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"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." (Mark 8:35)  Jesus said this, when teaching his disciples about his 

coming death.  Today we have read of how that saying was to play out in his own life and in the life 

of the disciple Peter.  Jesus, for the sake of the gospel, the good news of God's love made perfect 

through the death of his Son, was to allow himself to be misunderstood and falsely accused, was to 

make the truthful claim of his own identity, which he knew would lead to his crucifixion, was to 

lose his life.  And Peter who had said he would follow Jesus to death, would lie and twist his words 

and his attitude, lest he be sent to his death with his master.  And at the end of the passage we read, 

we know that it was Peter who regretted his words and his actions, not Jesus. 

Jesus allowed his words and actions to be misrepresented by his accusers: a thing which surely most 

of us would find very hard to do.  Above all, we want people to understand us, to see why what we 

do and say is right and makes sense.  But Jesus kept silent.  The things that the false testifiers were 

talking about, disrespect for the temple being one of them, the suggestion that he was a false 

prophet being another, were not capital charges.  In that sense it did not matter what the council 

thought he had said about that, although the false charges were couched in terms designed to make 

Jesus as offensive as possible to those who were trying him.  Still these would not be the nub of the 

matter.  But when Jesus was asked if he thought of himself as the Messiah, then, as though he heard 

a trumpet call signalling the beginning of the real battle, he knew that it was time to speak, and so 

he did.  "I am," he said.  And then to make clear what he thought the Messiah was (because there 

were many ideas going around) he added two conflated quotations from Scripture "You will see the 

Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power and coming with the clouds of heaven." 

The addition was like a red rag to a bull when spoken in his present company, but it was the 

admission that he saw himself as Messiah, and that he saw the Messiah as being associated with 

divine power, that he knew would sign his death warrant: the Romans had a special punishment for 

all leaders of rebellion, and it would be easy to convince Pilate that this was what this self-styled 

Messiah was.  For the council it was blasphemy, for Pilate it would be portrayed as treason.  For all 

of them it meant one thing, as the Council said, that he deserved death. 

Many of you know the work of J.R.R.Tolkien, who most famously wrote "The Lord of the Rings"  

Tolkien was a man who served in the army during the trench warfare of the first world war.    In his 

famous book one of his characters remarks of another: "He deserves death."  And then Tolkien 

shows us what he has come to think of such sentiments by having the man addressed reply with the 

words "Deserves it!  I daresay he does.  Many live that deserve death.  And some die that deserve 

life.  Can you give it to them?  Then do not be too eager to deal out death in judgement."  (The 

"Lord of the Rings", chapter 2 "The shadow of the past") 

The council were eager to deal our death in judgement of Jesus, although only the Roman governor 

actually had the power to order capital punishment.  So they cast him in terms that would invoke 

that reaction.  In the wars that we remember with sorrow today, death has been dealt out wholesale 



and with seeming indifference on individuals whose only offence has been their nationality.  

Jesus deserved death only because his teaching and his person were inconvenient to the 

establishment in Jerusalem - both the political and the religious establishment.  Although Palestine 

was technically in a time of peace during Jesus' life, there was, nevertheless, a war on, and a very 

difficult balance of opposing forces was needed to maintain the semblance of peace.  And although 

Jesus never tried to unsettle it, he was used as a focus by others.  So, as much because of the others 

as because of himself, he was deemed to deserve death. 

Today we have gathered to worship God, aware that for much of Europe this is remembrance 

Sunday.  This is the day that the guns stopped firing in the First World War and the nations began to 

seek to rebuild and to learn the lessons of the so-called "war to end wars".  The thousands who died 

in that war and the hundreds of thousands who have died in wars since - because of course it was 

naive to think that war could end war, that violence could be stopped by use of force - died, because 

someone somewhere decided that this was what they deserved.  It was not as individuals that they 

were condemned to death, or only rarely.  It was because of what they stood for: they stood for the 

enemy, the forces which had to be opposed at all costs.  In any conflict each side looks at the other 

in this way.  But you can only think like this if you do not know your enemy as people.  It was in 

the first world war that the famous Christmas Day football match between the sides took place: but 

it was ordered never to happen again, because the generals knew that once the soldiers saw the 

enemy as people they would be less likely to be wholehearted in trying to kill them.  In the lead up 

to both world wars, there were many who had friends in Germany, and so could not believe that we 

would go to war against those whom they knew as nice people, people just like us. 

Deserving of death?  No one was deserving of death in wars that are past or in wars that are current. 

That is why Remembrance Sunday is always so poignant. But still death is meted out.  And 

although we wear the poppies to say that we will not forget, still we have not remembered to learn 

the lesson that war will not end war and force cannot enforce peace.  And so still people look at 

their neighbours through the lenses of factionalism and decide that they deserve death. 

Jesus did not deserve death.  Not in himself, but only under law, because he, his person and the 

beliefs he taught and stood for, had the potential to unsettle the uneasy hostility that represented 

peace.  He did not deserve death, despite what the Sanhedrin unanimously thought, but he did not 

resist it.  He was, he knew, losing his life for the sake of the gospel - which is the good news - 

which is only good news because Jesus was prepared to give up his life, the greatest treasure any of 

us possess, to show the depth of God's love for us.  He had come through his hour of agony in the 

garden, that we thought of last week, and was once more able to believe that in giving up his life he 

would save it.  He would save it in that it would be restored to him, but he would also save its 

meaning, its purpose.  Had Jesus resisted the cross, all the other things that he said and did would 

have lost any meaning, and though he might have lived, his life would have lost all meaning.  We 

would never have heard of him. 

Which is why Peter wept so bitterly.  In denying his master, in his panic-stricken need to speak for 

his life, Peter had given the lie to the past three years of his life.  He had left everything to follow 

Jesus, but when that became crucial he did not have the integrity of his master, or the faith to 

believe what he had said about those who, for the sake of him and his gospel would save their lives, 

even though they lost them.   

On this Remembrance Day, as on every Remembrance Day, what distresses me most is that we too, 

just like Peter, have not had the courage and faith to learn.  Indeed this year I have been aware that 

the poppy, which is supposed to be the sign of remembrance, of the hope, if not the commitment to 

learn from what we remember, is more often being taken as a sign of patriotism.  Too often recently 

I have heard implied that by wearing the poppy we can show our support for our troops.  I am all for 



supporting our troops - as individuals, even when I cannot support what they have been told to do - 

but that is not what the poppy or this Remembrance Day is supposed to be for.  It is a mark of 

remembrance, so that we will learn.  If we learn nothing then those who have died have died in 

vain.  

Today we have stood/will stand around the memorial, and in the silence each of us has his or her 

own thoughts.  As we remember others, some whom we have known, or have heard tell of; many 

nowadays who are only names carved in stone, we should think of ourselves as well.  All those we 

remember had lives which meant something to them and to others.  We should think of what gives 

meaning to our lives.  Family, friendships, the place we live, patriotism perhaps, our faith in God 

and in his Son Jesus.  We should thank God that Jesus was prepared to give up his life so that all our 

lives can be saved, be given God's meaning in the present and be present in God's peace in eternity.  

And we should pledge ourselves to learn from unmerited sacrifice of others, and of Jesus, 

determining to ask God's help to live in his way of peace and love; giving up our lives of self first, 

turning the other cheek, letting soft words turn away wrath, loving both our neighbours and our 

enemies as we do ourselves.  This way our remembrance may bear fruit, God's kingdom of peace 

may come on earth, and we will learn that it is not better to live by always putting ourselves first. 

"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." 

Amen 


