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  24th Sunday after Pentecost 
  November 8, 2015 
 
 
 
 

Matthew 16:21-17 
“Cross & Resurrection: Life by God’s Victory” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 Many of you know that the Reeves family lived in Kansas City for 10 years before moving to 
Northeast Ohio. So, I have to say, the highlight of my week has been that people keep congratulating me 
for the Kansas City Royals winning the World Series.  
 

All day Monday the Reeves family was just toast. We stayed up until 1am to watch the Royals 
beat the New York Mets in 12 innings. If we woke you up after midnight with our screaming, we do 
apologize. So, we started the week exhausted. But every time someone congratulated me for the Royals 
winning the World Series, I got a little boost. 
 
 Somehow, it wasn’t until, like, the fourth time someone said, “Congratulations on winning the 
World Series,” that it struck me as strange that was responding by saying, “Thanks!” I mean, I myself 
hadn’t won anything! I didn’t get any hits or catch any balls. I wasn’t on the team. Okay, we did go to 
Progressive Field to cheer for Kansas City when they played Cleveland, but that’s about it. So why am I 
receiving congratulations for their win? And why do I really feel that, somehow, I’m part of it? 
 
 The good news of Jesus Christ is that we are part of a victory that we didn’t win. Through faith in 
Christ, we share in God’s victory, God’s triumph accomplished in Jesus’ living, dying and rising for us and 
all the world. That’s the gospel at the heart of our life story: you and I are victorious––we are forgiven our 
failures, we are set free from what haunts our past, we are brought into peace that comes from knowing 
we are forever loved, we are made new from the inside out by the transforming power of God––but not 
because of anything that we ourselves have done.  
 

Through faith, God has made us part of what Jesus has done. In Jesus, God wins the victory; we 
get to be part of it. That is the meaning of grace. But get this: the way Jesus describes with his disciples, 
the way we get in his victorious life isn’t really by winning, but by losing. 

 
Jesus said, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and 

follow me. For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it.” When 
Jesus came as God’s messiah, God’s anointed victorious king, his way of achieving victory couldn’t have 
been stranger. His victory looked like loss. 
 
 We’ve been in a series on the Bible as the story of our life, and last week we talked about how 
Jesus came announcing and showing the kingdom of God. That’s to say, Jesus showed what it was like 
with God fully in charge in the world. With Jesus, lives were being healed and transformed, rescued and 
renewed. People flocked to Jesus like he was everything they’d ever waited, both in their own lives and in 
the people called Israel. 
 
 In Jesus’ day, the Jewish world buzzed with anticipation. They were looking for the promised 
messiah who’d come to save them and put the world to rights. When the messiah came, enemies would be 
vanquished and the people would live secure. Powers of evil would be defeated and the people would be 
led in ways of goodness and truth.  
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The people longed for the messiah the world was a mess. The Romans controlled the Holy Land 

and kept order with brutality. Their system of taxation kept most of the people poor. So people hoped for 
God to come with a social and military revolution. Jesus was so popular that at his word, people would 
have pounded their farming tools into swords and followed him to the Holy City, to drive out the Romans 
and set things right by force.  

 
Jesus would set the world to rights in Jerusalem, but it wouldn’t be by force. And it wouldn’t be by 

a victory he’d be congratulated for. That’s because God’s way of winning is different from that of the 
world. God doesn’t win by having better armies or stronger bombs than the enemies of God.  
 

In God’s strange way, victory comes when the messiah dies for the enemy. Because God’s victory 
flows from the power love. This is why “Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to 
Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, 
and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.”  

 
This word was devastating to Peter. To Peter, Jesus simply could not be defeated. He believed 

that Jesus and the power he showed stood for everything that was good. But Peter didn’t allow that Jesus’ 
show of power would be so different from that of the world. Rome kept order through the power of 
violence, and the threat of pain and death. Herod used the power of money to buy influence and loyalty, 
and to arrange life as he pleased.  

 
The names and power in today’s headlines might be different but perhaps the story mostly the 

same? The kingdoms of the world run on violence and self-interest. Jesus came with God’s kingdom that 
runs on love, and Peter was so enamored he just knew Jesus had to win. But how could he have imagined 
that Jesus’ victory would involve giving his life away. 
 

Just what do we conceive a victorious life to be? Is it one where we come out on top and mostly 
get our way? Is the triumphant life about doing all we can to overcome struggles and pain? Or is the 
victorious life about achievement, like getting good grades, winning games, racking up promotions and 
accolades? Or is a winning life about the conquest of acquisition, about getting more for ourselves––more 
stuff, more money, more respect, more stimulating and pleasurable experiences? 

 
But can we imagine that the quest for victorious life doesn’t acquiring more, but losing the life we 

have? That the winning quest isn’t first about gain, but about giving away? For Peter this didn’t compute. 
That’s why Peter took Jesus aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never 
happen to you!” Jesus couldn’t be killed. God had to protect him. What good would a lost Jesus, a dead 
Jesus be? 

 
But Jesus had in mind a different kind of triumph. It wouldn’t be triumph that involved the 

slaughter of God’s enemies, but the gentleness, kindness, and wisdom of God taking hold of the earth. 
This was the victory taking place when Jesus lost his life all the way to the cross. 

 
About a hundred years ago, physician and Bible scholar Albert Schweitzer said, “Jesus was like a 

man convinced that the wheel of history was going to turn in the opposite direction. He waited for this to 
happen, but it didn’t. Then he threw himself upon the wheel, and it crushed him––but it did indeed start 
to turn in the other direction.”1 

 

                                                
1 Mentioned in N.T. Wright, Simply Good News, (New York: Harper One, 2015), 44. 
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When the cross crushed Jesus, it was the start of God’s victory that got the world turning a 
different way. After Peter rebuked Jesus, Jesus turned to him and told satan to get behind him, because it 
was satan and the forces of evil that Jesus really came to conquer. On the cross, Jesus accepted everything 
that damages human life and leaves us feeling defeated. In his body, he received all the violence we do to 
one other. On the cross, he accepted all the accusations and judgments we lay against ourselves and each 
other. Jesus received into himself all of the judgments God could ever lay against us.  

 
In Jesus’ death sentence handed out by the Romans, the real sentence being passed by God was 

upon evil and death itself. This is how Jesus’ death was God’s victory. When Jesus lost his life, every dark 
power opposed to God was sentenced and condemned. Jesus lost his life so that, in him, we could find 
ours. 

 
That’s how the center of our life story is a victory we did not win. When Jesus was raised from 

death, as he promised Peter, it was God’s proclamation that Jesus really was God’s messiah, that on the 
cross Jesus truly was ruling the world with God’s love. The resurrection also proclaimed that whole way 
Jesus embodied really is the way of life. Which is why Jesus didn’t simply ask his disciples to believe in who 
he was. He ask those who believed really to follow him. 

 
“You have to give yourself up,” he told Peter. “If you really want to follow, you have to give 

yourself up, take up your cross, and come after me.” See, following Jesus costs you everything. When you 
take up the cross, it’s all that you can hold.  

 
Following Jesus will cost your job and your marriage. It will cost your bank accounts and 

possessions. Following Jesus will cost your reputation and your pride. It will cost your wisdom and your 
priorities. Following Jesus means losing everything to him, and that’s precisely the good news. Because 
everything you lose to Jesus becomes part of his victory. 

 
If you lose your job to Jesus, you can receive it back and live it the way Jesus would in you. If you 

lose your marriage to Jesus, you can receive it back as a proving ground for giving yourself away in love. 
Lose you money to Jesus and you’ll keep on balancing your checkbook and paying the bills, but you’ll 
know that the reason God gave you resources is so you’d have something to give away for the sake of 
God’s mission. 

 
Following Jesus means losing your mind, even losing your soul, because whose no longer claim 

their heart, mind, soul and strength as their own, but as belonging to Jesus, are position to gain the mind 
and strength of Christ. To gain the security, recognition, peace, and direction that their own searching 
and trying could never obtain.  

 
But no one can lose their way into Jesus by holding on to anything. You can’t lose the life you 

keep holding onto. You can only is to let go. 
 

 You could say, following Jesus is like learning to swim. You’ll just never swim if you keep a grip on 
the side of the pool. You have to let go and kick from the side, out to that place where you can’t touch. As 
with swimming, with following Jesus, it’s all or nothing. You can’t swim halfway. It’s either swim or 
drown. 
 
 And the truth is, all those things we clutch like life preservers––a sense of security or control, our 
money or a past we wish we could bring back, a dreamed of future we think we couldn’t live with out––
the truth is, these were never going to save our life. In life with Jesus, these aren’t life preservers but 
weights that just pull us under the water. If you’re going to swim you can’t hold on to anything. 
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 But that is just the good news. We don’t have to hold onto anything or get anything to be part of 
the victory God wins for us in Christ. By Jesus’ cross and resurrection, all of God’s love, all of God’s 
power, everything that amounts to life has come flowing into the world like a mighty river. It’s God’s love 
that really holds us up. It’s God’s faithfulness that really carries us through life. It’s God’s power that’s 
really the source of our strength, and God’s hope toward which life really flows. 
 
 But will we take Jesus seriously, at his word, that that it’s only by giving everything to him that 
we’ll win the life that flows from God’s unsurpassable love? In every generation, there are people who are 
willing to go for it. People willing to let everything go to Jesus and find everything they couldn’t have 
gotten for themselves.  
 

What would it be like if we were among them? There’s only one way to find out. And that’s to 
name what you’ve been holding onto for life, and just let it go. That’s what faith means. Not holding on, 
but letting go. Not keeping but losing. Lose as much as you can to Jesus, because everything lost to him 
gets joined to his victory, to his faithfulness, to his love that rises from the grave. That’s why the goal of a 
disciple is to lose everything to Jesus.  

 
Jesus who takes all that we give him and says, “Congratulations! Congratulations on the victory 

I’ve won for you.” Jesus who always asks us to see that we just can’t give him too much of our life. Amen. 


