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IMITATE HER FAITH 

Matthew 16:21-26 | Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost | Aug 31/Sep 3, 2017 

 

Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 

take up their cross and follow me.” 

 

Jesus 

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ: 

“No pain, no gain.” A leotard-and-leg-

warmer-clad Jane Fonda popularized that 

phrase in her early-80s exercise videos. 

The basic idea is that it takes hard and 

even painful work to lose weight and build 

muscle. Ms. Fonda wasn’t the first to 

express such a thought. In 1758 Benjamin 

Franklin, under the pseudonym Poor 

Richard, wrote: “There are no gains, 

without pains.” Whether one is talking 

about exercise, education, or economics 

achievement requires hard work and 

sacrifice, blood, sweat and tears. No pain, 

no gain.  

Today we’re going to talk about 

something infinitely more important than 

building muscle, getting good grades or 

making money. We’re going to talk about 

salvation. Our text makes clear the 

absolute necessity of the cross. NO 

CROSS, NO CROWN. Jesus’ cross was 

necessary to win the crown of life for us. 

Our crosses are a necessary result of 

following him. 

I. Jesus’ cross was necessary for our 

salvation 

Last week we heard Simon Peter make a 

bold and beautiful confession: “You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God” 

(Matthew 16:16). Jesus responded by 

saying: “I’ll build my church on this truth. 

The power of hell will never defeat it.” 

Everything was great, but then Jesus 

started talking about his suffering, death 

and resurrection, and things just kind of 

came apart. 

You see, Peter called Jesus the Messiah, 

but he and the other disciples didn’t really 

understand what that meant. Like most 

Jews they were looking for a hero who 

would fight their Roman enemies, draw 

up Israel’s declaration of independence, 

and generally bring back the glory days of 

King David. The idea that such a hero 

would suffer and die was unthinkable. In 

fact, they were so shocked by the mention 

of suffering and death that they missed 

the part about Jesus rising from the dead. 

They understood his identity, but they did 

not yet understand his work 

So Peter, who had just confessed Jesus as 

the Christ, actually had the audacity to 

rebuke him for his plan to save the world: 

“Never, Lord! This shall never happen to 

you!” Jesus’ response was appropriately 

harsh: “Get behind me, Satan!” 

Interestingly, Jesus said the same thing to 

Satan himself during his temptation in the 

wilderness. “Away from me!” (Matthew 

4:10) 



2 | P a g e  

 

You see, without knowing it, Peter shared 

Satan’s agenda: Stop Jesus from saving 

the world. These were the misguided 

thoughts of a sinful human being, not the 

perfect thoughts of a holy and gracious 

God. Peter had his heart set on personal 

success, earthly glory, a kingdom of this 

world. Our Lord, thankfully, would have 

none of it. 

Peter stumbled in his faith. We sometimes 

stumble in the same way. Like Peter we 

often have in mind the things of men 

rather than the things of God. We place 

human priorities before God’s will and 

ways. We think our religion should make 

us happy. Therefore, our religion should 

be effortless, easy and entertaining. It 

should make us feel good. Our sinful 

natures balk at the idea of sacrifice and 

suffering. We don’t want to have to 

struggle; we demand success. 

The cross you see is very un-American. As 

Americans we strive to avoid pain and for 

every pain we want an instant remedy. As 

Americans we are addicted to 

entertainment and expect church to be 

entertaining too without all this talk about 

sin and suffering and crosses. If we’re 

unhappy we want therapy that will make 

us happy again – and soon! The sinful 

nature in us longs for triumph and revolts 

at the very idea of the cross. And that’s 

why the cross was and remains an 

absolute necessity. 

Jesus talked clearly about his saving work: 

Jesus began to explain to his disciples 

that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 

many things at the hands of the elders, 

the chief priests and the teachers of the 

law, and that he must be killed and on 

the third day be raised to life. This had 

been the plan from eternity, formulated in 

the mind of God even before the creation 

of the world Nothing would stop it; it had 

to happen this way. 

Do you remember our Lord’s prayer in 

Gethsemane? “My Father, if it is possible, 

may this cup be taken from me. Yet not 

as I will, but as you will” (Matthew 

26:39). At that moment our Lord’s heart 

and soul were being crushed by the 

weight of the world’s guilt. The very 

thought of guzzling that bitter cup of 

suffering right down to the dregs appalled 

him. But there was no other way. So in 

complete obedience of his Father, with 

utter committed to our salvation and total 

resolve to carry out his mission, Jesus 

walked the way of the cross. 

This was the only way to satisfy God’s 

justice. God is holy. He isn’t just a little 

bothered by sin. He hates it. To God sin is 

a filth that must be purified, an infection 

that must be sterilized. So God in his 

justice demanded payment for sin. In 

Hebrews we read that “without the 

shedding of blood there is no 

forgiveness” (Hebrews 9:22). The only 

payment that counts before God is life’s 

blood. Sin costs a life. The only life that 

was good enough was Christ’s perfect life 

lived obediently in our place. The only 

blood that counted for all was Jesus’ 

blood, the blood of both God and man, 

blood of infinite value and worth – blood 

that pays for the sins not of a few but of 
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all humankind. Jesus’ sacrifice at Golgotha 

had to happen. 

His resurrection was just as necessary. A 

dead Savior is a defeated Savior. A dead 

Savior nullifies faith, making it useless. A 

dead Savior is no Savior at all. Thank God 

we don’t have to worry about some 

archeologist digging up Jesus’ rotting 

bones. Jesus is not dead! Jesus lives! He 

rose in victory, proving his love, securing 

our forgiveness and guaranteeing our 

place at his side for all eternity. This too 

had to happen. 

The only way to win the crown of eternal 

life for sinners was for Jesus to go to the 

cross and the tomb and rise again. This he 

did – for you, for me, for all. Jesus’ cross 

was necessary.  

II. Our crosses are a necessary result of 

following him 

The crosses that we bear are just as 

necessary, a necessary result of our 

salvation. They mark us as the beloved 

and redeemed disciples of Christ. No 

cross, no Christian!  

Pleased understand: I’m not saying that 

the crosses we bear earn anything for us. 

The cross is a consequence, not a cause of 

discipleship. We have crosses to bear 

because we are Jesus’ disciples, but 

bearing crosses does not earn us that 

title. 

By now you’re wondering: Just exactly 

what is the cross? The cross always 

involves struggle and suffering, but it’s not 

just the suffering we experience because 

we live in a sin-filled, a world that groans 

under the bondage of decay and death. A 

cancer diagnosis is a hardship, but not a 

cross. Your bike getting stolen–again a 

frustration, but not a cross. 

Simply put, the crosses that we bear are 

the sufferings and struggles, the pain and 

persecution that comes to us as a 

consequence of faithfully following Christ. 

The cross is not just a piece of jewelry that 

we wear around our necks or a tattoo on 

our skin. It is pain carried in the heart and 

soul, pain that comes only to Jesus’ 

disciples. 

Such crosses come in many forms. 

Rejection and ridicule from the world and 

even from other Christians because we 

hold to the full truth of God Word about 

roles of man and woman, about human 

sexuality, about Jesus Christ as the only 

way to heaven – this is a cross. The daily 

struggle against the sinful flesh, the 

constant fight against temptation – this 

too is a cross. Unbelievers do not share in 

this struggle. 

Let me give you a real-life example. About 

ten years ago right before the housing 

bubble, a man came to his pastor and 

said: “I think I have to quit my job.” He 

then told his pastor that as a loan officer 

for a mortgage company he was regularly 

compelled to tell people they could afford 

to buy houses he knew they could not 

afford. “Pastor, I am forced to lie to 

people.” That man left his job, gave up a 

secure paycheck, because of his Christian 

morals. This is a cross. 

You see, the essence of cross bearing is 

self-denial. “Whoever wants to be my 
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disciple must deny themselves and take 

up their cross and follow me.” That 

means God’s will comes before my wants. 

That means faithfulness to him before 

personal comfort and happiness.  

This too is un-American. It flies in the face 

of capitalism. Don’t get me wrong: I love 

my country. I appreciate the free market 

and the quality of life that we enjoy in this 

nation. However, capitalism works 

because of the sinful nature; it works 

because we are naturally greedy. That’s 

why Jesus said: “What good will it be for 

someone to gain the whole world, yet 

forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone 

give in exchange for their soul?” Created 

things will never really satisfy us. Worldly 

joy and happiness, happiness apart from 

Christ, finally ends in disappointment and 

disaster. It must come to an end – either 

in worldly loss and sorrow, or endless 

suffering in hell. Again: No cross, no 

crown. 

And so rather than sacrifice our souls on 

the altar of worldly happiness, we bear 

our crosses willingly and with joy. As Paul 

wrote to the Romans: We glory in our 

sufferings, because we know that 

suffering produces perseverance; 

perseverance, character; and character, 

hope (Romans 5:3-4). Or how about the 

example of Jesus’s apostles? After 

enduring imprisonment for preaching the 

gospel they rejoiced “because they had 

been counted worthy of suffering 

disgrace for the Name.” The simple fact 

that our crosses send us back to Christ 

again and again, driving us to our knees in 

prayer to him, sending us to his Word and 

Supper for strength, is reason enough to 

embrace them and rejoice in them. 

No pain, no gain. No cross, no crown. 

Jesus’ pain is our gain. Jesus’ cross won 

for us the crown of eternal. German 

Lutherans referred to the cross as Der 

Liebe Kreuz – “the dear cross.” The cross is 

dear to us. What a joy it is to bear our 

crosses in thanks for our Lord’s saving 

love, with the strength provided by his 

Spirit, and to the glory of his saving name. 

God grant this to us all for Jesus’ sake. 

Amen. 

 

 

S.D.G. 


