Lenten Series: Who Is This Jesus?

#2 – “The Rejected Son of Man”

Mark 8: 27-38

During Lent we are pondering one of the central questions of our faith – Who is this Jesus?  By the way, the title of this sermon series and the question it poses is taken from a wonderful little book I read some years back and which I still recommend today. 

In his author’s preface in Who Is This Jesus, Michael Green writes:

 “The character of Jesus is immensely attractive. It embodies all that we ourselves would, in our best moments, like to be. The teachings of Jesus are without a doubt the greatest that have ever been offered to humankind. The death of Jesus is certainly the most famous in the history of the world. And the claims of Jesus are so starling that they stop us in our tracks and challenge us to make up our minds about this most remarkable person.” (p.6)

 Indeed everything about Jesus is intriguing to us. And especially for Christian people, probing the depths of who Jesus is is at the center of our faith.

 So it only seems fitting that the passage we have read in Mark’s gospel today is at the center – the literal center, the literary center, the theological center - of the gospel. That’s right – as we say in the South, it is “smack dab in the middle” of Mark’s gospel.

 And what is perhaps even more interesting is that in the center of Mark’s gospel, we have Jesus asking our Lenten question for us. As far as we can tell, there is only one occasion where Jesus asked this question about himself. And it’s intriguing that it just happens to be in the center – “smack dab in the middle of” Mark’s story about Jesus. It makes you wonder, was the placing of this question by the evangelist Mark making a statement? Who Jesus is – for each of us individually, for our church and for the world IS central. And simply in the layout of his treatise on Jesus, Mark makes that clear.

 Who is this Jesus? Our text today offers three perspectives on the question that is guiding us through this Lenten season. The first perspective is that of the…

…Public

Of course, the reason this perspective is included is because Jesus asks for it. He was journeying along with his disciples and he asks, 

“Who do people say that I am?” (v.28)

It’s hard to determine why Jesus would be interested in what people were saying about him. He doesn’t impress me as the kind of guy who is really into public opinion polls. I mean, politicians are into that sort of thing big time. Having just been through an election year, we know that. I would dare say both Barack Obama and John McCain spent millions of dollars with pollsters taking the pulse of the public so that they could conform their image to garner the greatest support from the public. But Jesus doesn’t impress me as the politician type.

 Nevertheless he gets an answer from the disciples to his question. “Well, some say you’re like a new John the Baptist. Other’s are saying you’re like the reincarnation of Elijah or one of the other great prophets of old.”

 Wow! Now that could go to your head couldn’t it? The expectations were high in the public for who this Jesus was. They likened him to some extraordinary people from history; elevated him to a higher plain. And they did that because they expected something extraordinary from him. 

 Isn’t that always the case with the adoring public? We fly people pretty high up there don’t we? And then when they come crashing down, because they’re human, we stand back quietly exulting in their descent from the heights.

 Yes, Jesus asked what the public was saying about him. And maybe in the back of his mind he already knows how fickle the public will become. It won’t be long before he will ride triumphantly into Jerusalem to cheers. And then 3 days later, the cheers will turn jeers. 

 Our first perspective on who Jesus is comes from the public. However, it is a perspective which, like popularity, is fleeting. The adoring crowd can become the abhorring crowd in the blink of an eye. 

But take note that Jesus moves on to second question – a more focused question – directed specifically at his disciples closest to him. 

“But who do you say that I am?”(v.29)

 And that leads to the second perspective on who this Jesus is. It is the perspective of one named…

…Peter

 Did you ever notice that whenever something happens in the gospel stories that the disciples are connected with, Peter is right in the middle of it? Always the first to respond; always the first to react; Peter steps up to answer the focused question of Jesus here. “You’ re the Messiah,” says Peter. Aha! That’s who Jesus is! He’s the Messiah! Isn’t that what we want all people to believe and to affirm? That Jesus is the Messiah?

 But take a look at the very next thing Jesus says to Peter and all of his cohorts in verse 30:

“And he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.”

  Now wait a minute: doesn’t Peter have it right? Isn’t Jesus the Messiah? Isn’t that at the center of what Christian’s believe? Well, yes, what Peter asserts here is technically true. Jesus is the Messiah. But the question is what kind of Messiah will Jesus be?

 You see, Jesus knew that the title, Messiah, was a loaded term in Peter’s mind and in the minds of all in that day and time. In the Jewish ethos of that period, Messiah was expected to be a conquering hero. The Messiah was going to a powerful military and political leader who would usher in a new era; usher in a new kingdom. In the minds of folks like Peter and the disciples, Messiah was going to be one who would march in and eliminate a century of Roman rule and oppression; one that would restore Israel to her former glory. The Messiah would be characterized by, strength, power, success and glory.

 And knowing that image of the Messiah is at the heart of Peter’s bold statement of faith, Jesus says, “Shhhhh!” And the next words Mark writes in his gospel are these:

“Then (Jesus) began to teach them…” (v.31)

  And what he began to teach them is the third perspective in our text today on our Lenten question. This perspective comes from…

…Jesus

 Mark writes that Jesus 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.” (v.31)

 Our ears need to perk up right here because Jesus himself is teaching us about who he is. This is not the perspective of an adoring public. It is not even the perspective of one of the first disciples and one of the founding fathers of the church. This is the perspective of the man himself! Listen! Shhh! Listen to Jesus! And what you will hear is something that is hard to swallow. 

· The Messiah will not be publicly acclaimed, but publicly reviled. 

· The Messiah will not be successful but will suffer.

· The Messiah will not reign as a conquering hero, but be rejected as a curious heretic.

· The Messiah will not ascend to the throne, but will be lifted up on a cross.

 And it says in verse 32, “he said all of this quite openly.” Or as The Message translations puts it, “He said this simply and clearly so they couldn't miss it.”

 Here we get a totally and wildly different perspective on who this Jesus is we Christians are called to worship and follow. And we need to pay attention to it, for it comes from Jesus himself. He’s a different kind of Messiah than either Peter or many of us expected or wanted. In fact, look at how Peter responds to what Jesus says:

“And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him,”

 It’s apparent that Peter did not want to hear what Jesus had to say. It hurt too much I guess. It destroyed all Peter’s pre-conceived notions about the kind of Messiah he had signed up to follow. He wanted to follow the successful Jesus, the conquering Jesus, the winning Jesus. “Hush with all this rejected-son-of-man stuff, Jesus!”

 I can sympathize with Peter’s pain, and maybe you can too. We would all prefer a Messiah and God who is powerful, and gives us exactly what we want; a Messiah and God who conforms to all our assumptions of success; who is our Messiah and God on our terms. But Jesus will not be made over in our image! He tells, Peter:

“Get behind me Satan! You’re focusing on human things and not divine things.” (v. 33)

 Could it possibly be that God’s ways are not our ways? Could it possibly be that God’s path to his kingdom is not through the things we human’s place such a high premium on – power, success, status, winning? Could it be that the kingdom of God comes through suffering love; through the willingness of God’s own son to lay down his life for the life of the world?

 And the answer we discover to those questions every Lent is found in the cross. Some one has written these words:

“Jesus today has many who love his heavenly kingdom, but few who carry his cross; many who yearn for comfort, few who long for distress. Plenty of people he finds to share his banquet, few to share his fast. Everyone desires to take part in his rejoicing, but few are willing to suffer anything for his sake. There are many that follow Jesus as far as the breaking of bread, few as far as drinking the cup of suffering; many that revere his miracles, few that follow him in the indignity of the cross.” 

That’s a sad indictment of Christianity. But maybe we can take some comfort in knowing those words were written more than 500 years ago, by Thomas à Kempis.  (“Remember the Cross” in Preachers Magazine, March 12, 2006)
 Whether it was in Jesus own time, in Thomas a Kempis’ time or our time, we have to listen again and again to the teaching of Jesus less we settle for our own perspective on who he is. He is the Messiah, yes, but he does not conform to our expectations. His way to success is through suffering. His path to victory is through the cross. And the question for us is whether we will “get behind him” and follow, or simply live with our religious delusion that we can have Easter resurrection without Good Friday rejection.

 Who is this Jesus? As we continue on our Lenten way, let us never forget that the cross is on the horizon. And let us listen to Jesus as he teaches us the kind of Messiah he really is.
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