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Pentecost 13 "Losing Life to Find It?" Matt 16 25 Aug 30 2020 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. Amen! 

Losing life to find it? I usually find that the easiest way to find something is to 

make sure you never lose it.  

Matthew, prompted by the Spirit, remembers that Jesus had some interesting 

things to say about the radical, counter intuitive, and upside-down nature of 

discipleship right here. Following Christ involves a denial of self and taking up of 

the cross. To save one’s life means to lose it for Jesus’ sake. If we would hang onto 

it, grasping it within our own control, it will slip through our fingers like a fist 

clenched around a handful of water. The harder you grab, the less you have until 

your hand is empty.  

The phrase “for my sake” needs to be emphasized here. Many are willing to lose 

their lives for all sorts of things. We become passionate about all sorts of things, 

politics, love, money, and power. And these things consume our lives. But are 

they for the sake of Jesus? Some folks even do this for Lutheran congregations. 

Are they really losing their lives for Jesus or for Redeemer Huntington Beach 

where they were baptized, confirmed, married, or planned to have their funeral.  

This deserves to be looked at a little deeper. What does it mean to deny oneself 

and pick up the cross? This can be read in a number of ways. Confession is one 

essential way to deny oneself, is it not? There, we deny our own rights, our own 

excuses, our egos and all the stuff we might be tempted to rely upon. We must 

stand naked and helpless before God. His eye lays bare every secret sin and his 

power will not be denied by our best excuse. True repentance means we must 

repudiate what we are…poor miserable sinners, helpless to save ourselves. 

How do we say no to ourselves? How do we say yes to God, be born again, and let 

that new man come forth? We acknowledge that God is at the root of all this. But 

what is the denial of self for our generation? Is the self-denial really about 

somehow living a life which in some way bears witness to the cross, either 

through service, penitence, worship, or witness?  
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The image of cross bearing was radical and scandalous in the ancient world. Only 

criminals died on crosses, and slaves. One of the great benefits of being a Roman 

citizen was they could not crucify you, legally. What in our cross-bearing 

exhortation is scandalous for our hearers? Actually, the list of things at the end of 

the Epistle lesson are pretty scandalous – enemy loving is never a terribly popular 

thing. Do we bear the cross when we love the Muslim or the immigrant? Doesn’t 

Jeremiah bear the cross when he takes the really unpopular position in the 

waning days of Jerusalem?    

But in this picture, to take up the cross is not a bad thing. For the sinner to take 

up the cross means that he finds his life in the rough wood of that ancient 

instrument of torture. He gladly takes it to himself. He holds it high and wears it 

with joy. His Savior, His Lord has died here and that death has worked the 

removal of his guilt and sin. There is no point in hanging onto the excuses, the old 

things that mattered so much to the old sinner. The old justifications just don’t 

make any sense.  

But there is another way to look at this. Jesus is giving his followers, whom He has 

carried through the Paschal triumph, a realistic look at the life to which He is 

calling them. The disciples, like the master, walk the same road. Jesus has not 

won popularity contests. The crowds that follow him are fickle. No one knows this 

better than Matthew’s audience who live among the Palestinian Jewish 

community.  

This is the same group that flocked to Jesus when He did the miracles and now 

they are cursing the name of the Nazarene. For the followers of Jesus that means 

that they have been evicted from the synagogue and may have been cut off from 

their families and friendships. For a religious Jew this was the most painful 

because so much of their tradition was carried inside the family and through the 

relationships which flowed from the Synagogue.  

These Palestinian Jewish Christians would be asked to follow Jesus up a hill where 

pain, perhaps death, and certainly shame, and ridicule were waiting. Matthew 

wants them to know that they have made the right choice in following Christ. He 

also wants them to see that their suffering has meaning and merit.  



3 
 

 

A human being saved is all that really matters, not the persecution or the 

suffering which it entails. That life is transitory, a thing of this world. Even our 

very life this side of heaven does not compare with the good of salvation. There is 

nothing which can be compared to that which Christ has won for us, and it cannot 

be purchased by any other price than his very blood, the very blood which Peter 

sought to stop him from shedding.  

What is more, Jesus implicitly promises an end to this suffering and a righting of 

the wrongs. The Son of God comes with glory and lots of angels. He will repay 

people who persevered in faith through trials and tribulations, for those who 

believed in the One whom God has sent. The scores will all be settled and the 

persecutors will get what they have coming.  

The Bible is clear what a believers’ lot will often be:  

Matthew 5:10-11  “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' 

sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11 “Blessed are you when others revile 

you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 

account. 

John 15:18-20  18 “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it 

hated you. 19 If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but 

because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the 

world hates you. 20 Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A servant is not 

greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you. 

2 Corinthians 12:10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with 

weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, 

then I am strong.  

Three short statements illustrate the heart of our theology: God is God; we are 

not; and this doesn’t look right.1 

The problem with theologies of glory is that, in the crassest sense, they do not 

work well in the long run. Churches that promise their parishioners health and 

wealth, pop psychology, and consumer gratification, eventually seem shallow, 

phony, and manipulative once they encounter suffering.  
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Post-modernists who imagine themselves creating their own realities ultimately 

must confront realities they did not construct: failure, guilt, disease and death. 

The Church is built by Christ to thrive under persecution. In 1950, there were 

approximately 800,000 Christians in China. Today, there are over 100 million. 

There are over 120 times more Christians in China than there were before 

Communism. In the face of severe persecution, rather than accommodation, the 

Chinese Christian church has become the world’s fastest growing church. That’s 

the same as what happened to the first church in the Roman empire. 

According to Jonathan Chao, a Chinese Christian leader, there are several reasons 

for this: First, persecution can deepen a Christian’s spiritual life. Second, 

persecution may help to purge the believer of his inward sins and strengthen his 

faith in Christ. Third, persecution forces Christians into close solidarity with one 

another. Fourth, persistent persecution turns the Christian Church into a church 

of prayer.2 

We must remember the main point of all this. It is worth it to follow Jesus even 

though we don’t have all the answers. We do have the answer to one of life’s 

most important questions. We know the ending of the story. We might not know 

how all the middle parts will go and we don’t know exactly what shape the final 

chapter will take, but we know the end of the story. The resurrected king comes, 

He comes looking for us so that with force unimaginable He can save us. God’s 

power is mighty for us on that last day.  

What is more, this Jesus, this unlikely and odd Messiah who gives his life to save 

us, this Jesus is the only way to salvation. There is no other price which can be 

paid to save a man’s life. Anyone who suggests otherwise is a cheat. To lose all for 

him is really to save all. He will see to it that what is lost is returned, even life 

itself.  

For the Christian this means that when our lives take on that cross-like shape, as 

we suffer with Jesus, looking like him in his passion, our suffering is given meaning 

and purpose. Our suffering is seen by God and He takes note of every part of it. 

Our suffering comes to a decisive end in Christ’s return and the day of our Lord 

Jesus Christ.  
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But what, then, is losing one’s life? It is letting God define your life, putting his 

person and work for you as your highest prize and priority and leaving the things 

of this world as secondary accomplishments. What is carrying your cross? It is 

carrying the work of Jesus for you as your identity, your confidence and your 

certain hope. Did Jesus leave anything undone for your salvation? Did the 

disciples suffer in order to gain salvation? Or was their suffering simply a humble 

response to the saving grace of God in Christ Jesus?  

You carry the cross through Baptism in which you were buried with Christ that 

just as Christ was raised from the dead you too might walk in the newness of light. 

You carry the cross through Holy Communion in which you receive his very body 

and blood shed on the cross for the forgiveness of your sins. You carry the cross in 

your Confession and Absolution in which He promises you forgiveness purchased 

for you on the cross. Carry that cross! Live in that new found life given in 

exchange for the old dead man. Praise be to God! 

And may the love of God and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the power of 

the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 
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