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Grace Presbyterian Church               February 28, 2021 

Psalm 22: 23-31, Romans 4:13-25, Mark 8: 31-38    Lent II 

"Self-Denial: Rebuking Jesus?” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

Mark 8:34-35: 

34 Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and 

said: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up 

their cross and follow me. 35 For whoever wants to save their life[a] will lose 

it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it. 

Our Lenten reflection is taking seriously Jesus’ call to us. Let us not think it 

is a light or easy calling. It is in line with our Lord’s. Self-denial is not an 

easy thing to consider. It does not come naturally. Neither does the call to 

lose our lives in the Lord’s direction. You and I both know intellectually that 

the cross was a Roman instrument of torturing to death. It was gruesome and 

disgusting. And yet Jesus calls us to take it up, and follow Him. Daily. What 

does this mean? 

It certainly means that we must come to grips with our personal deaths, the 

end of this physical life. All of us have likely attended a funeral in the last 

several years, if not in the last year due to the pandemic. I’ve conducted over 

a hundred of these in my time as a pastor. I personally know the pain of 

missing a funeral, as my oldest brother died last summer and nothing has 

been done formally in his memory. At every funeral, we are called to not 

only remember the one who has passed, not only be stirred to new trust and 

faith in Christ who is the Resurrection and the Life, but also to consider and 

contemplate our own lives and our own deaths. All of us will die. 

Intellectually, this seems like kindergarten knowledge that we all have. But 

emotionally, psychologically and spiritually, we have much to process about 

our own deaths. Jesus asking us to take up our crosses and follow Him is an 

invitation to reflect for a moment on our own personal death. 

I say “reflect for a moment” because there is an incredible amount of 

emotional and psychological weight to this subject. In fact, Ernest Becker 

wrote a Pulitzer Prize winning book on the subject with the title, The Denial 

Of Death. (1973) Now that book is nearly fifty years old but its title reveals 

the thesis of the author that much of our energies are spent denying and 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+8%3A+34-35&version=NIV#fen-NIV-24536a
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repressing physical death. It takes us all by surprise even though we all 

know the statistics and that we don’t need Statistics Canada to remind us that 

one hundred percent of us will die. We don’t need an actuary to tell us how 

long our lives might be, even if our life insurance companies strongly 

depend on them. We simply need the courage to face our physical end. But 

such a courage appears to be heroic, and almost unattainable, except that we 

can do so with Jesus at our side. Indeed, the Bible portrays the Lord as a 

being who is simultaneously fascinating and ultimately, intimately the 

answer to all our deepest longings; while at the same time being terrifyingly 

powerful, majestic, holy and just. (mysterium tremendum et fascinans) The 

Creator of the universe is greater than the universe. And yet here He is in 

Jesus. It’s only with Jesus’ help that I can even look at my death, let alone 

come to some helpful reflection, something more than my fear or anxiety or 

despondency.  

The beauty of facing this end in the presence of Jesus is that we know we 

can face our personal death with the One who faced His and overcame it. 

We face our death in the certainty of Jesus having faced His death and has 

become the firstborn of the Resurrection that tells us physical life is the not 

the end of life. We will continue into the new life, the eternal life that begins 

now but continues beyond this flesh, beyond this physical existence. 

This does not mean that we do not grieve our losses in this life. There are 

many losses to grieve, now, during the pandemic, before, with our many 

friends and family members and others who have died. And you have likely 

looked at Kübler-Ross’s model of the stages of grieving: Shock, Denial, 

Anger, Bargaining, Depression, Acceptance and Hope. It is a way for us to 

see where we are on the sliding scale of contemplating someone else’s death 

and how we are processing that loss. 

May I be so bold as to say it is shocking to hear Jesus say that we must die to 

ourselves spiritually, and we will die physically, whether we want to die or 

not. It is hard to process this. I believe Peter was in shock when he heard in 

Mark 8 that Jesus was telling him Jesus will suffer, be rejected by the elders, 

chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed… Jesus 

spoke plainly. He also mentioned Jesus would be raised three days later, but 

I think Peter was stuck in the shock of being told by his Master and Messiah 

that he was going to die soon, as a young man. This didn’t fit with Peter’s 

understanding of the Kingdom now being inaugurated, begun by Jesus. So 

Peter’s response of taking Jesus aside and rebuking Him comes out of that 
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shock. Jesus has to set him straight. Jesus in fact rebukes Peter. And any of 

us who do not want to contemplate the death He calls us to… 

Jesus states out loud that Peter is the instrument of Satan at that moment. 

Jesus rejects the devil’s test of telling him He didn’t have to die, He didn’t 

have to face His own death. Jesus is very clear: Peter, you don’t have in 

mind the things of God, but the things of man. (v. 33) Jesus knew He had to 

face His own death. He had no short cuts to completing His mission. 

Shockingly, He asks us all to do the same: Deny yourself. Take up your 

cross. Follow Me. What is Jesus asking us to do? 

Self-denial means we go against our natural tendency to fulfill all our own 

desires and lead our own life completely independently of any other 

controlling influence. Self-denial has us fully accepting a new authority in 

our lives, a new leader, a living God who can and will direct us, who can and 

does speak to us, as we choose to listen. We are not robots, not machines. 

We continue to make choices, but everyday we can now make a choice to 

follow Jesus, Jesus’ teaching, Scriptural imperatives and be transformed by 

that central relationship. We still make our choices. We still are who we are. 

Yet, at the same time, we are a totally new creature in Christ: “Therefore if 

anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has 

come.” (2 Cor. 5:17) This means the new is now replacing the old, as Jesus 

has made the new appear and as we choose the new every day. We are first 

of all new, by Jesus’ work, but then He encourages us to follow. 

This life long three point sermon of 1) Denying yourself, 2) taking up your 

cross and 3) following Jesus has the core dynamic of dying. Now don’t miss 

the living part…the resurrection part; but also don’t miss the dying part. Part 

of the big battle we have against sin is the dual allegiance we have, the battle 

between the flesh (the sinful nature/life) and the spirit (the spiritual life, 

agreeing with the Holy Spirit). That’s why Paul in Galatians tells us to “live 

by the Spirit and you will not gratify the desire of the flesh (the sinful 

nature). For the flesh (sinful nature) desires what is contrary to the Spirit and 

the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh (sinful nature). They are in conflict 

with one another, so that you do not do what you want.” (Gal. 5: 16-17) 

“Doing what you want to do” is another piece of Paul where he says he’s 

addicted to the old life of the flesh, the sinful life and that “he does not do 

what he wants to do, but what he hates to do, he does.” (Romans 6:15) And 
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so he cries out: “Who will rescue me from this body of death?...Thanks be to 

God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (6:24-25) Jesus calls us to die to our 

sinful nature and agree with our new calling day by day, hour by hour, and 

moment by moment. 

Will there be grieving in this life? You know there is. It is a terrible 

transition from a dying life to a new life, and yet wonderful because of the 

life side, because Jesus is truly taking us from death to life. We still live here 

in this broken, death side of life with a tendency to prefer rebellion to God 

over obedience and agreement with God. There is much spiritual conflict 

that we face. There is much emotional conflict that we face. There is much 

turmoil that we face. But we are not alone. 

Many of us want to run away as Jonah did. It is all a bit too much. Just as we 

get used to this physical life and whatever has gone right in these bodies of 

ours…we are transitioning to the new life and a new body. Yes, you yourself 

in a new body. How is bodily resurrection possible? Jesus makes it so. And 

teaching on that is for a Sunday in the near future. Today, we simply note 

that most of us are in shock or denial about our own deaths.  

We intellectually remember that Jesus has called us to deny ourselves and 

take up our cross and to follow Him. But what does that mean? It is the 

three-point sermon of Jesus that we should practice daily. Why daily? Dr. 

Luke records that word “daily” as a part of Jesus’ teaching in Luke 9:23. 

Also, it takes a daily dose of choosing Jesus’ lordship over own, because He 

really does know better than we do how to live our lives daily. He followed 

His Father’s will. We are called to do the same. He trusted God. We are 

called to do the same. He wept at a friend’s death and grieved him (John 11: 

35). We weep at our relationship losses. He asked the Father to make the cup 

of His horrific death to go away, but He also accepted His Father’s will. 

(Luke 22:42) He accepted His death. We are to do the same. We are to say 

“yes” daily to Jesus’ spiritual life at work within us, and “no” to the 

rebellious nature of sin and rebellion against God daily. Life and death are 

set before us every day. Choose life. 

Dying to ourselves, that is, dying to our rebellious sinful nature will continue 

until our physical deaths. It is a choice daily to realize these days are 

numbered, as the Psalmist often says: “Teach us, O Lord, to number our 

days aright, that we might gain a heart of wisdom…” (Ps 90:12) We know 

the supply of days is limited. We know the demand of our days often crowds 
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out what we say is most important to us: our faith, our worship, our prayers, 

and the Scriptures. So now is the time to know your heart. Now is the time 

to worship. 

Give yourself a chance to grieve activity, business and joy losses, others, the 

former life that may have given you more comfort than the present life. That 

may mean taking note of denials, anger, and low spots in your life. The Lord 

can walk you through these. He is with you. He is guiding you through the 

loss of your self-controlled life to the new life in Him. He wants to give you 

the courage, the power, the love and the truth to navigate the stormiest of 

waters in your daily living. 

He knows what you need. Now it is again the challenge of giving Him the 

time, rather than doing some other familiar thing. Listening time is key. He 

continues to broadcast on so many frequencies. Creation itself points us up 

to Him. The beauty of the winter, spring, summer and fall…all you have to 

do is call…He is there. 

Don’t be afraid of your death, and your spiritual dying, for new life and 

spiritual life is right there as well. Resurrection is on the way. Meanwhile we 

daily grieve, we daily live, we daily give thanks, we daily remember the One 

who gives life and asks us to trust Him and follow Him, through the 

suffering, through death, through everything. 

Let us pray. 

 


