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Luke 9:23–27 And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself 
and take up his cross daily and follow me. 24For whoever would save his life will lose it, 
but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it. 25For what does it profit a man if he 
gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself? 26For whoever is ashamed of me 
and of my words, of him will the Son of Man be ashamed when he comes in his glory 
and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels. 27But I tell you truly, there are some 
standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God.” 

Alignment – Self Part 2, Luke 9:23-27 

The Church in America is having a bit of an identity crisis. Mainline denominations are 
in rapid decline.1 While the population of Americans who do not identify with any 
religious group, the ‘nones’, is rapidly growing, making up 23% of our country.2 
Christians find themselves more and more difficult to describe, after a long period of 
being able to take our identity for granted. Even the word, evangelical, carries with it 
all sorts of ambiguous connotations.3 In this series we are seeking to bring the 
fundamentals of our faith back into alignment. So that the first things remain first. This 
series will be in three parts, just two weeks each. Two weeks on the Bible, two weeks 
on understanding ourselves, and two weeks on understanding our mission. 

This is our second week on understanding ourselves. Last time we met we explored 
what exactly it means to know ourselves. The way we expect to know ourselves needs 
to start with an understanding of the types of beings we are, creatures created in the 
image of God. That means we require God to describe to us who we are in order to 
know ourselves. Our identity is not something we make or find but something we 
receive from God. This week we are looking at, not what it means to know ourselves, 
but how we go about knowing ourselves. How do we receive an identity? How do we 
do something that seems entirely passive, like receive?  

In the text we are looking at today, Jesus confronts directly this idea of finding 
ourselves and I’ll go ahead and give away the ending. In order to find yourself, you 
must lose yourself, in order to save your life, you must lose your life. Do you want to 
live? Then come and die. This conversation centers around identity, so let’s add a bit 
of context. 

                                                
1 Ipka, Michael. “Mainline Protestants make up shrinking number of U.S. Adults” Pew Research Center  
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/05/18/mainline-protestants-make-up-shrinking-number-of-
u-s-adults/  (Accessed on 1/1/18) 
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http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/14/the-factors-driving-the-growth-of-religious-nones-in-
the-u-s/ (Accessed on 1/1/18) 
3 Keller, Timothy. “Can evangelicalism survive Donald Trump and Roy Moore?” The New Yorker 12/19/17 
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/can-evangelicalism-survive-donald-trump-and-roy-moore  
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Each of the three synoptic gospels share the same turning point. Jesus has been 
performing his ministry, preaching about the Kingdom of God, healing people, 
casting out demons, performing miracles all the while provoking the question “who is 
Jesus?” At a certain point when Jesus is praying alone he asks his disciples two 
questions. Who do the crowds say that I am, and who do you say that I am. 

Luke 9:18–20 Now it happened that as he was praying alone, the disciples were 
with him. And he asked them, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” 19And they 
answered, “John the Baptist. But others say, Elijah, and others, that one of the 
prophets of old has risen.” 20Then he said to them, “But who do you say that I 
am?” And Peter answered, “The Christ of God.” 

Finally, his disciples understand. Jesus is the Christ, the anointed one, the coming 
king, who will redeem Israel from its occupation and set in motion his powerful eternal 
reign. This makes Jesus’ response all the more strange. Luke continues, 

Luke 9:21–22 And he strictly charged and commanded them to tell this to no 
one, 22saying, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the 
elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be 
raised.” 

Jesus commands his disciples to not tell anyone this truth that has been revealed to 
them. They are meant to keep Jesus’ identity as the Christ a secret. This is peculiar. 
Hasn’t Jesus been trying to explain who he is? Now that the disciples get it, shouldn’t 
they start proclaiming it to everyone they meet? The problem is, at this point the 
disciples don’t really get it. Is Jesus the Christ? Yes. But what the disciples think Christ 
means and what Jesus knows Christ means, are two very different things. The 
expectation is that the Christ would come in power, and quickly overthrow the rule of 
the oppressive Roman occupation of Israel. The term had more political connotations 
than it did theological connotations.  

That is why Jesus immediately begins to retrain their thinking as to what the Christ is 
really here to do, and what his glory will look like. He will conquer but through 
suffering, he will be rejected, he will be killed, and then he will be raised. Suffering 
and death will be the hallmarks of Jesus’ ministry. This is not the Christ they expected. 
The disciples had been viewing Jesus’ redemptive project all wrong, and likewise 
viewing their place in it wrongly as well.  

Jesus calls the disciples to a whole new way of thinking, that flips the values they were 
pursuing on their heads. His challenge to them is the same as his challenge to us. 
Deny yourself and follow him. Jesus shows us that receiving a true identity comes at 
the highest cost, ensures the greatest reward,  
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1. Highest Cost 
Luke 9:23 And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him 
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” 

  
To follow Jesus you must deny yourself. This means that where Jesus is headed 
and who we fundamentally are, are at odds with each other. By requiring a self-
denial, Jesus is making a claim about who you are, one that says the 
fundamental wants of your heart are not in line with Jesus’ kingdom and 
therefore you need to reject those. 
 
Jesus provides the disciples with an image of what following him is like. He 
says whoever is following him must “take up his cross daily.” At this point the 
disciples didn’t understand how literal Jesus was being. Jesus would actually 
take up a cross that he would be hung on, but the image is one that the 
disciples would have been familiar with. When someone from their hometown 
took up his cross, it was a one way journey. Think of each step, walking straight 
towards an end that every fiber of your being is calling you to avoid. It is the 
ultimate picture of denying oneself, and Jesus says that to follow him is to do 
this daily. That means this is a demeanor, a lifestyle, a posture. Each day begins 
and ends with the thought that it doesn’t matter what you want.  
 
We have a culture that values self-expression above all else. The ones we call 
brave are the ones who value their self-expression above any relationship or 
societal value. But that is not the culture that Jesus was speaking directly into. 
The disciples would have identified their value as stemming from their family 
relations, their standing in society would have been born from obedience and 
conformity, not rebellion. But Jesus is still making this call to self-denial in that 
culture. You see this isn’t about individualism verses communalism. This call to 
self-denial is not a narrow cultural critique, it is a universal claim about 
humanity.  
 
Jesus in a sense poses the question; who do you want to know more, Jesus or 
yourself? Jesus will not be a character in your project of self-discovery. Your 
following him will not be an ingredient that catalyzes your self-expression, it 
will not be a tool you use to validate yourself to the community you use for 
approval. To follow Jesus is not a peripheral addition to your life. It is the 
complete, utterly dangerous, brutally costly, loss of any identity outside of his. 
It is that every day.  
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2. Greatest Reward 
Luke 9:24-25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life for my sake will save it.  

Jesus does the strangest thing, he motivates us to deny ourselves by having us 
consider the value of our lives. First, notice the way he explains the two 
options. If you try to save your life, you will certainly lose it, but if you lose your 
life you will certainly save it. Either way, you’re going to lose your life. Jesus is 
calling us here to a fuller understanding of our lives. He in fact is motivating 
you to lay down your life by causing you to consider how much you value your 
life. If you want your life to be saved, then you must lay it down. Jesus next 
statement brings some clarity into what we really think makes up our lives.  

Luke 9:25 For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and 
loses or forfeits himself?  

He gives this hyperbolic example of gaining the whole world but losing 
yourself. What good is it, to lose yourself, even if you gain the whole world? 
This is not just a polemic against materialism. “That’s why I don’t care about 
being rich, I want a life full of deep experiences,” Says the enlightened 
millennial. I hate to break it to you but this is a lateral move. The question still 
remains, who are you becoming? Self-centered, indulgent, trapped in a need 
to escape. What good is it to gain all the experiences the world has to offer 
and stand vacant within yourself. Jesus is saying, you’re thinking about your life 
wrong. You think you can find things or experiences that will bring you a sense 
of meaning and you can’t. 

We twist and contort and manipulate and hide and lash out all in order to 
garner for ourselves aspects of the world that we think will bring us a sense of 
meaning. The fear of our co-workers, the approval of our parents, the 
validation of our boss, the security of a spouse, wealth that sets us free. Trying 
to gain it all, and acquiring souls that can no longer stand before their creators 
as themselves.  

One of my favorite biblical pictures of this process in a person’s life is in the life 
of Jacob, who would later be named Israel. Jacob is the son of Isaac, who was 
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the son of Abraham. He has a twin that he was born just after named Esau. 
When their father Isaac was old and about to die, Jacob disguised himself as 
his brother Esau, and went in to his father and asked for the blessing of the 
firstborn. He received his father’s blessing, but not by being Jacob, by 
pretending to be Esau.  

Decades later, and with a lot of life in between, Jacob finds himself about to 
confront his brother whom he had spent his entire life running away from. He is 
full of fear, certain his brother will try and kill him and his family, so he sends his 
family away, and is alone for a night. This night ends up being very strange. 

Genesis 32:24–30 And Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled with 
him until the breaking of the day. 25When the man saw that he did not 
prevail against Jacob, he touched his hip socket, and Jacob’s hip was 
put out of joint as he wrestled with him. 26Then he said, “Let me go, for 
the day has broken.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go unless you 
bless me.” 27And he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, 
“Jacob.” 28Then he said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but 
Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.”  

Here is what I want you to see. Jacob spent his whole life seeking a blessing by 
claiming to be someone else. He had developed a façade to live behind, he 
had taken his destiny into his own hands time and time again seeking a 
blessing that would make his life meaningful. Yet taking a blessing for himself, 
he lost himself. So what good is it? When God himself shows up to wrestle 
Jacob, Jacob asks for what he’s been after his whole life. He asks to be 
blessed. It is what we are all asking for. God then asks, the perfect question. 
“What is your name?” The last time, Jacob had been blessed, he lied about 
who he was. Now when God comes face to face with Jacob he brings Jacob 
face to face with himself.  

This is the type of self-denial that many of us will never have the courage to do. 
Give up on the story that you are trying to write for yourself, and admit before 
God that you have been avoiding him and who he created you to be this whole 
time. Say your name before God, exposing who you truly are, dying to the 
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image you’ve tried to create, and lean only on his grace to save you. So much 
of our lives are crafted to avoid our shame, but avoiding shame will destroy us. 

3. Uncover Real Identity 
Luke 9:26 For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words, of him will 
the Son of Man be ashamed when he comes in his glory and the glory of 
the Father and of the holy angels. 27But I tell you truly, there are some 
standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of 
God.”  

Jesus moves right into this concept of shame. If you are ashamed of Jesus, 
then he will be ashamed of you. He is not mincing words. So consider, what 
does it mean to be ashamed of Jesus? Remember Jesus did not come 
primarily to be an example but to be a savior. So to come to him as a savior 
means you are coming to him as one who needs to be saved. This means 
turning your back on all the other things in your life you have relied on to bring 
you meaning and identity and turning to him as you really are, full of sin and 
constantly rejecting God to pursue your meaning elsewhere. Turning to him as 
you are is always a confession of worshiping someone or something other than 
your savior. 

The hardest move you make in denying yourself, may in fact be coming to 
Jesus and for the first time using your real name. That means exposing the true 
desires of your heart to Jesus and asking him to save you from them. This 
means climbing out from under your religious mask and admitting that you’ve 
only been faithful so that he would give you security now, not so that you could 
see his kingdom. Admitting that your guise of faithfulness is covering constant 
hidden sins. Deny the pleasures of your hypocrisy, and identify with Christ as 
your savior. He is promising you life on the other side. If you tarry until your 
ready, you will never come at all.  

 


