sinful, depraved world.  Like Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 4:4, “the 

god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep 

them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who 

is the image of God.”     

 This shows us how the sinful nature that we are all born 

with is programmed to oppose God and His purposes.  That’s the 

default.  That’s our depraved nature.  And that’s where Peter found 

himself in this situation.  He rebuked Jesus, thinking he had a 
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better plan.  But then Jesus put Peter in his place, telling him that 

his mindset was opposed to God and, in fact, satanic. 

 The message that comes through so emphatically in these 

verses is the revolutionary and radical idea that the Messiah must 

suffer and die and then rise again.  And this is the message that sets 

the course for the rest of Mark.  Jesus is now on His way to 

Jerusalem, to the cross, to suffering and rejection and crucifixion, 

and then resurrection.                   

 

His Disciples Must Suffer (verses 34-38) 

 Jesus then moves from talking about His suffering to 

talking about His disciples’ suffering.  His words continue to be 

shocking and revolutionary and radical.  The audience is different 

now, with Jesus calling the crowd to him with his disciples.  He’s 

no longer just with the Twelve, but with a larger group.  And He’s 

going to say these things about discipleship to this much broader 

audience.  This is significant because it shows that these statements 

don’t just apply to the Twelve.  They aren’t just for the leaders of 

the early church.  They are for anyone who would follow Christ, 

which means these words are for us as much as they were for those 

first century disciples.   

 The main assertion comes in verse 34, and then the 

following verses are given as foundation and support for that 

statement.  The main point is verse 34.  The summons to true 

discipleship is this: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny 

himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  It sounds redundant, 

because He’s essentially saying, “If anyone would follow me, let 

him follow me.”  But the two imperatives in the middle define for 

us what that means.  This is what discipleship entails: denying 

yourself and taking up your cross.   

 Of denying oneself, William Lane in his commentary on 

Mark, says that “those who wish to follow [Jesus] must be 

prepared to shift the center of gravity in their lives from a concern 

for self to reckless abandon to the will of God.”
1
  What does that 

look like in your life?  Do you see God working in your life in 

such a way that you are less concerned about personal comforts 

and pleasures and securities and reputation, and you are more 

concerned about the glory of Christ and making Him known?  Do 

you see those evidences of grace?  This is what it means to be a 

follower of Christ.  It’s not about you!  It’s not about self.  It’s 

about self-sacrifice.  It’s about giving up your rights.  It’s about 

letting go of your selfish desires and aspirations, and surrendering 

to whatever God would have you do.   

 When Jesus said to this crowd that they must take up their 

cross, they would have been repulsed by that image.  A few verses 

                                                 
1
 William Lane, Mark, page 307. 
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earlier He referred to His death, but He didn’t say how He would 

die.  We immediately think of the cross, but that wouldn’t have 

been on their minds.  To say that Jesus’ followers must take up 

their cross would have been a sickening image.  To think of 

individuals on a death march, carrying the cross-beam on which 

they would be hung.  To think of criminals slowly suffocating as 

they hung there on the cross, dying a tortuous death.  We have to 

remember what the cross is.  We have so many pretty crosses 

today, made of gold and silver and nicely finished wood.  So it’s 

easy for us to forget the horrifying images that should come to 

mind when we think of the cross.   

 It means death.  It means martyrdom.  It means torture.  It 

means ridicule and humiliation.  It means public shame.  This is 

what Jesus endured, and He calls His disciples to follow in His 

steps.  Many in the early church suffered in similar ways, and 

brothers and sisters in Christ are suffering for their faith today as 

well.  I just read in the Voice of the Martyrs newsletter of a young 

couple in Egypt who had been Muslims but converted to 

Christianity.  The man, Muhammed, after he became a Christian, 

was beaten regularly by his father until he moved out.  Then he 

was tortured by the Egyptian police on several occasions.  The 

articles says, “They tied a blindfold around his eyes, hung him 

upside down by rope, beat him and shocked him with electric 

batons trying to gather information about other Christians.”
2
  He 

and his family are now in hiding.  But here’s the amazing thing.  

He doesn’t want to leave Egypt.  Even if it costs him his life, he 

wants to stay there and pray for converts.  He says, “If we 

Christian converts leave Egypt, who will bring light to the Islamic 

society?”  That’s taking up your cross to follow Jesus.  That’s 

denying yourself.  That’s giving up your rights, giving up your 

claim on comfort and safety, in order to make your life count for 

Christ.   

 At this point you might ask, But what does that look like 

for me?  We’re not in danger of being tortured or killed because of 

our faith.  We live in America.  Our freedom of religion is 

protected.  So what does taking up the cross look like for me?  I 

don’t know what it’s going to look like for you.  I don’t know all 

the ways that this will play out in our lives.  But I hope and pray 

that the center of gravity in our lives will not be self, but rather a 

reckless abandon to the will of God.  And I pray that as that 

happens we will dream big dreams of how to serve the lost and 

serve the nations in self-sacrificing ways, how to share the Gospel 

with unbelievers even when it involves public shame, that we will 

live holy and upright lives even when others scoff, that we will go 

to the hard places in the world to encourage people like 

                                                 
2
 Introductory article by Tom White in the August 2010 newsletter of VOM.   
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Mohammed and pray with him for the spread of the Gospel in his 

land. 

 Here’s one way for each of us to examine our hearts and 

see where we’re at with this.  What are the things that you have 

settled in your heart—I will never do _____________ fill in the 

blank.  There are certain things I’ll do for Jesus, but I could never 

move my family.  I could never travel overseas.  I could never do 

street evangelism.  I could never talk to my neighbor about the 

Gospel.  I could never give financially to missions in a way that 

would infringe on my hobbies.  Questions like that will reveal 

where we are not willing to deny self or take up the cross.  So let’s 

check our hearts and pray that God will give us a clearer view of 

reality so that we can give up lower pleasures for higher ones. 

 That’s what Jesus explains for us in verses 35-38.  He gives 

us a rationale and a basis for why we should want to follow Him, 

why we should gladly deny ourselves and take up our crosses.  It 

doesn’t sound desirable on the surface.  Why would I want to deny 

myself?  Why would I want to take up my cross?  That’s a hard 

sell, especially in our culture.  Everything is about self.  And Jesus 

is saying deny yourself?  Embrace suffering?  Why would anyone 

want to do that? 

 Verses 35-38 give us the answer.  Verse 35 sounds 

paradoxical.  Let me paraphrase it this way: “Whoever would save 

his life here on earth will lose it ultimately, but whoever loses his 

life here on earth for my sake and the gospel’s will save it 

eternally.”  In other words, whoever spends his earthly life 

protecting his possessions and selfish pleasures will ultimately, on 

the day of judgment, lose his life.  But whoever gives up any claim 

to property and selfish pleasures for the sake of Christ and the 

Gospel, will discover true life and will live forever with the Lord.  

It’s the difference between a temporal, earthly, material 

perspective, and an eternal, heavenly, Christ-centered perspective.  

The person with an earthly perspective seeks his satisfaction in 

earthly things: money, possessions, power, prestige, popularity, 

comfort, etc.  That person may gain the whole world, as verse 36 

says, but it will all come crashing down in the end.  Jesus will 

return and say, “You spent your whole life denying me and 

disobeying me and looking for joy and pleasure apart from me.  

Don’t you know that I am the only One who can bring you 

happiness?”  And in that way the earthly-minded person will 

forfeit his soul.  On the last day he will realize that it was all a 

waste.  It was all meaningless. 

 But the person with an eternal perspective looks for 

pleasure, not in earthly things, but in Christ.  This person seeks a 

much higher pleasure, an infinitely greater pleasure, a pleasure that 

will last forever.  We should be clear that the difference between 
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these two perspectives is not between 1) seeking happiness and 2) 

not seeking happiness.  Some people think becoming a Christian 

means giving up fun things in order to put yourself under the 

burdensome rules of religion.  And if you only read verse 34 about 

denying yourself and taking up your cross, you might think that.  

But as we understand Jesus’ explanation in verses 35-38, we 

should see that denying yourself and taking up your cross is 

actually the only path to real happiness.  It’s the only way to 

experience life to the fullest, and life forevermore.  So the 

difference is not between seeking happiness and not seeking 

happiness.  The difference is between pursuing low earthly 

pleasures that will only last for a moment, and pursuing high 

heavenly pleasures that will last for eternity. 

 Jim Elliot’s life was a great example of this.  He had an 

eternal perspective, and therefore he was willing to give up 

everything in his reckless abandon to the will of God.  He and his 

wife, Elisabeth, and their young daughter, headed to Ecuador as 

missionaries, along with some other missionary families.  Their 

goal was to reach the Aucu tribe with the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 

even though they knew this was a savage and violent people.  On 

January 8, 1956, Jim Elliot, Nate Saint, Roger Yuderian, Pete 

Fleming and Ed McCulley all stood along the shore the Curaray 

River, hoping to meet some of the Auca men.  They wanted to 

show kindness to these people, and build a relationship with them, 

and learn their language, and tell them about Jesus.  But instead, 

the Aucas brutally murdered all five of those men that day.  These 

missionaries came in love, wanting to serve, and they ended up 

losing their very lives.  The truly amazing part of the story, though, 

is that Elisabeth Elliot, Jim’s widow, was later able to reach the 

Auca tribe with the Gospel, and they have never been the same 

since.  A lot has been written about Jim Elliot and these 

missionaries. 

 But I tell you about Jim Elliot because I want to share this 

quote from one of his journals that summarizes the passion of his 

life and also summarizes the point of these verses.  Jim wrote, “He 

is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot 

lose.”  That captures the meaning of Jesus’ paradoxical statement 

in Mark 8:35.  If you try to hold on tightly to the things of this 

world, which you cannot keep anyway, you will end up losing 

everything.  But if you loosen your grip and let go of these earthly 

material goods, then you can gain something that will never pass 

away, namely, abundant life and eternal life with Jesus Christ. 

 Jim Elliot was no fool to give up the comforts of America 

and even life itself in order to experience the great joy of radically 

following Christ and spending forever with Him.   
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 The last piece of Jesus’ explanation in these verses is the 

warning that judgment is coming.  We see in verse 38 that Jesus, 

the Son of Man, will return.  He is going to come in the glory of 

His Father with the holy angels.  In Matthew 16:27 we find a 

similar statement.  Jesus says, “For the Son of Man is going to 

come with his holy angels in the glory of his Father, and then he 

will repay each person according to what he has done.”   

 Jesus is coming, and He is going to repay each person 

according to what he has done.  Those who are trusting in Christ 

and as a result are seeking to obey Christ, they will be rewarded 

with eternal life in heaven.  But those who are not trusting in Christ 

alone for the forgiveness of sins will be condemned to an eternity 

in hell.  Thus, the day of our Lord’s return is going to be both a 

glorious day as well as a terrifying day. 

 Verse 38 in our passage gives us a criterion by which we 

will be judged.  Jesus says that those who are ashamed of “me and 

my words,” He will also be ashamed of them.  The phrase “me and 

my words” is parallel to the phrase in verse 35, “my sake and the 

gospel’s.”  So the focus is on Christ and the Gospel of Christ.  And 

the question, then, is: Are you ashamed of Christ or the Gospel?  

Jesus’ words here contain a pretty serious threat for those who are 

ashamed of Him, and this reminder of the coming judgment puts 

everything in a new light.  The truth that Jesus is coming at some 

point in the future to judge each person according to what he has 

done, as Matthew 11 says, puts all of life in a different perspective.            

 For the unbeliever, this ought to be seen as a stern warning.  

You will be called to account for all your actions in this life.  If 

you are apart from Christ, then God will punish you for your sins 

against Him.  All of us have sinned.  None of us are good enough 

for God.  We all fall short of God’s commands.  Therefore our 

only hope is to plead for the mercy and grace that comes only 

through God’s Son, Jesus Christ.  He is the perfect One, and He 

died a sacrificial death for sinners like me and you.  And everyone 

who trusts in Him is united to Him in such a way that we are seen 

as perfect (even though we’re not!).  We are counted righteous 

based on the righteousness of Christ.  Judgment is coming, and if 

you think you’ll be able to stand before the Holy God and 

commend your life to Him based on your own merits, you are 

sadly mistaken.  Christ is your only hope. 

 The reality of the coming judgment is also important in the 

life of those who profess Christ.  The warnings of Scripture should 

motivate us as well as the promises of Scripture.  In this passage 

we have the promise that our life will be saved if we lose it for 

Jesus and the Gospel, and now we have this warning, too, that if 

we are ashamed of Him, He will be ashamed of us.  This is the 

carrot and the stick.  The carrot is in front of us, motivating us 
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forward with the glorious promise of true life.  And the stick is 

behind us, warning us that judgment is coming, a judgment that 

will expose our hearts and show whether we have truly been 

resting in Christ. 

 Brothers and sisters, may we heed these words of our Lord.  

May we see the glory of His suffering, and joyfully follow Him in 

denying ourselves and taking up our crosses.  And may we pursue 

this life of self-sacrifice, not as a burden, not as a duty, but because 

we are passionate to experience real life.  We don’t want to waste 

our lives on trivial things.  Rather, we want to spend our lives on 

those things that will bring true joy and peace, the things that will 

last forever.   


