
Deep in the Woods: Called to deep commitment 
 Mark 8:27-38;  Romans 4:13-25 
 
What is the hardest thing you have had to learn 
in life?   For example, it could be a subject like 
calculus.    Or: The best things in life may be 
free, but that doesn't mean they won't take time, 
sweat, and perseverance to acquire.   That's 
especially the case when it comes to learning 
important life skills like empathy, asking for 
help, time management, listening, and so on.  
What is one of the hardest things you have 
had to learn in life?    Feel free to share. 
 
For me, a really hard thing to learn has been – 
to not quickly try to solve people’s problems. 
And to accept, that I can’t solve everyone’s 
problems – even if they are headed to disaster.  
 
I know an adolescent boy who had a medical 
problem.   Rose and I were all set to get him the 
medical help he needed, and see him through it, 
but his parents didn’t allow it!   I can’t begin to 
describe how frustrating it was, and still is!  
 
Have you ever been lost in the woods?   It is 
easy to get disoriented in an unfamiliar forest. 
The landscape looks the same and you lose the 
ability to see landmarks that help you know 
where you are.   Even when they are especially 
beautiful like the redwoods or one of the walks 
in the Canadian national parks, we can begin to 
feel confused and perplexed.   
 
Spiritually and theologically, we may prefer to 
stay out in the open, where the familiar stories 
and phrases we tell ourselves serve as reliable 
landmarks, and we know what we believe.  But 
life takes us into the depths of the forest some-
times. It throws us curve balls that often simply 
don’t make sense.   Lent leads us into spiritual 
depths that can help us when we find ourselves 
cut off from familiar landmarks, clear easy 
logical solutions or those of our own desires. 
 
When we feel lost in the woods and have hard 
things to learn, then we wonder, if Jesus can 
cast out demons and silence the crazy people, 
why doesn’t he silence the voices that drive us 

crazy?    We ask, if he healed all those people 
in the Gospels, why can’t he heal….we can all 
name someone.  If Jesus could calm the sea, 
surely he could calm the storms of our world.  
Yet they rage on: violence, poverty, racism, 
corruption, wars and natural disasters.  If Jesus 
could feed the 5,000 with a few fish and pieces 
of bread, why does so much of the world go to 
bed hungry at night?  And what about Covid? 
 
So as you think about this question, What is 
one of the hardest things you have had to learn 
in life?, please reflect on this encounter Jesus 
had with Peter and the other disciples.   Jesus’ 
words led Peter right into the forest, deeper into 
the woods, and not out of it.   Peter and all of 
the twelve, imagined victory, dominance, a 
kingly reign.   Talk of suffering and death and 
rejection was not the story Peter told himself 
about the Messiah.  But going there with Jesus 
was part of Peter’s journey: learning, accepting 
different values, taking in a deep hard lesson. 
 
We know that the ways of God are different 
from the ways of the world.  But simple pious 
answers don’t really fully cut it.   The God of 
the Bible tells us, “For my thoughts are not 
your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, 
says the Lord.   For as the heavens are higher 
than the earth, so are my ways higher than your 
ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.”  
(Isaiah 55:8-9).   We know this but this kind of 
answer can leave us lost in the woods.   Like 
Peter and the disciples were.   They had some 
very difficult deep learning to do.  So do we. 
 
The disciples learned this in what must have 
been for them the most shocking thing Jesus 
had ever told them up until that point in their 
relationship.    We are so accustomed to the 
message of Jesus’ crucifixion that it is easy to 
overlook how jarring that prospect would have 
been for the disciples.    The great hope of the 
Israelite people at that time was freedom from 
the Roman overlords.     Having seen Jesus’ 
miracles, experienced his magnetic personality 
as they followed him, and watched him draw 
enthusiastic crowds with his parables and 
teachings, it was totally natural for them to 



assume that Jesus would somehow challenge 
the Romans who they lived under. 
 
Everything they had seen Jesus do and heard 
him say until this time had been impressive and 
had no doubt spurred within them big hopes for 
the future.    We know the disciples schemed 
among themselves to have the best positions in 
Jesus’ empire.  But now this.  “Jesus went on to 
teach them many things about Himself: how the 
Son of Man would suffer; how He would be 
rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes; 
how He would be killed; and how, after three 
days, God would raise Him from the dead.”  
This was worse than being lost in the forest. 
 
Jesus astonished and dismayed them with the 
news that contrary to all their hopes and 
expectations, he would undergo suffering, be 
rejected by the religious leaders and killed.  
And as his followers, could they expect the 
same treatment?     It was the worst possible 
thing Jesus could have said.  But it a hard truth, 
the disciples and we as followers of Jesus need 
to learn, and relearn, and learn again. 
 
To back up a bit about our story from Mark, we 
need to realize this encounter is set in a broader 
context.   This passage is set in a longer, unit.  
Beginning in Mark 8:17, Jesus asks the 12 a 
series of questions revealing their incompre-
hension of who he is.   In 8:21, Jesus’ final 
question is, “Do you not yet understand?”   
 
It is made even more distressing because it uses 
the imperfect verb tense to describe his speech.  
It’s a verb which can be translated, “He kept on 
saying to them, “Do you not yet understand?”  
What a repetitious question for us today, let 
alone for Christians in the second week of Lent, 
or Jesus’ first disciples! 
 
Mark 8:22-10:52, can be considered the central 
portion of Mark’s gospel.  It’s centered around 
this question – do you not yet understand?  This 
section begins and ends with stories of healing 
blind men.  The division of chapters and verses 
can alter how we understand scripture.   If we 
are not careful, we miss some important lessons 

based on how scripture is put together.   The 
chapter and verse divisions were not part of the 
original writings.   They were put in later.   So 
these blindness stories offer us a theological 
sandwich and powerful symbolism.  In between 
the stories of healing the blind are Jesus’ three 
predictions of his passion, of which the first 
one is, our scripture today.  (Mark 8:27-38) 
 
Please notice, that after each of three passion 
predictions, there is a story making it clear the 
disciples still “do not understand.”    In Mark 
chapter 9, verses 33-41, there are two stories 
where the disciples radically misread their own 
context and Jesus’ ministry.   In Mark chapter 
10, verses 35-45, the same holds true.   In our 
passage, (8:27-38) we have the first example of 
Jesus’ prediction, followed by a story of mis-
perception so strongly worded; it could not 
have been forgotten by anyone who heard it. 
 
Just imagine with me, that the disciples were 
able to hold a reunion, 30 years after Jesus’ 
resurrection.    The apostles are together and 
talking about the good old days with Jesus. 
They are laughing, teasing, and reminiscing the 
way friends do who have shared a life changing 
experience.  
 
And then one of them looks at Peter and says, 
“Hey Satan, tell us about that day you rebuked 
Jesus!”   Another joins in, “Yeah, Satan, how 
did that work out for you?”  And another piling 
on, “What were you thinking Peter?” 
 
Then Peter responds, “You know, I just didn’t 
understand the whole suffering & dying thing. I 
didn’t get it. That was not why I followed Jesus 
It’s not what I committed to.  That’s not who I 
thought the Messiah should or would be.” 
 
The apostles suddenly become quiet.    The 
joking ends.   They recall that day in full living 
color, like it was yesterday.   They recall their 
perplexity.   Their feelings of being lost in the 
forest of misunderstanding who Jesus was.  
And they realize that they all felt the same way 
as Peter did.  Any one of them could have been 
told by Jesus to, “Get behind me Satan!”   



And I imagine each of them began sharing 
about their struggles, temptations and sense of 
the hard reality of following Jesus.  I imagine 
the twelve sharing how absurd is the idea of a 
Messiah being executed on a cross.   Or Jesus’ 
preposterous expectation that his followers 
must pick of their own cross.   But as they do 
so – the forest vanishes.   Wonder, joy, praise 
and worship bursts out as they share.  And with 
humility and amazement, I imagine they tell 
stories of people who denied themselves. 
 
Even though Peter knew the awesome truth and 
spoke it - that Jesus is the Messiah, God’s own 
anointed one, he still was lost in the woods.  
Knowing who Jesus is, is not enough!   Jesus’ 
words led Peter right into the forest, not out of 
it.  Peter imagined victory, dominance, a kingly 
reign.  Talk of suffering, death & rejection was 
not the story Peter told himself about Jesus.  
But going there with Jesus was part of Peter’s 
& our journey - learning a hard different story. 
 
To back up a bit in this story again, in 
conversation with the twelve, Jesus inquired 
about the local buzz, verses 8:27-28.  What are 
people saying about me?  Who do they say 
that I am?  The answers are not inappropriate.  
Jesus behaved very much as one of the ancient 
prophets, both in his deeds and in his words 
announcing the imminence of God’s kingdom. 
He sounded like John the Baptist, as Mark 
characterized him. Elijah is a hopeful guess; he 
was believed by some to herald the coming of 
God’s kingdom among humankind (Malachi 
4:5-6).   If it were Elijah, the “great and terrible 
day of the Lord” would be right on the horizon. 
 
It’s like Jesus was setting up the disciples for 
this teaching: “There is this hard thing you 
need to understand about me.”   It was a bitter 
pill for them to swallow! But it was necessary 
that they and we understand.    Otherwise we 
miss the whole point of Jesus’ ministry - that he 
came to give his life for the salvation of them 
and for us, in the way of his kind of Kingdom. 
 
By our human nature we want to be prosperous, 
strong, successful, independent and influential.  

But Jesus has other priorities.   He came to 
serve, not to be served.   His ways are not our 
ways.  He invites us to follow him & his ways. 
 
It’s important that we look back at church 
history and learn from it.  The Christian church 
at the time of the Renaissance, was riding high.  
This is roughly the years from 1400 to 1800.  It 
dominated the personal, social, political and 
religious lives of Europeans.   The landscape is 
dotted today with its magnificent cathedrals.  
The church could command armies to do its 
will.  Its leaders lived like princes, surrounded 
by wealth and pomp and power. 
 
In some ways I believe the church in the West 
is losing power and influence today like during 
the time of the Reformation.   We had respect 
and wealth, but now – the church is laughed at 
by society.   Some Christians have tried to link 
the church with political power and are really 
lost in the forest.  Their voices and actions and 
sins of church history; leader’s bad character 
traits including sexual sins as well as lust for 
wealth and pride in big organizations; have 
simply lost the respect and trust of people.  The 
message and witness of Jesus has been greatly 
diminished and injured.   Too many are more 
fearful of what they might lose than following 
the Savior who denied himself in humility. 
 
In the church’s return to the Bible, the Refor-
mation rejected this “theology of glory” in 
favor of a “theology of the cross.”  To follow 
Jesus is to live lives of service to others, to 
serve rather than to control and dominate.  It 
requires courage and commitment.  It means 
the opposite of being proud of station & status 
for ourselves at the expense of others.  And it 
means confessing our past sins that injured so 
many people for our own selfish gain. 
 
To “deny oneself, or the “theology of the cross” 
does not mean a contrived kind of humility. We 
do not follow Jesus by demeaning ourselves. 
We are called upon to do the very best we can 
with the talents and abilities God has given us. 
To “deny oneself” means to keep our priorities 
in full harmony with what Jesus told us in the 



two “great commandments,” love God and love 
your neighbor as yourself.   Plus there is Jesus’ 
own example.   Yet it seems many today have 
forgotten the lessons of the Reformation and 
Jesus’ call to be kind & to pick up our crosses.  
  
I like Peter because many aren’t as bold as he 
was.   When he and the disciples heard what 
Jesus was saying, Peter spoke what everyone 
was thinking.   He took Jesus aside, and said, 
“Lord, you have it all wrong.  Don’t you get it? 
Your kingdom is not about suffering!  It’s not 
about death.   We can’t recruit to that!   You 
won’t fill the pews or meet the budget if you’re 
preaching pain and rejection!   Don’t preach 
about your expectation of the Kingdom of God. 
Just tell us that it’s here now, and what great 
things we will get out of the deal!”  This is an 
example that good friends can tempt us with 
the wrong ideas. 
 
It took a good while for the apostles to catch 
on.  The death of Jesus had to be a hopeless 
dark deep in the forest day for them.   It took 
Jesus at least 3 times to share his prediction 
about him dying.  There was, to be sure, a ray 
of hope in what Jesus said that day, although 
the disciples may not have heard it.  Jesus will 
be killed, but he will also rise again.   And, 
those who lose their lives for Jesus’ sake and 
the sake of the gospel will save it.  But at this 
time the disciples would not have known how 
those promises would come true. 
 
Jesus did not want to suffer and die.   But he 
resisted temptation so we have hope for the 
future.  So we are called upon to follow him not 
just for this future, but in this life.   To follow 
him now means a life “more abundant,” as he 
defined it focusing on his values. (John 10:10). 
As one pastor said, “We follow Jesus not just to 
be saved or to go to heaven; we follow Jesus 
because it’s worth it.” 
 
As we commit or recommit to this call, our 
transformation is not earned.   It’s called into 
existence by God, not pieced together one act at 
a time, but birthed within us as we lose and find 
ourselves in the leading of God.   If you get an 

urge, a sense of the Holy Spirit’s leading & feel 
uncomfortable, maybe its Jesus saying – go do 
that!  Possibly you are being called deeper into 
the forest, and into a deep clear new real 
commitment to Jesus. 
 
However losing ourselves is not what we seek.  
Still God brings us opportunities to embrace 
doing so as we go deeper into the woods.  If we 
never go in the forest, we miss the great beauty 
and mystery that resides there, the truth in 
which we truly find ourselves again and again. 
 
Our focus statement today says:  We are trans-
formed by God as we follow God’s voice along 
the path of life, a voice calling us to deep com-
mitment.   Even when our path leads deep into 
unfamiliar woods, as we lose ourselves, we are 
found.”    I would add, I suspect the confusing, 
deep self denial forest, picking up our crosses, 
leads us to walking where Adam and Eve 
walked – in the garden, with their Lord. 
 
How is God calling you to deep commitment? 
What do you sense God calling you to commit 
to more deeply?  What commitments is God 
calling us to as a church today? 
 
 
 
 


