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Pentecost 13A – Matt. 16: 21-28 

 Lenny was a grade 10 student and was very excited to start his summer job as a 

maintenance worker for his town.  Today was Monday and he felt determined to do as good a job 

as possible with his task of cutting the grass in the town park.  He carefully cut the grass that 

morning and by the afternoon was trimming the high grass around the parking curbs and the 

signs.  By late afternoon his boss stopped by to check on Lenny’s work.  The boss took one look 

at Lenny’s accomplished tasks for the day and praised the quality of his workmanship.  He told 

Lenny that he had seldom seen the park looking so good.  Lenny proudly took the good news 

home to his parents.           

 The very next day Lenny was feeling very pleased with himself as his boss sent him to 

cut grass, trim and weed the flower gardens at the town office.  Again Lenny carefully cut the 

grass making sure all the lines were straight…..then he proceeded to trim around the statue, the 

signposts and the benches, all before lunch.  After lunch he set to work on weeding the flower 

gardens.  He knew his boss was coming at 3:00 to take him to another job so he got right to his 

task.              

 When the boss arrived shortly after 3:00 Lenny was fully expecting to hear more praise 

on a job well done…..but we heard instead was a scathing rebuke.  At first his boss seemed 

happy enough, but when they walked over to the flower gardens things changed in a hurry.  

Apparently Lenny pulled out as many newly planted flowers as he did weeds.  To Lenny the 

weeds and the flowers looked kind of the same and were about the same size so he pulled them 

all out.  His heart sunk in his chest as he heard his boss say, “you better shape up if you want to 

keep your job.  Another mistake like this one and you won’t make the end of the week!”   

 Can you imagine how poor Lenny felt?  One day being praised and built up and then by 
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the next afternoon being rebuked and torn down.  This is kind of how it was for poor Peter.  Last 

Sunday Jesus was praising Peter, saying, “blessed are you, Simon Son of Jonah!  And I tell you, 

you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church” And then just six verses later Jesus is 

rebuking Peter saying, “get behind me Satan! You are a stumbling block to me.”  Peter’s head 

must have been spinning.  As bad as poor Lenny felt Peter must have felt much worse trying to 

figure out what had just happened.          

 So what did happen?  Why did Jesus praise Peter and then shortly afterwards sharply 

rebuke him?  Jesus really did mean it when he praised Peter, but now that Peter correctly stated 

who Jesus was, the disciples needed to be taught what it looked like to follow “the Messiah, the 

Son of the living God.”  Notice that it says in verse 21, “Jesus began to show his disciples…..”  

Teaching them to understand what it meant to be his followers wasn’t going to be an easy lesson 

and it certainly wasn’t going to happen in one day.  Jesus “began to show” them, which means it 

was going to take the rest of the journey for them to come to understand what being a disciple 

really meant.             

 When we read a little farther we hear this, “If any want to become my followers, let them 

deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life 

will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”   On the surface this doesn’t 

exactly sound very inspiring or motivating does it?  I mean we all want to find life don’t we?  

But Jesus is saying that if we want to find life, we first have to lose it.  Many a person has read 

this bit of Matthew and felt confused, worried and troubled.   Why would we want to follow 

someone who says that he must suffer, be killed and on the third day be raised?  Yup, confusing, 

worrying and troubling. 
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 The way to life goes through death.  That is the principle that applies in the kingdom of 

God.  When Jesus talks about the cross and death he is first and foremost talking about his own 

death.  Jesus’ way to save human beings went through death.  In the same way for us, our way to 

salvation also goes through death.  But Jesus wasn’t just talking about our physical deaths here.  

He is saying that we must die from our own self…..that our egotism and selfishness must die.  It 

is this, but it is also more than this…..something inside of us must die.  It is our faith in ourselves 

that has to die.  And if this sounds rather bizarre to you then I can assure you that you are not the 

first one to ever think this, for the kingdom of God does seem rather bizarre to our world.  Most 

every part of our world tells us that the most important thing is to have faith in yourself…..to 

have faith in our own abilities to succeed…..to take pride in a job well done like Lenny and Peter 

did after being praised.           

 And to a certain extent, there is truth in those words.  Jesus taught that every individual 

human being is so precious that there is nothing in the whole world so valuable. That is why it is 

so important that we take good care of the life that God has given to us.  Yes, we need to do a 

good job at work so we can provide…..yes, we need to take time to relax and to laugh, yes, we 

need to take care of the bodies that God has given us, and yes, we need to have a certain level of 

self-belief and self-image.  But we can’t get trapped there.  That is why Jesus utters those 

troubling words that we can only take really good care of this life if we lose it.  If we deny 

ourselves and take up our cross and follow him.  No wonder much of our world declares this to 

be bizarre and therefore dismisses Christianity.         

 But what much of the world fails to understand is that to lose our lives doesn’t literally 

mean that we must end our lives nailed to a cross.  But it does mean that we should, to the best of 

our human abilities, live for the other person.  When we walk out of the church we are 
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representing Christ.  We proclaim and we demonstrate to the world what being a follower of 

Christ looks like.  Let the concern for others be your first priority in everything you do…..not 

your own wish to be liked by others…..not your own need to have others appreciate you, because 

this is still living in yourselves.  But really, others, no matter what they think about you.  We can 

do this at home, at work, at school, when we spend time at restaurants, in the hockey rinks or at 

the malls.  When we do these things we are truly living for others, we are truly finding our lives 

and we are truly followers of Christ.  When we do these things we become blessings for other 

people and all the while are discovering amazing blessings for ourselves…..and we will only 

know these blessings if we find our lives in others.        

 Wishing to encourage her young son's progress on the piano, a mother took her small son 

to a concert.  After they were seated, the mother spotted a friend in the audience and walked 

down the aisle to greet her.  Seizing the opportunity to explore the wonders of the concert hall, 

the little boy rose and eventually explored his way through a door marked "NO 

ADMITTANCE."           

 When the house lights dimmed and the concert was about to begin, the mother returned to 

her seat and discovered that her son was missing.  Suddenly, the curtains parted and spotlights 

focused on the impressive expensive piano on the stage.  In horror, the mother saw her little boy 

sitting at the keyboard, innocently picking out "Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star."  At that moment, 

the great piano master made his entrance, quickly moved to the piano, and whispered in the boy's 

ear, "don't quit, keep playing."          

 Then leaning over, the concert pianist reached down with his left hand and began filling 

in a bass part.  Soon his right arm reached around to the other side of the child and he added 

another level to the music.  Together, the old master and the young novice transformed a 



5 
 

frightening situation into a wonderfully creative experience. The audience was both warmed and 

mesmerized.            

 To follow Jesus…..to lose our lives and find them in others is to act the way that the 

concert pianist did.  He could have responded differently…..he could have become angry and 

shooed the youngster off the stage…..he could have demanded that someone remove the intruder 

from the piano.  And if he did one of those things the audience wouldn’t have been surprised for 

many people would have done exactly that.   But because he responded the way he did, the boy, 

his mother and the entire audience was treated to a heart-warming display and blessings 

abounded.              

 In the midst of the hustle and bustle of your lives, never forget to rest in the finished work 

of our Savior.  We can’t add anything…..by our own work we cannot add even one single thing 

to what he has already finished.  He has cleared the way for you to live your lives for others.  

Listen to his voice as he says to you, “don’t quit, keep playing.”  Keep making beautiful music 

by living for others…..beautiful music that our hurting world sorely needs to hear…..beautiful 

music that sounds out into our corners of the world opening other ears to what following Jesus 

can mean.  And please never fear your own inabilities…..please don’t think that you are not good 

enough, because the hands of your master are always playing right along with you.  Thanks be to 

God.  Amen.    
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