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“Followers, Not Admirers”

“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

I’ve been a sports fan all my life and follow all my favourite teams on a regular basis.  But as avid a fan as I am,
one thing I have never understood is when people refer to their team using the first-person plural:

· “Were having a great year!”
· “That team really beat us bad this week.”
· “I think that we are going to win the championship!”

Whenever I hear this, I usually think to myself “what’s this we stuff?  Unless you’re on the field, or the ice, or
the court, you have no business considering yourself one of the team!”  These may be spectator sports, but
there’s a difference between being a spectator in the stands and being a member of the team engaged in the
contest.

While none of our current sports were being played during Jesus’ time, it’s clear from today’s Gospel lesson
that Jesus understands the difference between being a spectator and participant, and that his call to
discipleship isn’t a call to watch from the sidelines but to be actively involved in his work and mission.  Jesus
has been surrounded by great crowds of spectators who have come out to hear his teaching and witness his
miracles, and he is aware of the conversations that are swirling among these spectators as to his identity.  As
he is traveling with his disciples “to the villages of Caesarea Philippi” (Mark 8:27), he suddenly turns and asks
them what they have been hearing from these spectators: “Who do people say that I am?”.  Their responses
show that the speculations have been both widespread and inaccurate: “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah;
and still others, one of the prophets.” (8:28).  It’s like fans who can’t identify the players on the field; they have
seen and heard Jesus, but they have no idea who is truly is.

Jesus then directs a second question to his disciples: “But who do you say that I am?” Now the disciples are not
being asked to report what they have heard from the crowds of spectators; they must look within themselves
to show that they understand Jesus’ identity.  He can’t be John the Baptist – that was Jesus’ cousin.  The people
of Israel were expecting the return of Elijah – but there’s no evidence that this has happened in Jesus.  While
prophets do proclaim God’s Word, Jesus is unique in that “he taught them as one having authority, and not as
their scribes.” (Matthew 7:29).  It is Peter, serving as spokesperson for the group, who finally speaks up on their
behalf: “You are the Messiah.” (8:29).  This is, of course, the correct answer; in fact, it is the first correct human
statement about Jesus’ identity in Mark (the voice of a demon has earlier identified him correctly: “What have
you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”
– 1:24).  The “Messiah” (“Christ,” “anointed”) is the fulfillment of the promises God made through the
prophets of one who would be sent by God as the Saviour and Redeemer of God’s people, the one through
whom “the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon
their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” (Isaiah 35:10).  Mark’s
use of the term reflects early Christian confessions that use “Messiah” as an indication of the unique role
played by Jesus in salvation history (“… so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” –
Philippians 2:10-11).

Peter’s answer is correct, and the reader might expect Jesus to praise him for his faithful understanding of
Jesus’ true identity (as is found in the account of this episode in Matthew 16:16-19); but instead, in Mark’s



Gospel Jesus “sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.” (8:30).  This command to tell no one is
introduced with the verb for “rebuke” (epitimao), the same verb Mark uses to describe Jesus’ response when
the demons acknowledge him as Son of God (“But he sternly ordered them not to make him known.” – 3:12). 
Even though Peter has given the correct answer, it will soon be made clear that neither he nor the other
disciples understand the fullness of Jesus’ identity and mission, and therefore are not ready to use the term
“Messiah” to describe Jesus.

What Jesus does next is both unexpected and shocking for his disciples: he announces 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).  Jesus identifies his role as Messiah with the “suffering servant” described
in Isaiah, the one who was “wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the
punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:5).  As the suffering Son of Man,
Jesus identifies himself as one who does not look upon the righteous from a distance, but actually experiences
their plight: “’must’ conveys the idea of a divinely established plan.  The Son of Man suffers out of obedience to
God.” (Pheme Perkins).

While we are accustomed to hearing the message of Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross “for us and for all
humanity” (“he has purchased and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with
gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.” – Small Catechism), the
prospect that Jesus the Messiah would suffer such a fate would have been appalling to the disciples:

· “The great hope of the Israelite people at that time was freedom from the Roman overlords.  Having
seen Jesus’ miracles, experienced his magnetic personality as they followed him, and watched him
draw enthusiastic crowds, it would have been totally natural for them to assume that Jesus would
somehow challenge the servility they lived under with the Romans.” – Michael Rogness.

It may not surprise us that Peter again takes the lead among the disciples when he “took [Jesus] aside and
began to rebuke him,” again using the same word that Jesus had used to “rebuke” the demons, as if Jesus
himself needed to be exorcised of an unclean spirit.  Peter is still committed to a traditional Messianic
theology, one that expects the Messiah to be a powerful warrior-king rather than a suffering servant who dies
at the hands of the hated Roman occupiers.  While Mark doesn’t tell us what Peter said, we can surmise it
would be something lie, “We have seen what power you have and through you would free us from the Romans
and restore the kingdom of Israel to its previous glory.” (Rogness).

But Peter’s attempted rebuke is met with an ever more severe rebuke from Jesus: “Get behind me, Satan!  For
you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” (8:33).  While calling a disciple “Satan”
may appear harsh, we must remember that the role of Satan in the Gospels was to entice Jesus away from his
true mission and purpose, to tempt him to look at things from a “human point of view” rather than from
fulfilling God’s Will in his life and ministry.  Jesus’ stern rebuke of Peter and anyone else whose expectations of
a Messiah were not met in Jesus is a reminder of the words spoken by Isaiah, that “my thoughts are not your
thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the LORD.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are
my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8-9).

As Jesus clearly identifies himself as the Messiah of God rather than the Messiah of people’s expectations, he
now teaches that those who would be his followers must be willing to follow him rather than merely watch
him, to come onto the field of discipleship rather than merely be spectators.  Jesus summons the crowd – not
only his disciples – and declares that “if any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take
up their cross and follow me.” (8:34).  As Jesus did not “regard equality with God as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness” (Philippians 2:6-7), those who
would be Jesus’ followers must empty themselves of their own desires, expectations, and agendas; 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.” (8:35).

· “Jesus challenges his followers to take up their crosses and embrace the pain of the world.  Contrary to
the world’s focus on individual success, Jesus asserts that those who hang onto their lives will lose
them, while those who are willing to lose their lives will experience God’s blessing … In God’s world,
sacrifice brings blessing, and relationship trumps theology.  Losing your isolated, fearful self leads to a
world of beloved friends.” – Bruce Epperly.

Jesus’ invitation to discipleship is not a call to be a passive observer of Jesus’ ministry but to be actively
engaged in the work of our Lord and Saviour, in truly following him and patterning our lives on his life, to be
servants of all rather than expecting to be served.  As Jesus will later teach these same disciples when the again
misunderstood the true nature of discipleship, “whoever wishes to become great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not to be
served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:43-45).  Jesus clearly teaches that what
he wants if followers, not admirers”:

· “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 … A follower is or strives to be what he admires.  An admirer, however, keeps
himself personally detached.  He fails to see that what is admired involves a claim upon him, and thus
he fails to be or strive to be what he admires.” – Soren Kierkegaard.

Being an “admirer” of Christ is like being a spectator at a sporting event: we are watching from the sidelines,
cheering our team on to victory – but we are not members of the team!  One cannot consider themselves a
“follower” of Christ is they are content to merely be a passive observer, a spectator watching without getting
involved.  Being an admirer of Jesus, even agreeing with his teachings, does not make a person a disciple;
discipleship involves commitment, involvement, sacrifice – all that Jesus expects of those who would truly
become his disciples.

· “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 … the follower
aspires with all his strength to be what he admires.” – Kierkegaard.

One of the most important yet most frequently misunderstood teaching so the Reformation is our Lutheran
understanding of the Church as a “priesthood of all believers.”  This does not merely mean that we “stand in a
direct relationship to God without a human mediator” (Paul Althaus), although indeed this is true.  But the
“priesthood of all believers” points to the reality that “through baptism we have all been ordained as priests …
we are all priests as long as we are Christians.” (Martin Luther).  Every member of the Church – which is the
Body of Christ and the communion of saints – is called to become actively engaged in Christ’s priesthood,
which is to bring the light of Christ, the Word of God and the forgiveness of sins to all humanity.

· “When Christ bears our burden and intercedes for us with his righteousness, he does the work of a
priest: mutual bearing of burdens and substitution in Christianity is also priestly activity.  The church is
founded on Christ’s priesthood … For Luther, Christ’s priesthood and the Christian’s priesthood belong
together, as reconciling faith in Christ and the community of saints together constitute the nature of
the church.” – Althaus.



One of the valid critiques of the modern church is that it has ignored this central understanding of a church
as a community of priests who are called together to serve in Christ’s name and for Christ’s sake, rather
than a congregation that employs a person it identifies as the “priest” or “minister,” as if this is the only
person called to active ministry while everyone else observes from the sidelines.  While Lutherans believe
that there is a place in our community for ordained ministers of Word and Sacrament so that the Word of
God might be proclaimed, and the Sacraments administered according to the Gospel, it is incorrect to
assume that only those who have been ordained to certain offices of ministry are called to follow in Jesus’
footsteps.  Ordained ministers serve among all of God’s people who have been called together “to equip
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the
faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.”
(Ephesians 4:12-13).

· “… in the community of the Church all mean are priests to each other, that is, occasions for and
messengers of grace and support.  This is expressed in the notion of the priesthood of all believers.  It
described the relationship of Christians to each other and their common direct relationship to God…
We may all, whatever our calling or station, face with confidence the conflicts and ambiguities of life
and hope to be used of God as vessels to redeem the time.  This is possible because through the gift of
faith we have learned to trust not in our own virtue but in Him who rules over all and who alone can
bring good out of evil.” – John Dillenberger.

I can wear the hat or the jersey of my favourite team – but that doesn’t qualify me to be on the field with
them.  I can talk about how “we” are doing or whether or not “we” will win the championship – but unless I
can prove that I am worthy to play the game, I have no right to include myself in their midst.  To identify
oneself with a team means one must get on the field and participate as a team member.

Christianity is also not a spectator sport; one cannot say that “I am a Christian” or how “we” are a part of the
Church if we refuse to follow the commands of the Lord of the Church to be a follower, not an admirer or an
adherent; to walk in Jesus’ footsteps, not those of our own choosing; to know that the one who calls us to
follow him chose not the path of glory but the path of servanthood for the sake of others.  If I am to be worthy
to bear the name of the one who is Lord of the Church, I need to be a faithful follower of the one who calls us
to be his followers – not his admirers. Amen.


