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“Called to Follow”

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

One of the many games we played in my old neighbourhood was “Follow the
Leader,” in which a leader or “head of the line” is chosen and them the other children
line up behind the leader.  The leader then moves around, and the other children must
mimic the leader’s actions.  Any players who fail to follow or do what the leader does
are out of the game.  When only one person other than the leader remains, that player
becomes the leader, and the game begins again with all players joining the line once
again.  It was a game that most of us enjoyed; but there was always one person who
had no interest in following the leader or anyone else, the child who was invariably
the first person to go out of the line, a “free spirit” who had no interest in following
this leader or any other leader.  While most of us did out best to mimic the leader to
stay in the game, the slogan for this person might as well have been “I Wasn’t Born
to Follow.”

Following a leader is an important activity that extends far beyond a childhood game. 
We need to follow the instructions of leaders while we are in school, at work, or in
the community.  An athletic team needs to follow the leadership of its coach if it
wants to achieve success.  An orchestra or chorus needs to follow the leadership of
the conductor so that they play together as an ensemble.  An apprentice needs to
follow the leadership of her mentor to learn the trade that she seeks to engage in as
her career goal.  Following an effective and experienced leader can inspire and
empower a person to realize their fullest potential and harness their potentials to
achieve both personal and common goals.

Jesus’ call was an invitation to become his followers, to follow him in his path of
redemption and liberation.  His call to the brothers Simon and Andrew and James and
John was to “follow me, and I will make you fish for people” (Mark 1:17), and
invitation that was so strong that “immediately they left their nets and followed him”
(1:18).  The call to “follow” (akolouthein) does involve external following life the
fishermen brothers, but with a total commitment and in an exclusive relation to the
one who is recognized not only as a teacher but as the Messiah, which Peter will
acknowledge when he answers Jesus’ question to his disciples “who do you say that



I am?” by confessing that “you are the Messiah” (8:29).  This discipleship will
involve participation in salvation (“I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows me
will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life” – John 8:12), but it will
also involve following Jesus on a path that they will find disturbing – and in Peter’s
case, one that he apparently does not believe that he was “born to follow.”

Jesus’ response to Peter’s declaration that he is the Messiah is not to praise him (as
is reported in Matthew); instead, “he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about
him.” (8:30).  Instead, he teaches 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” (8:31).  Jesus’ teaching about his Passion
signals a new beginning in Mark’s Gospel.  Until now the accent has been on Jesus’
authority and power.  From now on his rejection and death will be emphasized; “the
Christological motif shifts from the fact of Jesus messiahship to its meaning” (Lamar
Williamson, Jr.).  Instead of referring to himself as the “Messiah,” Jesus only
identifies himself in Mark as the “Son of man,” a figure in the book of Daniel who
is identified with the righteous of Israel who suffer:

· “As I watched in the night visions, I saw one like a son of man coming with the
clouds of heaven.  And he came to the Ancient One and was presented before
him.  To him was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples,
nations, and languages should serve him.  His dominion is an everlasting
dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be
destroyed.” – Daniel 7:13-14.

To those who are being persecuted for remaining loyal to their Jewish faith, these
words promise that God has not abandoned them to the evils of their oppressor; they
shall be vindicated.  In identifying himself as the “Son of man” in his passion
predictions, Jesus is teaching his followers that he does not identify with the righteous
from the distance of heaven but experiences their plight.  Stating that he “must
undergo great suffering” (dei, “it is necessary”) conveys the idea of a divinely
established plan.  The necessity involved is not a cruel, blind fate, not is it the
necessity of corrupt and imperfect human institutions, though they serve as its
vehicle.  Jesus suffers out of obedience to God; this necessity is grounded in God and
cannot be evaded:

· “How then is it written about the Son of Man, that he is to go through many
sufferings and be treated with contempt?” – 8:12.



· “For the Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom
the Son of Man is betrayed!  It would have been better for that one not to have
been born.” – 14:21.

Jesus must suffer because his understanding of the will of God runs counter to that
of the religious authorities; “obedient to God, Jesus is on a collision course with
God’s human surrogates” (Williamson).

· “Jesus dies because powerful humans oppose both his healing mission and,
more specifically, the disruption that mission brings to established law and
order.  Unbeknownst to Jesus’ opponents, they are opposing the inbreaking
reign (“kingdom”) of God.” – Ira Brent Driggers.

While Mark does not report on how most of Jesus’ followers react to his passion
prediction, at least one does not appear to be willing to “follow the leader: “Peter
took him aside and began to rebuke him” (8:32).  Peter has confessed that Jesus is the
“Messiah,” and the significance he attaches to that title clearly excludes suffering. 
He is so offended by Jesus’ prediction that he inadvertently takes on the role of a
patron instead of a disciple, a leader instead of a follower; when he “took him aside,”
he was acting as a teacher taking a pupil aside for instruction (“[Apollos] began to
speak boldly in the synagogue; but when Priscilla and Aquila hear him, they took him
aside and explained the Way of God to him more accurately” – Acts 18:26) or as one
who takes over the care of someone like a child or an invalid.

· “When Peter hears Jesus explain that the Son of Man must suffer, Peter has the
audacity to take Jesus aside and rebuke Jesus!” – Pheme Perkins.

Since “rebuke” (epitimao) had previously been used to refer to silencing demons
(“But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be silent, and come out of him!’ And the unclean
spirit, throwing him into convulsions and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.”
– 1:25-26), Peter appears to have fallen into the same trap as Jesus’ relatives when
“they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, ‘He has gone out of his
mind’” (3:21).  Peter appears to think that Jesus is insane and needs to be exorcised
by a demon, and so he assumes the role of a leader instead of the follower that Jesus
had called him to be.
  
But Jesus will not be patronized by Peter, no will he allow his disciple to take on the
role of leader that he appears to have usurped.  He responds to Peter’s rebuke with a
rebuke of his own: “Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on



divine things but on human things.” (8:33), recalling his own ordeal “in the
wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan” (1:13).  Jesus was tempted to use his
divine power for his own selfish purposes instead of the purposes for which God
intends them to be used for the sake of God’s people, “to think that God’s rule means
power without pain, glory without humiliation” (Perkins).  Jesus’ rebuke also reminds
Peter of where disciples belong: “behind me.”  Disciples are not meant to guide,
protect, or possess Jesus; they are to follow him.

· “Immediately prior to this, Jesus has asked, ‘Who do you say that I am?’  And
Peter responds: the Messiah.  Barely three verses later, Peter is rebuking him
– rebuking the Messiah.  Jesus is having none of it (“Get behind me, Satan!),
though notably, he doesn’t blanch at the fact of the pushback so much as the
content: ‘You are setting you mind not on divine things but on human things.”
– MaryAnn McKibben Dana.

After rebuking Peter and reminding him that discipleship involves following the
leader instead of attending to become the leader, Jesus calls the crowds to join his
disciples to hear his teaching that “if any want to become my followers, let them deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (8:34).  The invitation to
discipleship is extended to a wide range of individuals; but the call to everyone is
clear and unequivocal: they are to be followers, to walk in the path of their leader and
live by his example.  As Jesus travels toward Jerusalem and the Cross at Golgotha so
that he might be faithful to God’s healing mission for all humanity, so also must those
who would be his disciples follow him, conforming to his example instead of seeking
to have Jesus conform to their own understanding of what his being the Messiah
might mean.

· “Jesus summons the surrounding crowd, eyeing the possibility of still more
disciples … [he] makes clear that the cost of discipleship is not limited to an
apostolic few.  Anyone who purports to follow Jesus must understand the
sacrifice involved.  For Mark, discipleship is not some comfortable affiliation
with Jesus but a life-changing – and potentially life-threatening – commitment
to him.” – Driggers.

The call to discipleship is a call for all people to follow Jesus in the paths he traveled,
in the example he set for us, in that way in which he served others rather than being
served.  It is a way of life that is often fundamentally different from the way in which
others would live, a lifestyle that focuses on the needs of others rather than our own
selfish desires.  It means rejected Peter’s desire to control the direction of Jesus’ life



and instead follow in faithful obedience to the one who came “not to be served, but
to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” (10:45).  It means that we do not
take offense as Peter does when Jesus takes the position of a servant and washes his
feet at the Last Supper (“He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, ‘Lord, are you
going to wash my feet? … You will never wash my feet.” – John 13:6-8) but see in this
humble act the way we must live as followers of Jesus (“So if I, your Lord and
Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.” –
13:14), following Jesus’ central commandment to “love one another as I have loved
you.” (15:12).

· “Since my Lord served me even though he was not obliged to do so, and since
he sacrificed life and limb for me, why would I refuse to serve him in return? 
He was completely pure and without sin.  Yet he humbled himself so deeply,
shed his blood for me, and died to blot out my sins.  Should I then not also
suffer something because it pleases him? … For is the master takes the lead
and steps into the mire, it stands to reason that the servant will follow.” –
Martin Luther.

Before followers of Jesus were identified with the name “Christian” they were known
as “followers of the Way.”  Saul of Tarsus set out for Damascus “so that if he found
any who belonged to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound for
Jerusalem” (Acts 9:2).  It identifies faith in Jesus Christ as not a set of theological
principles or an intellectual exercise, but a way of life, committing one’s entire self
to following the one who states that “I am the Way, and the Truth, and the Life; no
one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).  Jesus did not preach and
teach so that people might become his admirers or adherents to his teachings; his life
and ministry was focused on making disciples, people who would follow him in his
path of servanthood on behalf of all humanity.

· “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 …
Christ came into the world with the purpose of saving, not instructing it.  AT
the same time – as is implied in his saving work – he came to be the pattern,
to leave footprints for the person who would join him, who would become his
follower.” – Soren Kierkegaard.

It is not surprising that Jesus’ Great Commission to his disciples who will be “sent
out” to continue his service as the apostolic church is to “go therefore and make



disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded
you.” (Matthew 28:19-20).  Jesus is not commanding them to fill classrooms with
potential adherents to his teachings or establish appreciation societies for the man
from Nazareth.  Being a Christian means that one is a member of the Way, one who
is committed to following Jesus: “forgetting what lies behind and straining forward
to what lies ahead, I press on towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of
God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:13-14).  Being a Christian means that “I have
decided to follow Jesus – no turning back, no turning back.”

· “When we are called to follow Christ, we are summoned to an exclusive
attachment to his person.  The grace of his call bursts all the bonds of legalism. 
It is a gracious call, a gracious commandment.  It transcends the difference
between the law and the gospel.  Christ calls, the disciple follows: that is grace
and commandment in one.  ‘I will walk at liberty, and I seek thy
commandments’ (Psalm 119:45).” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer.

“Follow the Leader” is far more than a mere childhood game; it is an important lesson
for us in many areas of life if we are to learn how to live and work as mature and
effective adults.  “Follow the Leader” is at the heart of our Christian faith, which is
a call to follow Jesus and commit ourselves to walking in his footsteps and living by
his teachings and example.  There may be times when we are tempted to rebel against
such leadership, living by our own wants and desires; the call of this season of Lent
is to repent of ways that draw us away from our Leader and return to the one who is
our Way, our Truth, and our Life: “For you were going astray like sheep, but now
you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.” (1 Peter 2:25).
May this season be a time of renewal as we recommit ourselves to “Follow the
Leader,” to walk with Christ in the way that leads to true and abundant life; for “if we
have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in
a resurrection like his.” (Romans 6:5).

Amen.


