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“Our Suffering Servant” 

 

 “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to 

us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  The apostle Paul, author of most of the 

letters found in the New Testament, has a lot to say about God’s wisdom in his first 

letter to the church in Corinth.  He was writing to a community of faith that proclaimed 

to worship a crucified savior.  This has become a religious term we use – no one talks 

about crucifixion anymore unless they are specifically talking about Jesus.  But then, to 

be crucified was to die a criminal’s death.   

Paul and the early church had an uphill battle trying to explain to people that the 

One they worship, the One God sent to save the world hung on a cross in shame.  It is 

foolish (Paul will admit) to the world; it looks silly and unconvincing, especially since 

his crucifixion was so public, while his resurrection took place in the depths of the 

night; his appearances as the Risen Christ were not public, but were private, intimate 

affairs, reserved for those who loved him.  To still proclaim Jesus as Lord after his death 

seems foolish to the world.  But for those of us who are disciples, for those of us who 

follow Christ, the cross is our wisdom. 

We know even from Proverbs and other stories throughout the Old Testament that 

God’s wisdom is not the world’s wisdom and to live a life of faith is to embark on a 
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counter-cultural journey of embracing sacrifice over achievement and humility over 

self-promotion.  God’s wisdom uplifts building one another up, rather than selfish gain; 

and forgiveness and compassion over retribution and punishment.    

Our disciples are coming face to face with this contradiction of worshipping a 

fallen Savior in our Gospel reading this morning.  We have been following along in 

Mark’s Gospel, walking with Jesus as he heals the sick, feeds the masses, and reaches 

out to the Gentiles.  His popularity is picking up steam as he travels the countryside 

preaching about the love and mercy of God.  Today he asks his disciples a question.  

Perhaps out of curiosity, perhaps to get a read of what they have been hearing out in the 

crowds.  “Who do people say that I am?”  Jesus probes.  Their answers would provoke 

reverence and respect – John the Baptist, Elijah, a prophet.  All good responses that 

would show he is admired and held in high regard by the Israelites. 

“But who do you say that I am?”  Jesus digs a little deeper.  Peter comes out on 

top with the right answer – You are the Messiah.  This disciple seems to get it – that 

Jesus is more than a prophet, more than a miracle worker, more than a healer, more than 

a preacher:  he is God’s anointed, the One who has been blessed by God to come into 

the world and reveal his kingdom.  This correct answer is followed by Jesus describing 

just what it means to be the Messiah.  He tells his disciples that he must undergo great 

suffering and that he will be rejected, that he will die and after three days rise again.   

This proclamation is understandably a shock to these disciples who have been 

riding on the coattails of this popular preacher and healer.  To imagine someone with 
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this huge breadth of fame and influence being rejected and killed sounds ridiculous.  

Peter goes so far as to rebuke him.  Surely you are wrong, Jesus!  Stop saying such 

nonsense!  Certainly this is not the plan for God’s Savior, our Savior who talks about 

life and love and grace and mercy. 

The idea that our Savior must suffer and die is not coherent with the disciples’ 

idea of a king of kings who is going to rule the world with peace and love.  The idea that 

their Savior must suffer and die is not coherent with their understanding of God’s 

Anointed who will prove the strength of God’s goodness in the world.  Even still today 

we question with those disciples, why did Jesus have to suffer?  Did he really have to 

suffer?  Jesus doesn’t tell us why here in Mark.  He gives no explanation, just a 

statement of facts and an invitation to join him.  I will suffer, and if you want to follow 

me, you’ll have to take up your cross, too.  We are invited to enter into that suffering 

with him.   

We are never really told why Jesus must suffer, and the fact that suffering exists 

in this world is one of the great mysteries of life.  Christians have debated this reality for 

centuries and continue to do so.  Do we suffer just because this is the way God created 

the world – that we are finite beings?  Do we suffer because there is a cosmic battle 

between good and evil?  Do we suffer because it is part of God’s plan and he is trying to 

teach us something?  Do we suffer because we have free will and make choices that are 

detrimental to ourselves and others?  Get comfortable – we could spend hours debating 

these big life questions.   
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But today I’d like us to stick with what Jesus says – not the why but the what.  He 

does not say why he will suffer, but just that he will.  Whether or not it was simply 

God’s plan, or he was the victim of a sinful world, or something else, the truth is that 

our Savior suffered.  But we also know that Jesus’ suffering wasn’t in vain.  Regardless 

of the why, God transformed his suffering into something meaningful.  His suffering 

was not in vain.  The end of his story is not that he died a helpless victim.  The end of 

his story is that after his suffering and death God raised him from the dead and 

conquered all death even for us.  When Jesus invites us to take up our cross and follow 

him, we are invited into his suffering, we are invited into the pain of the world, we are 

invited into a life that will not be easy, but we are also invited into his resurrection, 

which has the power to make meaning out of all our suffering. 

The 2014 movie, “Unbroken” tells the story of Olympic track star Louis 

Zamperini, who is a fighter in World War II.  His plane is shot down and he eventually 

becomes a prisoner of war, enduring the impossible torture of brutal prison guards.  The 

suffering he bears is relentless and hard to watch, let alone imagine.  In a touching 

scene, he has been practically left for dead and instructed to lift an enormous wooden 

beam above his head.  The theater practically cheered him on from our seats as he 

mustered the strength to conquer the impossible feat.  He had a look in his eye that said 

– you cannot break me.  Although he underwent great suffering, his determination to be 

a fighter, a winner, won the day.  His passion for living was not defeated and even 

though he was the prisoner, his spirit was alive and free. 
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Nelson Mandela was born in 1918 in South Africa, and spent his life working 

against apartheid and racism in that country.  Because of his controversial work against 

the political powers, he spent 27 years in prison before his release.  In 1994 he served as 

the President of South Africa after the hard-fought defeat of apartheid.  He is quoted as 

saying, “There is no easy walk to freedom anywhere, and many of us will have to pass 

through the valley of the shadow of death again and again before we reach the 

mountaintop of our desires.”  He is also quoted as saying, “Resentment is like drinking 

poison and hoping it will kill your enemies.”  And while he was leaving prison, “As I 

walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn't 

leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I'd still be in prison.”  He was a man who 

suffered greatly, yet spent his life living for values of equality, justice, and peace.  

Mandela was not a victim of an oppressive government, but a survivor whose 

willingness to work for a better life for others could not be dampened, even by 27 years 

in prison.  In spite of his suffering or maybe even because of it, he had a fierce 

determination to spend his life making justice a reality. 

Today, Jesus tells his disciples that his charmed life will not last.  In his future 

there will be rejection, suffering, and death.  He invites them to take up their cross and 

to follow him, to enter into that suffering with him.  And on the third day, he will rise 

again, he tells them.  To choose to follow Jesus is to join him in this suffering and his 

resurrection, which has the power to make meaning out of all our suffering. 
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Suffering, after all, has much to teach us.  At our Sip and Study Bible study 

Tuesday night, someone remembered a quip from a college professor who was 

struggling to get a point across and said, “You haven’t suffered enough yet.”  There are 

some things we just won’t know, some life lessons we just won’t learn until we have 

suffered enough.  Recent research and observations have even tried to quantify and 

qualify what happens when we don’t endure any hardship.  Specifically, adolescent 

studies have documented the price of privilege, noting that when our youth want for 

nothing and face no struggles growing up, they enter young adulthood without the 

coping strategies needed to handle real-life situations.  Facing difficult situations during 

childhood allows you to develop coping skills, face negative emotions, and strengthen 

your ability to withstand hardship.  Struggling builds our tenacity and fortitude to face 

life’s challenges. 

For us as Christians, suffering is never in vain.  Our determination to live as 

faithful disciples, our determination to better ourselves and to become stronger, more 

resilient, more empathetic, more compassionate turns our suffering into something 

useful and productive.  Rather than be victims of hardship, participating in Jesus’ 

resurrection with him transforms our suffering into New Life.  Our physical ailments 

give us compassion for others; our grief gives us understanding and allows us to help 

others who struggle; our job and financial worries teach us to be generous and giving 

when others fall on hard times; addiction and mental illness encourage us to be gentle 

and understanding to others.   
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When Jesus calls us and invites us into a life of discipleship, we are asked to 

endure a suffering like his, but we are also asked to participate in his resurrection, 

finding ways to turn hardship into New Life.  We may hesitate at first – to enter into a 

life of suffering is not exactly appealing.  To take on the foolishness of the cross can be 

a hard sell.  But this is the only way to get to the New Life that Christ has to offer.   

When we are willing to endure suffering and allow God to use that suffering to 

bring us to a better place, we are transformed in ways not possible were the suffering 

avoided altogether.  We may be tempted to want only the good things from our faith – 

grace, mercy, love, warmth, compassion and try to avoid the pain, heartache, and hard 

work.  But without this depth of both the good with the hard, our faith remains 

superficial and our lives are not as meaningful.   

The reward, Jesus tells his disciples, of taking on the foolishness of the cross, is a 

life filled with depth, meaning, and purpose.  If we can endure the suffering, the New 

Life will bring our lives deep meaning, depth of experience, and a peace that passes 

understanding.  Taking on the foolishness of the cross, is knowing that our faith takes us 

into the depths and into the dark valleys, and though the despairing shadows, but also 

brings us to resurrection possibilities where newness and hope and redemption really do 

take place. 

To be rejected, to be mocked, to suffer in this life is not easy.  For some of you, 

you have shared the soft places in your lives that are so troubling.  And our hearts break 

for one another when we share the tender hurts that we are enduring even right now.  To 
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lose a loved one, to go through health crises, to face unemployment, our broken 

relationships with our children or relatives, the loss of our future hopes and dreams:  life 

can be so hard, even when we are faithful, even when we are obedient to God’s will.  I 

don’t want to belittle anyone’s hurt and pain that I know at times can be unbearable.   

But the hope Jesus Christ offers us today is a hope that knows that suffering and 

knows that pain.  Our Savior knows firsthand what it means to be rejected, to be 

mocked, to be abandoned by his friends, to suffer the depths of human pain, to die a 

shameful death on a cross.  Our Savior knows our pain and reaches out to us with 

resurrection hope.  Hope that we do not have to suffer in vain; that he will see us 

through whatever we are facing today; that we will grow and learn and be stronger and 

the New Life that he has to offer will blossom into something we may not even be able 

to imagine right now.  His invitation to take up our own crosses and follow him is an 

invitation to New Life, one that transforms suffering into strength and despair into hope.  

May the hope that he offers us be yours today, wherever you may be, whatever you may 

be facing today and in the days ahead.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


