
Behind or Beside 

Read Mark 8:27-38 

 Last week we heard Jesus call a poor Gentile woman with a demon 

possessed daughter a dog.  Now this week we hear him call Peter Satan and 

command him to get behind him.  Peter along with James and John was one of his 

closest disciples of the twelve.  It was Peter who got his name changed from 

Simon, meaning willowy to Peter, meaning Rocky.  Now Jesus rebukes him for 

talking like the devil.  A week ago we made a stab at sorting out the whole dog 

business making a little headway.  What’s the deal this time?  In both instances 

there must be more than meets the eye initially; otherwise it would seem strange 

for Jesus to talk to people this way. 

 Let’s begin with a question for ourselves.  Did you ever try to advise God?  

Listen to yourself praying.  Have you ever prayed to supply God with information 

as though God doesn’t know your situation or that of someone for whom you are 

praying?  “Oh God, Sally is in room 615 at Cooper Hospital.  Her blood pressure is 

700 over 500.  Please don’t let her explode.”  You go on to give God all the test 

results you know about and ask God about the proper medications and so on and 

so on.    You’ve now brought God up to speed.  God has enough information to 

spring into action.  Amen. 

 Have you ever prayed as though God is a stingy miser with grace, with 

mercy, with salvation, or with love?  Have you ever felt that God must be hard of 

hearing?  Have you ever noticed that God is usually late for the appointments you 

make for God?  Have you ever had the thought, “If I were God, I’d do things a lot 

differently than God does”? Given our pride, when things get rough, we usually 

think we have a better idea for straightening out our messes.  If God would only 

listen up.  

Have you ever read the scripture that says we will get whatever we ask 

from God, then become disappointed because you don’t seem to get what you 

ask for, and then have your disappointment turn into a simmering anger toward 

God, feeling like you’ve been duped by a false promise?  It’s happened more than 



once that someone wounded by life has said to me that when they die they are 

going to march up to God and demand an explanation: “Explain yourself God,” or 

“I’m here to finally give you a piece of my mind!”  Really?  Somehow I don’t think 

that’s how the meeting is going to go. 

Jesus met the poor mother up in Gentile “dog” country.  Now a few verses 

later in Mark we see Jesus and the disciples at Caesarea Philippi on the extreme 

northern border of Israel, also heavily populated by Gentiles.  Jesus seems to 

relish working on the borderline between inside and outside, between the clean 

and the unclean.  Here Jesus puts the important question to the disciples: “Who 

do people say that I am?”  They give him various answers.   

Then came the key question of the class: “Who do you say that I am?”  It’s a 

core question for every person who encounters Jesus, whether then in bodily 

form or now in spiritual form.  Who do you say Jesus is?  Peter had the right 

answer: “You are the Messiah.”  “Right,” said Jesus; “Don’t tell a soul.”  At that 

moment, the time was not right to share the secret.  After Easter Jesus 

commanded the disciples to go out and tell everyone in the whole wide world. 

The Gospel of Matthew gives us an expanded version of that moment 

between Peter and Jesus.  Peter says to Jesus, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 

living God.”  And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah!  For 

flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.”  

Then Jesus gave him his new name and entrusted the keys to the kingdom to 

Peter, the Rock. 

It would have been simple if Jesus had stopped right there where Satan and 

all people of the flesh would have preferred, short of the cross.  But Jesus couldn’t 

oblige Satan, Simon, or you and me for that matter.  Salvation is of the ultimate 

importance and sacrifice is the price.  So Jesus began to speak the raw truth of the 

situation into their souls.  The Son of Man is going to endure great suffering, be 

rejected by the elders, killed, and after three days rise.  By the time Jesus got to 

the part about rising, Peter’s ears were already plugged with indignation over the 

great suffering, the rejection, and the execution.  All those things everyone knew 

about.  But no one knew about the resurrection, not yet.  His ardor would rise to 



prevent the first three, his faith was not yet strong enough to believe in a dead 

man rising.   

So we are told Peter began to rebuke Jesus.  “This will never happen to 

you!”  He thought he was speaking as Jesus’ friend much like any one of us would 

do were our best friend in peril.  We’d try to stand in the gap in defense against 

all evil.  Little did Peter realize he was acting as a mouthpiece for Jesus’ arch 

enemy, the devil himself who had already tried to derail Jesus’ mission during the 

temptation in the wilderness.  So Jesus in turn rebuked Peter: “Get behind me 

Satan; you are not on God’s side.” 

Poor Peter, always skewered between the extremes.  To in one breath be 

called Rock and in the next to be called Satan marks a precipitous fall.  Who was 

he really?  Which name would fit him best?  If only he’d learned his lesson more 

deeply and figured out his place in his relationship with Jesus he might have been 

spared weeping bitter tears in the outer darkness on the night Jesus was 

betrayed.  I’ll never deny you became, not one denial but three, all in the course 

of a few hours on a Thursday night.   

In hindsight we now know how central Jesus’ death on a cross was to the 

saving plan and purpose of God.  People like Peter and you and me always want 

victory without suffering if we can get it, but it’s the suffering of Jesus that draws 

him closest to us, and if we will embrace God as a suffering servant it will allow us 

to draw closest to God, more than all the miracles, signs, and wonders combined. 

  The cross shows the lengths to which God will go to rescue us.  The cross 

demonstrates without words the message that we so desperately need to hear: 

God loves you.  How much?  This much!   God is willing to pay for your soul with 

his own agony!  Jesus’ willing offering of himself up to death shows us the height 

and depth and length and breadth of the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge. 

  Get behind me Satan; get out of my way!  I’ve got work to do.  I have an 

offering of trust and obedience to give to my Father.  I am the Way, the Truth, 

and the Life.  There is no cheap grace and no shortcut to salvation.  My way is the 

way of the cross. 



Immediately after this rebuke of Peter, Mark tells us that Jesus called the 

crowd together with his disciples.  I think the Holy Spirit here inspires Mark to 

write with just a few subtle words a profound truth.  There is an old and well 

worn saying that says, “The ground is level at the foot of the cross.”  No one can 

stand and gaze at the fruit of human brutality, fear, hatred, jealousy, lust, and 

greed and feel exempt from guilt. Here the twelve first disciples of Jesus take 

their stand among the rest of us ordinary people.  At the cross we stand shoulder 

to shoulder with the Apostles.  

 The cross is God’s righteous judgment upon sin in all of its forms.  No one 

can stand looking at Christ crucified, I mean really look at him hanging there in 

our stead, and in the next breath say, “I’m really not such a bad person.  No one 

can be smugly religious there.  No one can accuse God of not caring.  No one can 

ever say again, ‘God is far off and uninvolved in my suffering.’  No one can ever 

say again, ‘God doesn’t know what it is like to be me; God doesn’t know how hard 

life on earth can be, how unjust, how cruel, how disappointing,’ and so on—fill in 

your own accusations against God if you dare and take your stand with the one 

known as the accuser, Satan, the father of lies. 

Jesus gathers the crowd and the disciples together and speaks to them as 

one.  There is not in this moment a distinction dividing Jesus’ inner circle who are 

surrounded by those not as close to Jesus.  All human beings stand in the same 

place where salvation is concerned.  And all who would be Jesus’ disciples sign on 

for the same regimen.  Jesus breaks the training exercise into three parts for 

people who would be his followers. 

Part one.  Jesus says if anyone wants to be his disciple they must deny 

themselves.  Let’s keep it simple and not get too theological.  Every one of us has 

numerous experiences where we must choose to do what we want or to do what 

God wants.  How many times did you have your day all mapped out in your head, 

then along came someone with a real need.  What should I do?  Should I say, “I 

would help you but I’ve already planned to have fun; find someone else?”  Self 

denial isn’t a matter of giving up chocolate for Lent or something like that.  Self 

denial is the posture of counting other people better than yourselves and 



deeming their needs to be important.  Please hear me clearly.  Workaholism is not 

required here.  You are entitled to maintain healthy boundaries.  To a workaholic 

self denial can become a self-justifying addictive drug.  Self denial only stays 

healthy when it is connected to the will of God and guided by the Holy Spirit. You 

can’t save the world; only Jesus does that.  But you can participate in his mission. 

Part two.  Disciples of Jesus must take up their cross.  Following Jesus 

involves sacrifice.  The sacrificial life is mainly a learned style of living.  It is not the 

only reason, but I believe it is one reason, why we receive offerings during 

worship.  Stewardship campaigns and admonishments to tithe usually emphasize 

the blessings that come your way if you give.  And they do often.  One function of 

generosity in giving is that it is a way to free ourselves from being enslaved to our 

possessions.  

 But it is also true, if you give things away, you no longer have them for 

your use.  It is a sacrifice.  Israel was trained how to offer sacrifices in worship 

over many centuries living as God’s chosen people.  Sacrifice for God keeps us in 

right relationship with Jesus who is self-sacrificial to the core.  To be with him is to 

become like him.  Take up your cross and follow him in laying down your life for 

your friends.  Cross bearing, living sacrificially is formed in our character by long 

and persistent training in giving ourselves and our possessions away.  There is joy 

in the end, but anyone will tell you that the cross hurts! 

Part three is to follow Jesus.  We are not made like him so we can be placed 

as a heavenly trophy on God’s mantelpiece.  We are constantly being made more 

and more like Jesus so that we will have the insight and the courage and the 

compassion to go where Jesus goes, even if it is a sacrifice to do so and even if the 

cost in self-denial is expensive. 

Our flesh will say, “Hey, wait a minute.  It sounds like I have to give up a 

whole lot to be a Christian.”  Well, to be honest, that may be true. No, let’s be 

even more up front: Jesus will never be satisfied until he has all of you.  He wants 

and expects you to be “all in.”  Our tepid commitment is simply our flesh arguing 

with the Lord.   



 Jesus anticipates our objections to such radical discipleship by asking 

another question to go along with “who do you say that I am?”  He also asks, 

“What does it profit if you gain the whole world but forfeit your life?  What return 

can you give for your life?”  If you sell your soul to the devil you become his 

trophy of deceit and he will place you on his mantelpiece so he can admire his 

skill in stealing you from the God who loves you.  You will be nothing but fuel for 

the fires of his demonic narcissism.  God wants so much more and so much better 

for each one of us. 

Jesus came to show us the way that, to the flesh, seems like a crazy system 

of losing our lives to gain them for all eternity.  At first we think, “That will never 

work; it’s not realistic.”  We need to forsake our mistaken notion that if we want 

to have real life we must grab on and protect ourselves at all costs.  Jesus calls us 

to live with an almost reckless abandon.  We are to abandon ourselves into the 

goodness and the love of God.  When you look at it that way it makes all the 

sense in the world.  Who do you say Jesus is?  Your answer will shape your life 

here and in eternity. 

 


