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Rachel Landers Vaagenes       February 25th, 2018 
Georgetown Presbyterian Church                  Mark 8:27-9:1 
“This is Not Going to God the Way You Think” 
 
Let us pray. Dear God may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable in your sight. Oh Lord our Rock and our Redeemer, Amen.  
 
At the risk of losing you, I’ve decided to begin this sermon with some technical exegetical 
background. I promise it will be brief, and relevant.  
 
Mark’s gospel is a sandwich.  
 
When the Bible study classes went through the book last year, we noticed over and over 
again that the gospel writer liked to layer stories inside one another like a Russian doll, or a 
great club sandwich. The outer layers [like bread] support and give context to the inner 
layers, which are meant to be emphasized [like the “meat” of the argument]. 
 
Our passage from Mark 8 is the dead center of the gospel.  
 
It is meant to be read in the context of all the surrounding layers, and it is meant to help 
explain and define those layers as well. Pretty deep, right?  
 
And so as we look at Jesus’ exchange with Peter in Mark 8, we need to do so remembering 
John the Baptist and the beginning of Jesus’ ministry—which Pastor Chris preached on last 
week—and we need to think of the cross and the empty tomb, which wait for us at the end 
of Mark and on Easter Sunday.  
 
And now we are ready to “eat” this sandwich.  
 
Jesus is with his small band of disciples and he asks two questions.  
 
First he asks, “Who do the people say that I am?”  
 
Now, the early churches listening to this story knew that this was no ordinary question. He 
had spent the first part of his ministry telling everyone not to tell anyone about him. 
Naturally some theories started creeping up about him. People were trying to fit this man 
Jesus into an existing framework, but he always seemed to defy definition. A definition that 
he never supplied on his own. Everyone is asking, “Who is Jesus?” 
 
 Then they all answered, “Some say John the Baptist, other’s say Elijah, others say one of the 
prophets,” 
 
Then Jesus asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” 
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You can imagine the silence that fell over the little group as they walked. The whole group 
had answered the first question, but now there is no one speaking up. Until Peter, who 
answers nervously but resolutely, “You are the messiah.” 
 
Peter says, what up until this point has never been said in the book of Mark. The readers of 
the gospel are presumably familiar with Jesus’ identity as messiah, but this is the big reveal 
in the narrative! Jesus is the messiah! Amen and amen. 
 
Everyone had seen Jesus’ power and love and they hadn’t gotten it quite right, but here on 
Peter’s lips we know we have the answer. Jesus is the messiah, the savior of the people!  
 
Only… Jesus sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him. More of the same silence 
and secrecy, it seems.  
 
But wait! Here deep in the center of the sandwich is a final layer! The story continues:  
 
“Then he 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. He said all this quite openly.” 
 
He said all this quite openly. The meat of the sandwich is not simply that Jesus is the 
messiah. It is that he is a messiah who must be rejected and die.  
 
At this point Peter is saying he didn’t order this sandwich and there must be a mistake.  
 
He does it tactfully, taking Jesus to one side and setting him straight. “Jesus, you can’t say 
that you’re going to suffer and die. Messiah’s don’t die. You won’t be killed and rejected, 
everyone loves you! It’s nonsense and is upsetting the rest of the group.” 
 
Jesus with far fewer social graces shouts loudly, “Get behind me Satan! You are setting your 
mind not on divine things but on human things.” 
 
You are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.  
 
In other words, This is not going to go the way you think.  
 
To give a shameless secular parallel, in the latest Star Wars installment, Luke Skywalker 
delivers this line to the villain, Kylo Ren. But as much as it is Luke speaking to Ren in the 
movie, it is also actor Mark Hamill speaking to the Star Wars fanbase. Both purposes are 
accomplished in one line.  
 
And it may not dawn on Peter, but it should dawn on the reader that the danger of ordering 
a God sandwich is that you’re not in control of what goes into it.  
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Yes, Jesus heals, yes, Jesus is the messiah, but that is only part of the story. When God 
comes near we must expect the unexpected. And when we answer the call to follow God, 
we must learn to roll with the punches.  
 
You want a sovereign God? Jesus shows you sovereignty on a cross. You want a divine 
savior? Jesus shows you a rejected loser.  
 
In this passage we learn that when we try to make sense out of Jesus apart from his death, 
we are creating a false image of God. We need the whole picture, as ugly and as messy as it 
can be. This is part of the church’s struggle during lent. We need to let God lead.  
 
To put it another way, when we ask Jesus to take the wheel, he is a terrible Uber driver. He 
will not take you where you asked him too and he will charge you your whole life.  
 
After he rebukes peter in front of the other disciples, he calls the whole crowd of followers 
together and says, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those 
who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” 
 
This morning we have seen a baptism, and we will see new members join and a deacon 
ordained. Many promises will be said in our church this morning. There are many here 
today who have taken these vows.  And so we should ask ourselves:  
 
Are we ready to answer the call? These vows are not a list of rules to follow. We have those 
and humanity’s track record for following God’s commandments is poor.  
 
No these vows don’t tell us what we will do, but who we will follow.  
 
These vows are not easier than the commandments. Because they do not require our 
obedience, they require our allegiance. God does not simply want followers, God wants 
children. Heirs to the kingdom who can share in its vision of compassion for the world.  
 
—-our vows do not attach God to us. Our vows attach us to God.  
 
Allegiance to our God will take us where we do not expect. And it will change our hearts in 
ways we do not expect. 
 
You’re making a confession of faith about who God is, just like Peter did. It is a faithful and 
brave and good thing to do. Most of us here have made those same promises.  
 
And most of us have tried to correct God just as quickly as Peter did.  
 
A perfect plan for marriage and family, a perfect job prospect, a perfect opportunity… 
These might not go the way you think.  
 
And when things go off track we can be tempted to try to correct God.  
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This isn’t the plan, Jesus! You’ve had me prepare my whole life for one thing! Why are you 
sending me to another?  
 
But God’s job is not to get you where you want to go.  
God’s job is to get you where God wants you to go.  
And our job is not to get ourselves to where we want to go.  
Our job is to get ourselves where God wants us to go.  
 
What will it profit you to seek your own interests if you have to turn from God to get it?  
 
This is no easy lesson for us to learn, and we must learn it many times throughout our lives. 
But it is a lesson that could mean the difference between life and death.  
 
I think of my grandparents who are in the final chapters of their lives. My grandmother was 
a pastor and a writer. Her whole life was stories, and she used her gifts to serve God 
faithfully her whole life. Now though she is as healthy and hearty as ever, she is suffering 
with dementia and can no longer use her mind in the same way. 
 
My grandfather was a science teacher, marathon runner, and leader wherever he went. He 
could always be relied on to roll up his sleeves and work for the good of others. He used his 
gifts to serve God faithfully his whole life. Now though his mind is as sharp as ever, he 
suffers with kidney failure and congestive heart failure, unable to even walk more than a 
few steps.  
 
They struggle with this reversal, of course. But they have known God for a long time, and 
they know that God is with them even now. This was not the way they thought it was going 
to go, but they have faith. And in their faith is life.  
 
Thanks be to God. Amen.  
 


