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"Losing Our Lives" 

 

Scripture Passages: 1) Psalm 127:1-2 

   2) Luke 9:18-22 

   3) Luke 9:23-27 

 

Thanks: Thanks to Craig for preaching and leading worship these last three Sundays.  I 

obviously missed the first two Sundays, but last week he did a fantastic job helping us reflect on 

the Trinity and our own relationship to the Triune God.  I am glad Craig was here so I could pass 

the most confounding theological topics off to him. 

Building: When I was growing up I loved building with “Tinker Toys”, “Lincoln Logs”, blocks, 

and “Lego’s”.  And when I happened to be somewhere where there was sand, I loved to build 

sand castles.  I actually still love building with all those different building materials, but I don’t 

have much of an opportunity anymore.  It was a great gift to me when both Samuel and Hanna 

loved “Legos”.  I am not sure who enjoyed the addition of a new “Lego” set more, me or the 

kids.  I think it might have been me. 

     Of course now, I don’t have anything to show you, from all that magnificent building.  Sand 

castles would often wash away during the building process and even a complicated “Lego” build 

would usually only survive a few weeks at most before it became part of some new project.   

     King Solomon, a Biblical figure who we are told was endowed with great wisdom, began his 

prayer, which we now call Psalm 127 with these words, “Unless the Lord builds the house, those 

who build it labor in vain.”  “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.”   

      Solomon’s statement of wisdom is worth sitting with and weighing its impact and truth.  

“Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.” 

     Each day we participate in building our life.  How much do we actually consider the role that 

God plays in the building of our life?   

     Our passage in Luke’s Gospel hopes to get us reflecting on how we build a life, where God is 

the primary builder.  But of course, each of us must wrestle with whether we are interested in 

having God be the primary builder of our lives.  Each of us must answer that question for 

ourselves. 

Who Is Jesus?  Our passage begins with Jesus praying and we learn that the disciples are with 

him.  As Jesus prayed it would seem that several things became clear to him.  First, he felt it was 

time to check-in with the disciples about how they understood his identity.  He began that 

inquiry by asking, “Who do the crowds say that I am?”   

     If we went to the mall or to a Utah football game and started asking people, “Who do you say 

Jesus is?”  What kind of answers do you think we would get?  We would probably have quite an 

array of answers don’t you think? 

     Well according to the disciples, the crowd of Jesus’ time clearly felt that Jesus was the 

precursor to the “hoped for” Messiah.  The crowd believed that Jesus was another version of 

John the Baptist, or another version of Elijah, or another of the ancient prophets, but not the 

Messiah.   

     For most humans, it is quite attractive to believe that the Messiah has not yet come, but is still 

on the way.  As Fred Craddock writes, “To believe the Messiah has come means we can no 

longer shape him to fit our dreams; he shapes us to fit’s God’s will.  That is a difficult 



adjustment.”  (Pause)  What a profound insight to grapple with! 

     I would guess that most of us excel at trying to shape our thoughts of Messiah to fit our 

dreams.  But how ready are we to let the Messiah shape us to fit God’s will?  That is exactly 

what it means to allow God to build the house, to invite God to shape us to fit God’s will.   

     Well, after hearing the disciples answer to the question, “Who do the crowds say that I am?”, 

Jesus asked the disciples, “And who do you say that I am?”  Jesus no doubt wondered whether 

the disciples would have a different answer than the crowds?   

     Jesus’ pondering about those first disciples might get us squirming a bit?  Do we have a 

different perspective about the identity of Jesus than the crowds around us? 

     Peter was the first to chime in.  He responded to Jesus’ question with, “You are the Messiah 

of God.”   

     Peter’s confession boldly pointed to the truth that Jesus was unique, Jesus was different from 

all the giants of the faith who had come before him.  Peter’s confession challenges us to consider 

whether we also embrace the uniqueness of Jesus’ identity?  When it comes to Jesus we cannot 

pour “New wine into old wine skins”! 

What Kind of Messiah? After hearing that the disciples understood Jesus to be the Messiah of 

God, Jesus then carried through on his second conviction from his time in prayer.  He sharedthe 

meaning of “Messiah of God.”   

     For every Jewish person, hoping for Messiah was hoping for a military king who would set 

the Jews free from Roman rule, and onto the path of autonomous Jewish rule.  Jesus, however 

did not define Messiah in those terms.  Jesus defined Messiah by saying, “The Son of Man must 

undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, 

and on the third day be raised.”   

     As Jim Edwards writes, “Jesus is properly understood as God’s Messiah when he is 

understood as the suffering and resurrected Messiah.”  Talk about “New Wine” that would not fit 

into “Old Wineskins”, no one could have imagined Messiah as suffering-servant.   

     Eduard Schweitzer wrote, “God is therein precisely God in that he can do what humanity 

cannot do; God can allow himself to be rejected, to be made low and small, without thereby 

being driven into an inferiority complex . . . Whoever understands the suffering of the Son of 

Man understands God.  It is there, and not in heavenly splendor, that one sees the heart of God.”  

Accepting this truth of a suffering-servant Messiah, who gives us insight into the nature of our 

God would definitely place us in a different spot than any crowd in history.  As Craig pointed out 

in his use of the Augustine quote last week, “If you can wrap your mind around it, it isn’t God.”  

The idea of a suffering-servant Messiah should blow our mind away.  No doubt the disciples 

were sitting around Jesus dumbfounded as for the first time he explained to them the nature of 

the Messiah of God.   

Discipleship: Jesus, then told those dumbfounded disciples, what it would mean if they chose to 

continue to be disciples of the suffering-servant Messiah of God.  Jesus said: Read Luke 9:23-

27. 

     The Message translation translates verses 23 and 24, “Then Jesus told them what they could 

expect for themselves: ‘Anyone who intends to come with me has to let me lead.  You’re not in 

the driver’s seat—I am.  Don’t run from suffering; embrace it.  Follow me and I’ll show you 

how.  Self-help is no help at all.  Self-sacrifice is the way, my way, to finding yourself, your true 

self.’” 

     A life where God is the builder, a life that is not in vain, is a life built on denying self, on self-

sacrifice for the sake of building up God’s Kingdom.  As we just heard, Eugene Peterson goes as 



far as saying it is a life of embracing suffering rather than running from it, which is how he 

translated the phrase, “Daily take up your cross.” 

     That is a strange phrase, embrace suffering.  All of us experience suffering in life: disease, 

accidents, the actions of others that impact us negatively (examples), our own poor choices that 

bring suffering upon us (examples).  How we choose to live through such times of suffering says 

a great deal about our hope and trust in God, but the embracing of suffering that Jesus talked 

about here is something completely different.  Embracing suffering, denying self, self-sacrifice is 

all about choosing to live our lives in a way that pours life into others, pours life into the rest of 

God’s creation.  

     God took on flesh and moved into the neighborhood, moved into the suffering of humanity to 

bring grace, love, forgiveness, healing, reconciliation, salvation, life.  Of course, as Jesus chose 

to embrace the suffering of others, he too experienced suffering, suffering to the point of dying 

on a cross, where he boldly proclaimed, “Father, forgive them, they do not know what they do.”   

     As Jesus sought to bring healing into the suffering of the world, the powers of the world 

chose to kill him.  When we begin to embrace the suffering around us, whether it means entering 

the lives of the poor, the sick, the homeless, the mentally ill, the refugee, the immigrant, the war-

torn places, the places of violence, the places of disaster, when we take up the cross of others 

then we are choosing to be disciples of Jesus.  “If any want to become my followers, let them 

deny themselves.”  “Don’t run from suffering; embrace it.” 

Conclusion: “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.”  Building our 

house, takes a life-time, and it is never too late to turn the building over to God.  As Jesus said, 

“You’re not in the driver’s seat—I am.”   

     During and right after college I had the opportunity for about six years in a row, to spend a 

week or two each summer in the barrios of Juarez, Mexico.  For a rather well-off white kid from 

the suburbs those trips were my baptism into the possibility of choosing to embrace the suffering 

of someone else and what that might be like.  There were many discomforts experienced on 

those trips, but the joy that came from entering into someone other’s lives, lives that seemed like 

suffering in my book, truly surprised me and overwhelmed me, and opened my eyes to a new 

reality. 

     My immersion into this life of self-denial took another huge leap forward when Deb and I 

started having children.  Those first years of being a parent were so hard for me.  I was really 

enjoying our life without kids.  Being a good parent is all about choosing to embrace the 

suffering of your children, it is about choosing to deny self for the sake of the other, to pour life 

into someone else.  Now of course, I can’t imagine not having children, or missing out on the joy 

that has come with the denial of self that comes with parenting. 

     If we open our eyes, just a little bit, we can’t help but notice the suffering around us.  To be a 

follower of Jesus, is to intentionally choose to embrace and enter that suffering.  Every time we 

make that choice we allow God to be the builder of our house.  Every time we make that choice 

we participate in building the Kingdom of God.  Amen. 


