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SUNDAY, AUGUST 30, 2020 

MATTHEW 16:21-28 

Extreme Living 

 

 

HAVING WATCHED THE OLYMPICS THAT WERE HELD IN CHINA IN 2008, I WAS STRUCK BY TWO 

THINGS – CHINA’S DESIRE TO PUT ON A FLAWLESSLY BEAUTIFUL SHOW FOR THE REST OF THE 

WORLD, AND THE EXTREMES TO WHICH THEY WENT TO DO IT.  

EVERYTHING FROM THE OPENING CEREMONIES, TO THE LAST FIREWORKS WAS CAREFULLY 

REHEARSED DOWN TO THE LAST DETAIL. THE DRUMMERS WHO AMAZED US IN THE OPENING 

CEREMONIES PRACTICED SOMETIMES 8 OR 9 HOURS A DAY TO GET IT PERFECT. WHY? TO 

BRING HONOR TO THEIR COUNTRY. REMEMBER THE WAVE OF BOXES? IT SURELY HAD TO BE 

DONE WITH HYDROLICS AND COMPUTERS, SO PRECISE WAS THE MOTION OF THOSE 

MOVEMENTS AND DESIGNS. BUT THE BEST SURPRISE OF ALL WAS WHEN THE LIDS OF THOSE 

BOXES OPENED UP TO REVEAL PEOPLE INSIDE OF THEM – PEOPLE WHO PRACTICED OVER AND 

OVER AGAIN TO GET IT JUST RIGHT- AND THEY COULDN’T EVEN SEE WHAT THEY WERE DOING 

– THEY HAD TO RELY ON THE CUES OF THE MUSIC AND THE TIMING HAD TO BE PERFECT. 

WHY? BECAUSE IT WAS AN HONOR TO BE CHOSEN, AND WHAT THEY WERE DOING WAS A 

GREAT WITNESS TO THE GLORY OF THEIR COUNTRY. THEY ENDURED HOURS AND HOURS OF 

PRACTICE AND HEAT AND HUMIDITY. SOME FAINTED AT THE GRUELING PRACTICES, ONLY TO 

BE REVIVED AND GET BACK UP AND DO IT ALL OVER AGAIN.  

WHY? BECAUSE THEY KNEW THAT IN ORDER TO MAKE A LASTING IMPRESSION ON THE 

WORLD, THEY HAD TO GO TO THE EXTREME.  

GOING TO THE EXTREME IS WHAT TODAY’S GOSPEL IS ALL ABOUT. TODAY'S READING POINTS 

US TO THE GREATEST EXTREME OF ALL TIME. IN THE DISTRICT OF CAESAREA PHILIPPI, JESUS 

REVEALS HIMSELF TO BE THE MOST EXTREME, SHOWING HIS DISCIPLES THAT "HE MUST GO 

TO JERUSALEM AND UNDERGO GREAT SUFFERING AT THE HANDS OF THE ELDERS AND CHIEF 

PRIESTS AND SCRIBES, AND BE KILLED, AND ON THE THIRD DAY BE RAISED" (MATTHEW 16:21). 

WHEN PETER OBJECTS TO THIS EXTREMELY PAINFUL PREDICTION, JESUS REELS AROUND AND 

SAYS, "GET BEHIND ME, SATAN! ... YOU ARE SETTING YOUR MIND NOT ON DIVINE THINGS BUT 
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ON HUMAN THINGS." IT SEEMS THAT FOR JESUS, LIFE ON THE EDGE IS DIVINE. 

 

HE THEN CALLS HIS DISCIPLES TO JOIN HIM IN BEING ONE WHO LIVES IN EXTREME 

ENVIRONMENTS. "IF ANY WANT TO BECOME MY FOLLOWERS," SAYS JESUS, "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" 

(16:24-25).  

 

FOLLOWING THE STRANGE LOGIC OF THE EXTREME, DISCIPLES ARE TO DO ENORMOUSLY 

USEFUL WORK WHILE LIVING IN ENVIRONMENTS THAT WOULD KILL MOST PEOPLE. THEY ARE 

TO EXPERIENCE SUFFERING, SELF-DENIAL AND EVEN LOSS OF LIFE, BUT IN THE PROCESS, 

SERVE OTHERS, AND ULTIMATELY FIND THEIR REAL SELVES. THE DIVINE IRONY OF THE GOSPEL 

IS THAT LOSS FOR CHRIST'S SAKE LEADS TO HEAVENLY GAIN. 

 

THE BENEFITS OF BEING AN EXTREME ARE FOUND ON SEVERAL LEVELS. FOR STARTERS, LIFE IN 

A CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT CAN MAKE US STRONGER, WISER AND MORE SECURE IN OUR 

CONVICTIONS. IT WAS NO ACCIDENT THAT THE ANCIENT ISRAELITES GOT STRONGER 

THROUGH THEIR PERIOD OF OPPRESSION IN EGYPT: EXODUS TELLS US THAT THE EGYPTIANS 

SET TASKMASTERS OVER THEM TO OPPRESS THEM WITH FORCED LABOR, AND UNDER THE 

WHIP THE ISRAELITES BUILT THE CITIES OF PITHOM AND RAMESES FOR PHARAOH. "BUT THE 

MORE THEY WERE OPPRESSED, THE MORE THEY MULTIPLIED AND SPREAD, SO THAT THE 

EGYPTIANS CAME TO DREAD THE ISRAELITES" (1:11-12). 

 

SOMETIMES LIFE BREAKS US, BUT THEN WE BECOME STRONGER IN THE BROKEN PLACES.  

SOMETIMES CHALLENGES OVERWHELM US, BUT THEN WE ACQUIRE WISDOM THAT HELPS US 

TO MEET AND OVERCOME THOSE CHALLENGES.  

 

SOMETIMES WE LOSE OUR FAITH IN PEOPLE AND IN THE WORLD AROUND US, BUT THEN OUR 

FAITH IN GOD BECOMES MORE SECURE.  

 

WE LEARN THAT EVERY BREATH WE TAKE IS A GIFT FROM OUR LOVING LORD, AND THAT THE 

PROMISES OF GOD ARE MORE TRUSTWORTHY THAN ANY PROMISES MADE TO US BY BOSSES 

OR TEACHERS OR FAMILY MEMBERS OR FRIENDS.  

 

AN EXTREME IS NOT A PERSON WHO DISDAINS THE WORLD, BUT IS INSTEAD A PERSON WHO 
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DISCOVERS THAT THE WORLD DOES NOT CONTAIN THEIR SALVATION. STRENGTH AND 

WISDOM AND FAITH ARE ALWAYS TO BE FOUND ON THE EDGES OF THE WORLD'S COMFORT, 

IN THE CHALLENGING PLACES WHERE GOD RESIDES. 

 

THIS IS NOT TO SAY THAT AN EXTREME IS AN EXTREMIST. CHRISTIANS WHO LIVE ON THE EDGE 

ARE NOT PEOPLE WHO GO LOOKING FOR OPPRESSION OR SUFFERING OR MARTYRDOM.  

IN HIS BOOK “COST OF DISCIPLESHIP”, DEITRICH BONHOFFER DESCRIBES SELF-DENIAL THIS 

WAY: 

“TO DENY ONESELF IS TO BE AWARE ONLY OF CHRIST, AND NO MORE OF SELF. TO SEE ONLY 

HIM WHO GOES BEFORE AND NO MORE.  

SELF-DENIAL TAKES SHAPE IN MANY WAYS. FOR SOME IT MAY MEAN LEAVING JOB AND 

FAMILY AS THE DISCIPLES HAD DONE.  

FOR THE PROUD, IT MAY MEAN RENOUNCING AN APPETITE FOR WEALTH OR SELF-WILL, FOR 

THE COMPLACENT, IT MAY MEAN RENOUNCING THE LOVE OF EASE, THE FAINTHEARTED MAY 

HAVE TO ABANDON THE CRAVING FOR SECURITY AND THE VIOLENT WILL HAVE TO ABANDON 

THEIR DESIRE FOR REVENGE.  

AND ON IT GOES. YOU KNOW BEST WHAT HINDERS YOU FROM COMPLETELY GIVING YOUR 

HEART OVER JESUS. 

THE OTHER ASPECT OF DISCIPLESHIP OF JESUS’ TERMS IS CARRYING THE CROSS, FOR THE 

CROSS IS AT THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL AND BEARING THE CROSS, FOR THE SAKE OF THE 

GOSPEL IS A CENTRAL REQUIREMENT OF DISCIPLESHIP AS PETER WOULD FIND OUT. 

MAKING THE CONFESSION THAT JESUS IS THE CHRIST IS NOT ENOUGH. IF HE IS THE CHRIST, 

THEN HE EXPECTS TO BE FOLLOWED AND OBEYED. 

TAKING UP THE CROSS HAS BECOME WIDELY USED TO DESCRIBE ALL MANNER OF HUMAN 

DIFFICULTIES. SICKNESS, A ROTTEN JOB, HORRENDOUS RELATIONSHIPS, IT SEEMS WE 

CHRISTIANS, WHEN WE TRY TO FIND MEANING IN THESE TRIALS, WE OFTEN WILL SAY. 

“THAT’S OUR CROSS TO BEAR”” AND WHAT I NEED TO REMIND YOU IN ABSOLUTE LOVE, IS 

THIS: 
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THAT IS NOT YOUR CROSS. IT MAY BE A THORN IN YOUR SIDE, BUT IT IS NOT YOUR CROSS. 

BECAUSE WHEN WE ATTRIBUTE CANCER, OR UNEMPLOYMENT, OR AN ABUSIVE SPOUSE, AS 

OUR CROSS TO BEAR, THEN WE DO NOT FULLY UNDERSTAND THE SACRIFICE OF JESUS UPON 

THE CROSS.  

HIS MOVEMENT FOR PEACE AND JUSTICE AND RIGHTEOUSNESS FOR ALL, MEANT RISKING THE 

WRATH OF RELIGIOUS AUTHORITIES, THE FORCES OF THE LAW, AND THE VIOLENCE OF THE 

FICKLE CROWDS. 

CROSS BEARING REFERS TO BEING WILLING TO PROCLAIM HIS GOSPEL TO THE POINT OF 

GIVING ONES LIFE.   

HE DOESN’T INVITE US TO TRY ON THE CROSS FOR SIZE TO SEE IF WE LIKE IT. HE DOESN’T ASK 

FOR VOLUNTEERS TO CARRY ONE FOR EXTRA CREDIT. THIS PARTICULAR DEMAND SEPARATES 

THE DISCIPLE FROM THE ADMIRER. 

IT IS WHERE PEOPLE LIVE -- IN THE MARGINAL AND TRANSITIONAL WORLDS OF EGYPTIANS 

AND ISRAELITES, BLACKS AND WHITES, RICH AND POOR, GENXERS AND RETIREES -- EXTREMES 

TAKE THEIR STAND. IT IS IN THE MIDST OF REAL-LIFE JOYS AND PAINS THAT THEY LOSE THEIR 

LIVES FOR THE SAKE OF CHRIST, AND IN THIS PROCESS, DISCOVER A LIFE THAT IS RADICALLY 

REAL AND EXTREMELY WORTHWHILE. EXTREMES ARE DISCIPLES WHO ARE: 

 

* EXTREMELY COMPASSIONATE: WILLING TO VISIT THE INFECTED SICK IN HOSPITALS, THE 

INCONTINENT ELDERLY IN NURSING HOMES, AND THE IMMUNE- DEFICIENT AIDS PATIENTS IN 

HOSPICES. 

 

* EXTREMELY HUMBLE: ABLE TO SEE THAT EVERY GOOD GIFT COMES FROM GOD ALONE, AND 

THAT PERSONAL TALENTS AND RESOURCES SHOULD INSPIRE GRATITUDE, NOT PRIDE. 

* EXTREMELY PATIENT: COMMITTED TO WORKING WITH CHALLENGING CHILDREN, 

ADOLESCENTS WITH ATTITUDE, AND YOUNG ADULTS WHO ARE STRUGGLING WITH THEIR 

FAITH. 

 

* EXTREMELY FORGIVING: WILLING TO FORGIVE NOT JUST ONCE, OR TWICE, BUT AGAIN AND 

AGAIN, BECAUSE THEY KNOW THAT GOD HAS FORGIVEN THEM AGAIN AND AGAIN. 

 

* EXTREMELY LOVING: VOLUNTEERING TO DO BIBLE STUDIES IN PRISONS, SING-ALONGS IN 
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RETIREMENT HOMES, AND DINNERS IN HOMELESS SHELTERS. 

 

* EXTREMELY FAITHFUL: LIVING OUT A COMMITTED AND TRUSTING RELATIONSHIP WITH 

GOD, WITH SPOUSE, WITH FAMILY MEMBERS AND FRIENDS, KNOWING THAT FAITHFUL 

LIVING IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD IS AT THE HEART OF A LIFE THAT IS REAL AND 

WORTHWHILE. 

 

EXTREMES DO ALL THIS ENORMOUSLY WORTHWHILE WORK BECAUSE IT GIVES THEM GREAT 

JOY. IT GIVES THEM A SENSE OF SATISFACTION AND A RUSH OF PLEASURE THAT COULD NEVER 

BE FOUND BY PUNCHING A CLOCK AND DRAWING A PAYCHECK. TO MAKE OUR ACTIVITY LOOK 

GOOD FOR PEOPLE IS A CHALLENGE FOR US ALL, AND IT CAN BE GOOD IF WE TAKE UP OUR 

CROSSES WITH CONVICTION AND DO THE WORK OF DISCIPLESHIP.  

 

THE CALL OF CHRIST IS TO BE EXTREMES, NOT EXTREMISTS: PEOPLE WHO DISCOVER 

STRENGTH, WISDOM AND FAITH IN CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENTS, AND WHO FIND A RUSH 

OF JOY AND SATISFACTION IN BEING EXTREMELY COMPASSIONATE, HUMBLE, PATIENT, 

FORGIVING, LOVING AND FAITHFUL.  

 

IT IS AN EXTREME JOURNEY THAT CHALLENGES US TO DO ENORMOUSLY USEFUL WORK WHILE 

LIVING IN SITUATIONS THAT WOULD TERRIFY MOST PEOPLE, WAY OUT THERE, IN DANGEROUS 

PLACES, ON THE EDGE.  

 

IT MAY INVOLVE SUFFERING AND SELF-DENIAL, BUT IN THE PROCESS, IT WILL ENABLE US TO 

SERVE OTHERS AND ULTIMATELY FIND OUR REAL SELVES. SUCH AN EXTREME ADVENTURE 

WILL BE THREATENING, CHALLENGING, THRILLING AND SATISFYING -- BUT NEVER, EVER 

BORING. IN JESUS’ NAME. AMEN. 


