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It might not surprise you to learn that I am a very competitive person. Three years ago, when I 

was a contestant on Jeopardy!, a local reporter interviewed me about that experience, and one of 

the things I said to her was that the process of applying and auditioning and eventually appearing 

on Jeopardy! was an outlet for that side of my personality as a competitive person whose life’s 

calling is in a non-competitive field. Sometimes, to my detriment, my competitive side gets the 

best of me in a church setting. When I was teaching confirmation classes in my previous church, 

sometimes there’d be some kind of game, and normally I would sit out as the adult leader, but 

occasionally they would need one more person to make the sides even…. And all too often, I 

would forget where I was, and what role I was in, and get really intense, whether it was a relay 

race or a bible knowledge quiz (it’s not really fair for a pastor to smoke a bunch of pre-teens in a 

bible quiz). I also get internally competitive with myself about church things that really aren’t a 

competition at all – the number of people who attend church each Sunday isn’t a competition, 

but sometimes I start to act like it is. Same with the annual pledge campaign. I’ve learned that I 

need a healthy dose of competition elsewhere in my life so that I don’t try to make pastoring 

competitive. Of course, Jeopardy! isn’t the only outlet for that side of my personality – from 

board games to community quiz bowl to obstacle course races, I am always finding yet another 

way to try to compete and win. 

All of this is to say: I sometimes have more in common with Peter than I’m entirely comfortable 

with, and that means that Christianity has some tough love for me and anyone else like me who 

just really likes winning. 

Jesus’ ministry has hit its stride: he has fed the five thousand with a few loaves and fishes, he has 

cured a blind man using mud made out of dirt and his own saliva, and how he and the disciples 

are on their way to Caesarea Philippi, when Jesus asks them, “Who do people say that I am?” 

Their response makes it clear that people are talking about him, that the disciples know it, and 



2 
 

that the gossip is that he is someone of great importance – perhaps the second coming of a great 

prophet of the past, or a new prophet. “But who do you say that I am?” he asks. And Peter 

responds, “You are the Messiah.” 

Peter is right, but he is wrong about what that means, as the next part of the text makes clear. 

Jesus starts to talk about what his role as Messiah is: that he will suffer, that he will be rejected, 

that he will die a painful and shameful death on the cross, and then rise again. 

Peter is having none of it. We don’t know exactly what Peter said when he “took Jesus aside” 

and “began to rebuke him,” but we can imagine. Perhaps he worried about what people would 

think – that Jesus’s dark and foreboding words would intimidate Jesus’s followers and drive 

them away. Perhaps he saw Jesus’s words as heretical: Jesus has heard and has not contradicted 

Peter’s declaration that Jesus is God’s anointed one, the one to redeem God’s people. How, then, 

can Jesus now be saying that he will die a shameful, ignominious death? 

But no matter the exact content of Peter’s rebuke, this much is clear: Peter believes (rightly) that 

Jesus is the Messiah. And Peter believes (rightly) that through the Messiah, God will set the 

world right. And Peter believes (wrongly) that that means that the path ahead will be one of 

accruing power and fame and resources until Jesus expels the colonizers or even topples the 

Roman Emperor himself. Peter believes that Jesus is going to win. And Peter likes winning. Who 

doesn’t? 

But Jesus has some hard truth for Peter and for us. Jesus’s good news is also the hard news that 

in Jesus, the world’s ways of winning and losing, conquering and vanquishing, are turned upside 

down. Jesus’s good news is also the hard news that the worldly success and worldly accolades 

for which Peter hopes are simply not coming. But something much better is. “If any want to 

become my followers,” Jesus says, “let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 

me. 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.” 

Jesus’s good news is that in the realm of God, our human ways of fighting and conquering and 

competing and outdoing, accruing power and wealth and prestige, are turned upside down – later 

he will say that the last will be first and the first will be last. Here, he declares that the ones who 

want to save their life – those desperate to get ahead, the ones intently looking out for themselves 
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– are lost. And the ones willing to lay down their lives for the sake of God’s good news are the 

ones who will find new life. 

That message is a hard one to take in, especially in the context of our hypercompetitive, me-first 

culture, and our human desire to compete and defeat in order to make ourselves look good – 

which are the things that give rise to the whole culture of tv game shows, if I’m being honest 

with myself. Jesus’ news for us is that although our world is a world of competitions big and 

small, ranging from trivial and inconsequential to deadly serious, God’s way is different. And 

when God enters the world, instead of coming out on top of all those battles, God rejects the 

games we play and does something entirely different – subverting all our expectations, on the 

path that leads to the cross and on to the empty tomb.  

Any hot-blooded competitive spirit would expect God incarnate to be the ultimate winner – 

conquering foes, showing up enemies, rising to the top. But the way of Jesus is different. Jesus’ 

way is about rejecting the game altogether – the games of status and hierarchy, of ruling and 

conquering, of politicking and maneuvering to get ahead of someone else – and instead, laying 

down power, serving and sacrificing. And just when Jesus seems to have lost entirely – crucified 

in shame and laid in a tomb – the world turns upside down; the game breaks; and love wins by 

losing. 

Jesus’ invitation to us is to set down the world’s assumptions about what winning means, and 

what it looks like, and to let God lead us toward a new way of thinking, a new way of being. The 

world might measure someone’s worth by the value of their stock portfolio or the contents of 

their bank account; but in the realm of God, what matters more is how faithfully you use what 

you have, whether it’s a little or a lot. The world might measure someone’s importance by the 

institution on their diploma or the title on their resume; but faith teaches us that every human 

carries God’s own image, and that we will be judged by how we treat the least, the last, the lost. 

And the world might evaluate whether a church is successful based on the number of members, 

the money in its coffers, or the influence it wields in the community. But none of that matters to 

God. What matters is this: what has that church done for the Kingdom? Who has it ministered 

to? Who has it fed? How do its members care for one another and for the community around it? 

How has it transformed lives and hearts for the sake of the Gospel? To the world’s way of 

thinking, a church that has many members and a grand building and a large endowment is a very 
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successful church indeed. But in the Reign of God, maybe the more successful church is the one 

where a handful of congregants devote themselves to caring for one another and their community 

in imitation of Jesus. Maybe the more successful church is the one that has denied itself the 

comfort of financial cushions, and has trusted that there will be abundance for those who follow 

Christ and minister as he ministered. 

It is part of our human nature to be competitive – to love that feeling of striving and winning. 

And that is fine, to a degree. It’s how God made us. Competition has motivated great 

achievements for the good of the world. But Jesus warns Peter, and us, that the way of God is 

bigger than that – bigger than the way of the world, where I can only win if you lose, and I will 

lose if you win, where the goal is to come out on top, and the satisfaction comes from defeating 

others. Jesus tries to teach them the power in bowing out of that struggle to be the first, the 

strongest, the biggest, the best. First he tells them, and then he shows them. Shows them that 

there is a deeper truth, a better way, a different game with different rules that lies on the other 

side of sacrifice. He lays everything down – power, status, comfort, his own life – he accepts 

absolute loss, for the good of the world. And out of that pain and loss, promise is born, and Jesus 

shows the disciples and the church that when the love of God is victorious, we all win. 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen.  


