
Sermon: Second Sunday in Lent. 
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Psalm 22:24-32; Romans 4:13-25; Mark 8: 31-38. 
 
I recently had a conversation with someone about how her mother coped with the death of her 
sister, who died over 40 years ago as a very young child. She said that her family had to believe 
that her sister’s life had a meaning beyond what they could see. Her mother drew comfort from 
the fact that they had donated her heart to medical research – maybe the knowledge the doctors 
gained from that saved more lives – after all, the condition her sister died of is now a very 
treatable illness in young children. We talked about how we can’t see the plan that God has for 
each one of us, and that there is a real theme in creation about things having to die to bear new 
life – a seed has to be destroyed to grow a new plant, a plant will die before the seeds are viable, a 
caterpillar must become a chrysalis before becoming a butterfly.  
 
We find a similar theme in today’s readings. In the reading from Genesis, we have the covenant 
God made with Abraham and Sarah. There is a real improbability about it all – after all, God is 
saying that a child will be born to two ninety-nine-year-olds who will give rise to nations and kings 
of people will come from this line. As the account unfolds in Genesis, both Abraham and Sarah 
laugh – it seems so unlikely. Yet God responds “Is anything too wonderful for the Lord? At the set 
time I will return to you, in due season, and Sarah shall have a son.”1  
 
In the reading from Romans, Paul talks about Abraham’s faith. We hear in verses “Hoping against 
hope, he believed that he would become ‘the father of many nations’, according to what was said, 
‘So numerous shall your descendants be.’  He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own 
body, which was already as good as dead (for he was about a hundred years old), or when he 
considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb.”2 He was also “fully convinced God was able to do what 
(God) had promised”.3 The language here is strong – Abraham’s body is as good as dead. Despite 
the deadness surrounding Abraham, new life emerged. 
 
We move on to the Gospel reading and we find the first foretelling by Jesus of his death and 
resurrection in Mark’s Gospel. To set the scene a little – in these first seven and a bit chapters of 
Mark, the disciples have seen Jesus do some amazing things – many healings and exorcisms, calming 
a storm, feeding the five thousand, walking on the water, feeding the four thousand. It must have 
seemed a whirlwind journey for the disciples – and in the passage that immediately preceded the 
one we read today Jesus asks the disciples who they say that he is. Peter answers ‘you are the 
Messiah, and (Jesus) sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him’4. It is at this point that 
today’s passage begins – with the revelation that he must undergo great suffering, be rejected by 
the authorities, be killed and in three days rise again5. It is no wonder that Peter responds by 
rebuking Jesus. 
 
The word in the Greek that is translated as ‘must’ (dei) in verse 31 is interesting. This word does not 
imply some kind of strong divine imperative (there is another Greek word for that). It implies a 
necessity for the event to happen. Sometimes this is as a result of something being foretold by a 
prophet, so there will be a necessity or inevitability for something to happen. One commentator I 
listened to this week said that it was not so much a divine imperative that Jesus be killed by the 

 
1 Genesis 18:14. 
2 Romans 4: 18-19. 
3 Romans 4:21. 
4 Mark 8:29-30. 
5 Mark 8:31. 



authorities. This will inevitably happen because if you are living by gospel values, then you will 
encounter opposition from the world and it will bring out suffering and rejection. This is an 
important point to note – did God send Jesus simply for the purpose of dying? Of course not. Jesus 
was killed because of the gospel, the divine kingdom he announced.6 
 
Peter doesn’t quite get it – he rebukes Jesus. Jesus’ response seems quite harsh ‘Get behind me 
Satan”7 The language here for ‘behind’ also means a sense of following or coming after someone. 
Satan is another difficult word for us, as in many traditions it increasingly becomes a personification 
of evil. In the Hebrew bible Satan is more of an adversary/tester.  It is like Jesus was saying, line up 
Peter you are tempting or testing me with human things.8 You need to focus on divine things, 
because you can’t understand this by focusing on human things. 
 
This idea about being a disciple having to give up his (or her) life for the sake of the gospel is 
reinforced in the second part of today’s reading. ‘For those who want to save their life will lose it 
and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it’9. Taking up the 
cross is more bad news for the disciples – this is probably sounding worse for them by the moment. 
 
Yet we know – despite the deadness surrounding Abraham and Sarah – new life emerged. God did 
amazing things. Despite Jesus’ death – he brought new life through the resurrection. God did 
amazing things. Perhaps we need to see this as an invitation to think about the promise of new life 
that emerges from things that seem to be at the end of life. I have often heard people say the church 
is dying. Well, I say - God can do amazing things with dying things. 
 
I was talking to a colleague on Friday about the future of the church. One of the themes that has 
been coming up for me in the past few weeks is that the church is not in such a perilous a state 
that perhaps we might think it is. That we need to trust that God has got this. My colleague said 
that she has been sensing the same thing and was quite stunned to hear my musings – which 
dovetailed very nicely with her own recent reflections.  
 
Perhaps the readings for this week call us to consider what new things God is doing in unlikely 
places, through unlikely people? These words of Samuel Wells helped me to consider this: “The 
Holy Spirit is doing, surprising, exuberant, and plentiful things in the world. The church is called 
not simply to guide people’s escape from the world, but to celebrate creation, enjoy culture, and 
share in flourishing life. The abundant life approach seeks to shape communities whose habits and 
practices anticipate and portray the life of God’s kingdom.”10 We need to be surprised, humbled, 
moved, and transformed as we stumble into places where the Holy Spirit makes God known.11  
 
Something else I heard recently is that the church’s job is to keep the rumour of God alive – that 
we are called to articulate the Christian story to a world where it is increasingly not known.  
 
And I had to think that to celebrate creation, enjoy culture, and share in flourishing life was a 
pretty good image of Christian community. We need to start with the people we have. Whilst it 
would be wonderful to have a church filled with children and young people – perhaps we need to 
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consider what God can do with us, not what God could do with something younger, or what we 
might think of as better. All of us are here because we want to be, we are here because we have 
developed (and continue to develop) a relationship with God, we are called to look for what God is 
doing, and join in. After all, none of us are 99 and considering bearing a child, but we can ask 
ourselves: 
 
Can we imagine what God is up to?  
 
What needs to die for new things to happen?  
 
Dare we go along for the ride? 
 
 


