Cross Words: Taking Up the Cross
LaGrave Avenue Christian Reformed Church
March 22, 2026 — AM Sermon
Reverend Peter Jonker
Matthew 16:21-28

We are going to read one of the apostle Peter’s worst moments and it comes right after one of his best
moments. Right before our passage, Peter has rightly recognized Jesus as the Messiah, and Jesus praises Peter
for his recognition. “Peter that was a great confession. | name you Peter — rock — and on this rock | will build
my church.” A+ and a gold star. But in our passage, the rock will turn into a stumbling block.

| want to start by watching Jesus turn. It says in our passage “Jesus turned and said to Peter.” | want
you to see that turn. The Greek root word for that word ‘turn’ is strepho. And strepho isn’t just any turn, in
one of my Greek dictionary sources it says that strepho is a ‘dynamic turn.” So, Jesus didn’t just turn around in
a slow leisurely fashion - maybe like a tourist in a European cathedral; Jesus spun around. Jesus wheeled
around, Jesus turned like a mom turns on her five-year-old son who's given her sass. There’s passion in that
turn.

And the passion in the turn is matched by the passion of Jesus’ words to Peter: “Get behind me Satan!
You are a stumbling block to me! You do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely human concerns!”
Jesus’ words and his body language tell us that this is serious. Jesus’ words and body language tell us that
something really important is at stake here, and Jesus really wants Peter —and he really wants us —to hear
what he is saying.

What’s the source of Jesus’ intensity? Well, Peter is totally misunderstanding what it means to follow
Jesus. The disciples have just heard that Jesus is the Messiah and Jesus wants to make sure that they
understand what that means. He doesn’t want them to misunderstand. So right away he explains to them that
the Messiah must suffer and die. Peter doesn’t like what he’s hearing. Peter is fresh off the triumph of
recognizing that Jesus is the Messiah, he’s feeling pretty good about his judgement, so he takes Jesus aside,
puts his arm around Jesus’ shoulder, and gives him a little advice. “Lord... this shall never happen to you!”

And those words ignite Jesus. Jesus spins around and gets really forceful with Peter: “Get behind me
Satan!” “Peter, don’t you ever say anything like that again.” You get the sense that not only has Peter
misunderstood, but there’s real danger in his misunderstanding.

What’s the danger?? What does Jesus see in Peter that causes him to turn and confront his disciple so
sharply? It’s about the path and the power of the kingdom. It’s pretty clear that when Peter and the rest of the
disciples sign on to follow Jesus, they imagine themselves on an upward path of success. It’s pretty clear that
they see themselves like young entrepreneurs joining a promising startup. They think Jesus’ brand is going to
take off and they are going to ride that train all the way up into corner offices. That’s why they’re always
arguing about who would be the greatest in the Kingdom. At one point, James and John literally ask for
thrones in Jesus’ courtroom. They see Jesus do all those miracles and attract the big crowds and they think
they are on a success trajectory.

But now Peter hears Jesus say things that put’s all that in doubt. Jesus isn’t talking about a success
trajectory; Jesus is talking about suffering and dying. All of a sudden Peter’s hopes for a corner office are
evaporating! So, he takes Jesus aside and tries to get Jesus to change his business plan. “Jesus, it doesn’t have
to be this way! Do some more of your miracles. Raise some people from the dead — I've seen you do it! It’s
incredible. We can muster an army, and you can ride into Jerusalem as King. We can show those no-good
Pharisees and those no-good Romans that you really are the Messiah! We can make them all eat their words!”
Peter doesn’t want the path of the cross; he wants the path of strength and success.

In some ways Jesus’ goals are the same as Peter’s. Does Jesus want to defeat his enemies? Yes. Does
Jesus want to destroy the power of evil? Yes. Does Jesus want to reign as King in the New Jerusalem?
Eventually, yes. The goals are largely the same. What makes Peter’s request Satanic — because that’s what



Jesus calls it —is the kind of power he wants to use to achieve these goals. Peter wants to walk the path of
success following a Messiah who uses the power of strength and might. But Jesus is going to conquer through
the power of love and sacrifice. Jesus is going to triumph through the power of the cross. The difference
between these two ways of power is so important to Jesus, so crucial, that when Peter tries to get Jesus to
change his approach, Jesus wheels on him, turns on him and compares him to Satan.

There are many ways in which Jesus is revolutionary, but one of the most revolutionary parts of Jesus
is the power at the center of his kingdom. To see the depth of the revolution, you have to put yourself in the
mindset of a person living in the Roman Empire in Jesus’ time. As Tom Holland has well-described in his
excellent book Dominion, in the Roman Empire of those days the kind of power that was admired was ruthless
power. In ancient Rome, what made a person great was strength and the ability to dominate your enemy. In
ancient Rome, “Battle was the ultimate test of a god’s authority.” Winning was all that mattered.

This theology of power affected the moral life of people in the empire. So, for example, nowadays
when we fight a war, we try to minimize civilian casualties, and we try to kill as few people as we can in
pursuing our objectives. Holland argues that this minimization of civilian casualties is something that we value
because of Christianity and its emphasis on caring for the weak. Concern for the weak did not exist in Rome.
So, when Julius Caesar conquered Gaul — modern day France — he had it proclaimed and celebrated that he
killed a million people in his campaign and then took another million people as slaves. Caesar publicized that
slaughter because he knew that it would be received as a sign of his greatness. In Roman culture, killing and
enslaving 2 million people was greatness because it showed your strength.

But now here comes Jesus and everything about him goes in the opposite direction of Rome. He is
born in weakness, in a stable. He doesn’t go to the rich and the powerful with his message, he starts with the
poor Galileans. He says, “the last shall be first” and “blessed are the meek.” He serves in weakness — he
doesn’t have an army; he hangs out with 12 fishermen. His crown is not made of gold; it’s made of thorns. His
victory is not him slaying a million of his enemies, his victory is giving his blood as a sacrifice for the sins of the
world.

This is so remarkable. For the Romans, the cross was the opposite of a symbol of strength. The cross
was for losers. The whole method of crucifixion was designed to make you look like a loser. In the Roman
culture, dying on a cross was the most humiliating of deaths. According to multiple sources I've read, if you
had a relative who was crucified, you would never admit it. You would hide it because it was so shameful.
Power for Jesus is totally different. It’s not strength to smash your enemy and exalt yourself; it’s picking up
your cross, it’s giving yourself away to others in love, it’s care for what is weak and broken, it’s a sacrificial love
that absorbs hurt and gives grace.

Roman power is still a temptation for modern people including Christians. That pagan view of power is
still out there. In fact, | would say its appeal is growing. When policy makers say things like: “We live in a
world, in the real world, that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power.
These are the iron laws of the universe since the beginning of time.” That’s the pagan view of power. That’s
the Roman view of power as pure strength. When someone offers to use that sort of power to achieve the
ends that we want, it’s tempting. Because it promises to put you on top. It gives you a vision of you standing
strong and muscular with your problems crushed under your feet. It offers you the upward path to prosperity.

But if you are tempted, let me remind you of how quickly Jesus turned, and what he said to Peter and
how he called this power satanic. Instead, Jesus says, if you want to follow me, you must pick up your cross.

I’'ve thought a lot about the power of the cross and how it’s different from pagan power. And in my
thinking, I’'ve found my mind turning to the movie The Mission. Do you know that movie? It came out in 1986
and it’s a movie worth seeing. It’s not for kids, but it’s worth seeing.

The end of the movie is the part | think about a lot. The movie centers around a Jesuit mission that has
been set up in the jungles of South America. The mission has been established among one of the most warlike
vengeful tribes in the Amazon and the people of the tribe have learned to love Jesus and they have learned



the way of the cross. The mission is run by two priests, one of them is Father Gabriel the founder of the
mission, the other is Father Rodrigo an ex-soldier and slave trader who has traded in his gun for mission work.

Everything is fine until politics gets in the way. The mission is transferred from Spanish to Portuguese
authority and Rome orders it shut down. The two priests refuse. They are helping people and they don’t want
to abandon their flock. As a result of their refusal, the Portuguese send in their army to shut the mission down
by force — if their commands are not obeyed, they are permitted to start shooting.

When Rodrigo and Gabriel hear about the soldiers coming, the two priests have different reactions.
Rodrigo, the former soldier, wants to fight. He goes back to his guns, and he recruits some of the villagers to
fight with him. He makes war plans and sets up booby traps. Gabriel does not want to fight. He knows that he
might be doomed, but he decides that he will celebrate mass instead; he will have a church service. While the
soldiers come to shoot them, he will lift up the cross and worship.

And so, the Portuguese soldiers arrive and they start shooting at the village and they start setting
things on fire. Rodrigo fights and they kill some of the advancing soldiers but eventually he and his fighters are
overwhelmed and killed. Meanwhile Gabriel holds his church service. As the soldiers advance, he holds up a
cross and leads a processional into the church. A crowd of worshippers follow him. It’s mostly women and
children and older people. The town is burning around him, but the crowd keeps moving forward with their
eyes on the cross. Eventually, though, the bullets find them too and everyone is cut down. Gabriel is shot
through the neck while holding up the cross.

| was in my early 20’s when | first saw this movie, and, at that age, when | saw Rodrigo and Gabriel
arguing about what to do in the face of the advancing soldiers, | was totally on Rodrigo’s side. Give me a gun
and let’s see how many of those soldiers | can take out before they get me. | would have lined up behind
Rodrigo and his gun. But now I’'m not so sure. Now | think | would line up behind Gabriel and cross. | would
throw my lot in with the power of the cross. | think the cross is what | would want to hold up against the
violent angers of the world.

That doesn’t mean | am a pacifist. I’'m not a pacifist. | think it’s OK and even noble for a Christian
person to serve in the military. In a broken world, there are times where you need force to restrain evil. But
while military power may be necessary, it’s not the hope for salvation, it’s not our hope for healing this world,
it’s not the power that will bring peace and new creation —that power only comes through Jesus and the
Cross.

| wonder: If given the choice between Rodrigo and Gabriel, which path would you choose? It’s not a
simple choice.

One more story. Back in 2015 South Carolina was in the grips of a controversy over the removal of the
confederate flag from the state capital. People had all sorts of different opinions about the removal and some
of the strongest opinions were held by members of the KKK. They decided to hold a protest march in the state
capital to show their displeasure. The Klan showed up and, as you might expect, so did a whole bunch of
counter protestors. It was a combustible situation, so the department of public safety decided to send a bunch
of officers in to help keep the peace and make sure things didn’t get out of hand. Leroy Smith was the director
of the department of Public Safety, and though he could have simply assigned other officers to the march, he
decided to go himself because he didn’t want to send his officers anywhere he wouldn’t be willing to go. This
was particularly sensitive for him because Leroy is a black man.

On the day of the march the weather was incredibly hot and that just made people even more testy.
The KKK had white power signs and white power shirts. They had swastikas and other racist paraphernalia.
They chanted slogans as they marched. On the other side, the counter protesters yelled at them, hurled
insults, and cussed them out. At least one counter-protester threw a bottle.

As the march went on, Leroy Smith noticed one of the KKK marchers was faltering. He was an older
man wearing a black shirt with a swastika on it and the heat was getting to him. He was stumbling and
disoriented. Leroy saw the man’s distress and moved quickly to his side to help him. He steadied the man,
spoke kindly to him, helped him into the shade, found water for him to drink, he called over medical personnel



to help the man. Someone took a picture of the two of them, a black police officer helping a man in a KKK rally
with a swastika on his shirt. It went viral.

Now it strikes me that people met the evil of this racist march with two different kinds of power, some
people yelled insults and threw bottles. Leroy Smith gave water and grace. Which of these two were cross-
shaped? Which of these two has more power to change hearts?

Jesus says: “If anyone wants to come after me, they must pick up their cross and follow me.”
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