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WILL YOU DIE?
Matthew 16:21-28

Will You Die?  I know we hate to think about it, but yes, the two things we’ve all got to do are
what?  Pay taxes and die.  Let’s set aside the taxes part of the obligation, although Jesus makes it
clear that we are to “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are
God’s.” (Mark 12:17)  Yes, we’re setting that notion of paying taxes aside today and focusing on the
other obligation ... to DIE.  

Now, I’m NOT talking about at the end of life as we know it, but rather what Jesus describes
in the Gospel lesson today from our lectionary text.  In verses 24 & 25, this is the statement he
makes:

“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.”

So, the question again: Will You Die?


I found a couple of stories I want to share with you that I believe relate directly to this
question.  The first is one that tells a story about a man named Sam.  (Breaking the Word: Essays on
the Liturgical Dimensions of Preaching (New York: Church Hymnal Corporation, 1994), pp. 142-43.)

Sam was the owner and operator of a very successful Christian counseling center that had
been in existence for about 10 years, located in a mid-sized industrial city in the southeast ...
somewhere like Chattanooga or maybe Savannah.  His contracts were with corporations that had
inspired growth and development in the area.  The counseling business offered a variety of
services, but a specialty had emerged: clients who wanted help with drinking problems.  A guarantee
of anonymity for each employee’s problems and progress helped grow the center, and it was well
known that client files were for the eyes of the counseling staff only ... complete confidentiality.

One day the executive vice president of the largest firm under contract made an
appointment to meet with Sam.  To Sam’s shock and amazement, this executive demanded to see
the files for his employees.  Sam told him politely, but firmly, that this was impossible.  The files were
completely confidential.  His face now getting red with anger, the vice president increased the
volume of his demand, and with a harshness that surprised Sam, repeatedly insisted that the files
about his employees be turned over to him immediately.  Sam stood firm ... refusing.

Finally, the vice president stood up and moved toward the door.  As he touched the
doorknob, he turned around, paused, and glared at Sam.  “Very well.  Since you insist, tomorrow our
legal department will contact you to terminate our contract with you immediately.  How many of
our employees do you suppose have availed themselves of your services?  More than a hundred?”

Sam again reminded him that this was confidential information.
“No matter.  You won’t be seeing them any more, unless you give me their files right now,

and I mean right now.”
Sam had a vision of his counseling practice collapsing like a building demolished by

explosives.  He pictured his own personal finances also reduced to rubble.  Then he addressed the
executive in as calm a voice as he could muster, “Dick, how many times do I have to tell you?  It can’t
be done.  It just can’t be done.  My center’s work with your employees is completely confidential.  
Cancel the contract if you have to, but you’ll never get those files.  Never!”
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With that, his demeanor changed drastically.  The vice president calmly walked back and
took his seat again.  “Okay,” he said, in a subdued voice.  “If that’s the way it is, then I guess it’s safe
to tell you why I came.  I have a drinking problem, and I need your help.”

Can you see WHY I chose this particular story to illustrate the point?  What did Sam do?  Well,
when he stated his final refusal of the vice president’s demand, what Sam did was step into a kind of
death.  It was a death freely chosen, based on everything that he was as a professional, a counselor, a
Christian, a human being.  When he made his decision to stand firm, you see, he gave up his life as he
knew it, trusting that somehow God would be there on the other side.

Sam had no idea what was going to happen when he stood firm ... sure his life was about to
change, no question there.  And so, in the language of today’s Gospel lesson, he simply took up his
cross, and by his own choice walked behind Jesus down the road to Calvary.  All he could see ahead of
him was death.

Now, some of you will argue that it was Sam’s professional and personal integrity that
enabled him to say no.  Although I think putting it that way makes his decision sound kind of
abstract.  I believe it was his faith that buoyed him to stand firm, even at the cost of his livelihood ...
his life ... because he could not forget the faces of his clients who had trusted him and his agency ...
people in whom he had recognized the face of Christ.  He could not fail to do for Jesus what Jesus had
done for him.

Yes, Sam understood the demand Jesus makes of every disciple ... that’s YOU and ME. And
there are different ways to phrase it throughout the gospels:
 Pick up your cross and follow me.
 Give up your life for my sake.
 Surrender the whole world.

In the end, however, they amount to the same thing.  Jesus asks of us no more – and no less –
than he himself DID for us.  And this request shatters the life of every Christian like a rock thrown
through glass.  PETER sure didn’t like the thought.  Matthew tells us that Peter “took him aside and
began to rebuke him, saying, ‘God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.’” And WE don’t like it
much either ... we don’t want a Suffering Messiah, One who calls us to no better a place than his own
... a CROSS with OUR name on it.

Although we’ve got to admit somehow that message speaks to each of us.  Each of us is
asked from time to time to die ... for the right reason.  Sometimes – though not always – our chance
comes in one unforgettable moment, as it did for Sam that day in his office.  The bottom line is that
how we’ve formed as followers of Christ ... loving, accepting, forgiving, and giving ... that kind of
character shows itself decisively over time.  And that’s when Jesus offers US a cross, and we take hold of it 
... guided more by FAITH than FEAR.


Let me share my second story with you.  It’s one that my favorite preacher, Fred Craddock, 

tells and it’s short, but describes another decisive incident and how one Christian was able to respond
in faith.

Alright, IF we believe in Jesus we know that boundaries are erased inside and out ... life’s for
us ALL. It seems a missionary was sent to preach the gospel in India near the end of World War II.
After many months the time came for a furlough back home. He was so excited to see his family 
again.  His church wired him the money to book passage on a steamer back to the states.  

However, when he got to the port city he discovered a boat load of Jews had just been
allowed to land temporarily. These were the days when European Jews were sailing all over the
world literally looking for a place to live, and these particular Jews were staying in attics and
warehouses and basements all over that port city.



Page 3

It happened to be Christmas, and on Christmas morning, this missionary went to one of the
attics where scores of Jews were staying. He walked in and said, “Merry Christmas.” 

The people looked at him like he was crazy and responded, “We’re Jews.” 
“I know that,” said the missionary, “What would you like for Christmas?” 
In utter amazement the Jews responded, “Why we’d like pastries, good pastries like the ones

we used to have in Germany.” 
So the missionary had a decision to make.  The only money he had was for his ticket back 

home.  Should he use it for these Jews or for himself?  He remembered the words of Jesus, as he had 
so often before: “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.  

Well, you know what he did ... he went out and used the money for his ticket home to buy
pastries for all the Jews he could find staying in the port. Of course, then he had to wire home
asking for more money to book his passage back to the States.

As you might expect, his superiors wired back asking what happened to the money they had
already sent. He wired that he had used it to buy Christmas pastries for some Jews. His superiors
wired back, “Why did you do that? They don’t even believe in Jesus.”

He wired back: “Yes ... but I do.”

It is very interesting to me, but right now in these days that we find ourselves living, many 
churches make Christianity seem like something easy, a bargain that nobody can refuse.  Yes, God’s 
grace comes to us free and undeserved and that is a wondrous truth ... but all too often that truth is 
perverted.  No mention is made of the fact that we are offered a CROSS as well as a RESURRECTION ... 
a DEATH as well as a LIFE.  The idea is that IF we simply trust Jesus, he will make life easy for us.

I guess what it all boils down to, is that it doesn’t really seem to me that too many of us are 
risking very much for our faith.  I once heard someone describe the average Christian today in terms 
of a person dressed in a deep-sea diving suit, oxygen mask firmly in place, marching resolutely into 
the bathroom to pull the plug out of the bathtub. What an image...

There’s an old slogan that says: “Expect great things from God; Attempt great things for God.” 
We’re pretty good at the first; not so hot with the second.

And remember the words of Shakespeare: 
Our doubts are traitors,

And make us lose the good we oft might win,
By fearing to attempt.

(Measure for Measure, I, iv.)

The story of Sam and the missionary to India BOTH illustrate that there can be for us pivotal 
moments when we must decide whether or not to at least attempt to pick up the cross which is 
extended to us, whether or not to die so that we ... and others ... can truly live.  Will you die?

For some of us there are those kinds of moments, and for others of us the choice is less 
dramatic, less identifiable, but no less real.  What we face might be more of a continuous choosing 
rather than a one-time decision.  And for each of us, certainly, the circumstances are unique.  What 
matters is not HOW the challenge appears, but the WAY we respond.  We might not succeed, but at least 
“attempt great things for God.”


One of the early church fathers, a man named Origen, suggested that when Jesus said to

Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!” what he actually meant was, “Peter, your place is behind me, not in front
of me. It’s your job to follow me in the way I choose, not to try to lead me in the way YOU would like me
to go.” And certainly what Jesus said immediately after his rebuke of Peter would support that
interpretation. He told all of his disciples, including Peter, that not only did HE have a task that was
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set before him by God, but that THEY also had work to do. “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and
follow me,” Jesus said. “Get on this new thrill ride with me. There will be many dangerous twists and
turns in the tracks, but I promise you it will never be dull. It will mean putting someone other than
yourself first, being concerned not so much with what YOU want, but what God wants for you. It won’t
be easy and sometimes it won’t be much fun, but it will never be boring.”

That MISSIONARY heard the challenge to deny himself and take up the cross for the benefit 
of those Jews.  SAM heard it in the threats of an irate executive.  

Where do YOU hear your invitation to pick up your cross?  
Where is Jesus inviting YOU to die ... so that true life may be yours?

May EACH OF US be careful to HEAR and HEED that voice.
Amen and Amen.


