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“Followers, Not Admirers”
“If any want to become my disciples, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

History was made this past week when Queen Elizabeth II passed Queen Victoria to assume the title of
longest-reigning British monarch.  Her tenure on the throne has been truly remarkable, and all
indications point to several more years of her reign.  She remains the monarch of not only the United
Kingdom but several Commonwealth nations (including Canada), and even nations in nations where she
is not the sovereign (including the USA), Queen Elizabeth remains one of the most admired persons in
the world.  In a recent survey, the Queen was listed along with such diverse world figures as Stephen
Hawking, Bill Gates, Malala Yousafzai, Angelina Jolie, Pope Francis, Hillary Clinton, the Dalai Lama, and
Angela Merkel as persons who have a large number of admirers, person who regard them “with wonder,
pleasure, or approval; to feel respect or approval for someone or something.” Traits of “most admired
persons” include integrity, courageousness, intelligence, kindness, self-discipline, generosity, and self-
awareness.  We hold these most admired persons in the highest esteem as examples of humanity at its
best.

When we expand the list of most admired persons to historical figures throughout human history, one
name tops every list: Jesus Christ.  Some two thousand years after he walked the earth, Jesus of
Nazareth remains a man who is worshiped by billions, admired by other world religions and even
admired by the non-religious.  Islam regards Jesus as the second most important prophet, after the
Prophet Muhammad:

· “He is a just prophet and messenger in Islam, whom was given the book of the bible by Allah to
guide the children of Israel and convey the same message as all the prophets who came before
him like Noah, Abraham, Moses and many others (may Allah’s peace be upon them all) that none
has the right to be worshiped except Allah because he is the Lord of the heavens and the world
and all that is between them.”

Jesus began to gather admirers during his lifetime, even though many of them did not understand his
true identity.  He is aware of this as he asks his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” (Mark 8:27). 
Mark had previously described the opinions about Jesus held by those associated with Herod:

· “King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known.  Some were saying, ‘John the
baptizer has been raised from the dead; and for this reasons these powers are at work in him.’ 
But others said, ‘It is Elijah.’  And others said, ‘It is a prophet, like one of the prophets of old.’  But
when Herod heard of it, he said, ‘John, whom I beheaded, has been raised.’” – Mark 6:14-16.

When Jesus asks his disciples about the common opinion of who he is, they repeat the views from this
previous episode: John the Baptist, Elijah, and “one of the prophets.”  When Jesus puts the question
directly to the disciples (“But who do you say that I am?”), Peter replies, “You are the Messiah.”  This is
the first correct human statement about Jesus’ identity in Mark’s Gospel; previously it had been an
unclean spirit who had declared “I know who you are, the Holy One of God.” (1:24).  The “Messiah”
(“anointed, Christ”) represented God’s affirmation that the prophet, priest, or king is a divinely-chosen



leader of God’s people.  But even though Peter has given the correct answer, instead of offering a word
of praise for this confession for demonstrating that the disciples are superior to the crowds in their
understanding of who Jesus is, Jesus “sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.” (8:30).  The
word for “ordered” (epitimao) can also be translated “rebuke,” the same word Mark uses to describe
Jesus’ response when the demons acknowledge him as the Son of God (“But he sternly ordered them not
to make him known.” – 3:12).  The problem with Peter’s confession is not that it is incorrect; it is that it
comes at an inappropriate time prior to Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection, when the fullness of
his identity as the Messiah will be revealed.  Since the disciples do not yet understand that sufferings is
at the heart of Jesus’ mission as the Messiah, they are no more able to use the titles “Messiah” and “Son
of God” correctly than are the demons.

Jesus begins to teach them about the reality of suffering in the life of the Messiah when he states 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.” (8:31).  The passion predictions about the
suffering Son of Man show that Jesus does not identify with the righteous from the distance of heaven
but actually experiences their plight (“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with
our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.” –
Hebrews 4:15).  The imperative “must” (dei, “it is necessary”) conveys the idea of a divinely-established
plan.  The necessity of Jesus’ suffering is grounded in God’s will and cannot be ended (“Abba, Father, for
you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” – 14:36).  

While Peter had been correct in identifying Jesus’ as the Messiah, his response to Jesus’ passion
prediction shows that he does not understand what it means for Jesus to be the Messiah and the
centrality of suffering for the Holy One of God; for when he hears Jesus speak of his suffering and death,
“Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.”  But it is Jesus who rejects Peter’s attempt and rebukes
him in return: “Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human
things.” (8:33).  Peter’s understanding of “Messiah” excludes the possibility of suffering; his rejections
reflect a fear of suffering that will lead him to deny Jesus after his arrest.

Jesus then summons the crowd before giving instruction about discipleship and suffering.  This act marks
a striking reversal of the usual pattern in which Jesus withdraws from the crowd to instruct his disciples. 
By including the crowd, Mark brings his readers into the picture in order to hear Jesus’ teaching that “if
any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”
(8:34).  In the New Testament, the word “follower” (akolouthein) is reserved for those who are disciples
of Christ.  External following is involved, but with a total commitment and in an exclusive relationship to
the one who is recognized as not just a teacher but as the Messiah.  This discipleship brings participation
in salvation, but also in suffering.  A disciple must take up the cross, be willing to lose his or her life, an
must not deny Jesus when challenged by others.  “Nothing is gained by rejecting Jesus and saving one’s
life, since those who turn away from discipleship will be condemned.” (Pheme Perkins).

While this Gospel lesson began with Jesus receiving a report on the various ways he was being admired,
his call to his disciples is for them to be followers, not admirers.  As Christ did not view the plight of
humanity passively from a distance but “became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14), actively
becoming involved in human life, so also must those who would be his disciples resist the temptation to
be mere admirers of Jesus and accept his call of discipleship, to “take up their cross and follow me.” 



· “It is well known that Christ consistently used the expression ‘follower.’  He never asks for
admirers, worshippers, or adherents.  No, he calls disciples.  It is not adherents of a teaching but
followers of a life Christ is looking for.” – Soren Kierkegaard.

There is little cost or risk in being an admirer.  It is like sitting in the stands at a game, watching the
players on the field or on the ice.  We may admire their skills and their athletic abilities, but we have
nothing to do with whether they win or lose – we don’t even break a sweat.  We may admire the
teachings of Jesus, the example of his life, and the manner in which his church has impacted human
history; but being an admirer of Christ is like being a spectator at a game or a member of an audience at
a concert – we play no role in what we are witnessing.  But even though it is a good thing to admire the
life and teachings of Jesus, that is not what it means to be a Christian; to be a Christian means to be a
follower of our Lord, and that means getting out of the stands and getting onto the field of play, putting
ourselves in the middle of the action even if it means sacrificing the safety we experienced when we
were on the sidelines.

· “When Jesus calls a man, he bids him come and die.  It may be a death like that of the first
disciples who had to leave home and work to follow him, or it may be a death like Luther’s, who
had to leave the monastery and go out into the world.  But it is the same death every time –
death in Jesus Christ, the death of the old man at his call… The call to discipleship, the baptism in
the name of Jesus Christ means both death and life.  The call of Christ, his baptism, sets the
Christian in the world in the middle of the daily arena against sin and the devil.  Every day he
encounters new temptations, and every day he must suffer anew for Jesus Christ’s sake.” –
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

As we celebrate the Sacrament of Holy Baptism this morning, we are all reminded that our Lord’s call to
us as we are “reborn children of God and made members of the church, the body of Christ” is a call to
discipleship, a call to become followers of Jesus and not mere admirers.  Baptism is a gracious gift of God
which “brings about forgiveness of sins, redeems for death and the devil, and gives eternal salvation to
all who believe it” (Small Catechism); but it is also a call to follow Jesus in his path of service to others, so
that “daily a new person is to come forth and rise up to live before God in righteousness and purity
forever.”  Parents, sponsors, and the whole church are entrusted with the responsibility of raising this
newly-baptized child in the faith – “teach them the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, and the Ten
Commandments, place in their hands the holy scriptures, and nurture them in faith and prayer” – so that
our children will not only learn about the love of God in Jesus Christ but will also learn what it means to
live every day as a child of God, as one who is charged by our Lord to “let your light so shine before
others that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.”  Through the learning
ministries that we share, especially our Sunday school and Confirmation program, we prepare these
baptized sisters and brothers in Christ for the day of their Confirmation, when they will be challenged to
“proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the
example of Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the earth.”  As we begin a new year of learning
here at Zion this morning, we give thanks for our teachers, staff, students, parents, and all who share in
this ministry of sharing to good news of God’s love with all who have been reborn as children of God
through the waters of baptism.

While I have been privileged to preside at hundreds of baptisms in my years as a pastor, it was only with
the publication of Evangelical Lutheran Worship that I was given the opportunity to ask a question to the
entire congregation gathered to celebrate this sacrament: “People of God, do you promise to support



[these children] and pray for them in their new life in Christ?”  It is both a reminder that baptism is a
celebration of the whole church and a challenge to us as the church to both support these children and
their parents in growing in their faith and in their understanding of what it means to be a follower of
Christ and to challenge ourselves to consider if we are continuing to be faithful to our calling as
followers, not admirers, of Jesus.  It is very easy to become complacent as a church, to look upon
ourselves as mere spectators to the actions of others or as persons who are united in their admiration of
the life and teachings of Jesus.  But unlike a theatrical production or a sporting event, no one who comes
to worship is a mere audience member or spectator; each of us is gathered here as a person called to
actively follow Jesus, to pattern our lives on the life of our Saviour, who came “not to be served but to
serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:35).  When a church ceases to live as a servant
church of our servant Lord, “a caring church that longs to be a partner in Christ’s sacrifice, and clothed in
Christ’s humanity” (ELW Hymn 729), it ceases to truly be the church.  It may be a mutual benefit society,
or an ethnic clubhouse, or even an organization that shares mutual admiration for the teachings of Jesus
Christ – but if it is not actively following our Lord, if it is not gathering to hear his Word and obey his
commandments, then it is not the Church that our Lord inaugurated to “proclaim the mighty acts of him
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  

· “The admirer never makes any true sacrifices.  He always plays it safe.  Though in word he is
inexhaustible about how highly he prizes Christ, he renounces nothing, will not reconstruct his
life, and will not let his life express what it is he supposedly admires.  Not so for the follower.  No,
no.  The follower aspires with all his strength to be what he admires.  And then, remarkably
enough, even though he is living amongst a ‘Christian people,’ he incurs the same peril as he did
when it was dangerous to openly confess Christ.  And because of the follower’s life, it will
become evident who the admirers are, for the admirers will become agitated with him.  Even
these words will disturb many – but then they must likewise belong to the admirers.” –
Kierkegaard.

In the many tributes that were offered to the Queen on this historic occasion, one photograph showed
her with one of the “red boxes” that she receives daily that are filled with policy papers, cabinet
documents, telegrams, letters and other state papers that require her attention.  It is a reminder that
one of the reasons the Queen is so admired is her dedication to duty; long after most persons have
retired, she remains active in her role as head of state and deeply engaged in the affairs of all the
nations for which she is sovereign.  As the Queen is admired for the longevity of her reign, she is also a
role model of actively serving one’s nation, the embodiment of John F. Kennedy’s famous inauguration
challenge to “ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.”  For
Christians, our admiration for the life and teachings of Jesus Christ must be translated into action; we
must not sit on the sidelines in admiration but get onto the field of action in order to follow Jesus and
truly be his church.  If we are truly to be the Church of Jesus Christ, the embodiment of his love in the
world, we have no choice; for “we have no mission but to serve in full obedience to our God; to care for
all, without reserve, and spread his liberating word.”  If you truly want to be a Christian, you need to be
a follower of Christ – being an admirer is not enough. Amen.


