
No Cross, No Crown 
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Romans 4:13-25,  Mark 8:31-38 

When I first read through the scripture readings for this Sunday, it wasn’t immediately 

clear to me how our gospel reading relates to the passage from Genesis. The story of 

Abraham and Sarah seems to be all about God bestowing unconditional blessing and 

abundance on two old people who had no hope at all for the future of their family.  

The story of how God promised to make Abraham the father of many nations is one that, 

at first glance, seems very human and not supernatural at all. All of us want to leave a 

legacy. No one wants to see their name die out, to be forgotten by future generations. On 

its face, the story of Abraham and Sarah seems like a case of divine wish-fulfillment – a 

very human story with very human motivations. I can relate to that instantly. 

On the other hand, there’s this story about Jesus and his hard-core insistence on 

embracing torture and death. In our gospel reading from Mark, Jesus rebukes Peter in 

front of all the other disciples. He says Peter’s mind is set on human things, rather than 

on the things of God. Jesus calls Peter “Satan” for his suggestion that Jesus should avoid 

the cross. 

Peter and the other disciples didn’t believe in the cross. They didn’t believe in the path of 

self-emptying and dying to ego that Jesus was teaching them. Such things are 

incomprehensible to the human mind. Every one of us can understand a story about God 

granting new life, vitality, and an offspring to an old man and his wife. Is it miraculous for 

an old woman to bear a child? Absolutely. Does it challenge our conception of the good 

life? Or our concept of who God is and should be? Probably not. 

We want a God who guarantees our own survival and prosperity. Right? We want a God 

who makes us fathers and mothers of many nations. Successful careers, happy families, 

public acclaim, and personal prosperity. We want the God of the good life, a God who 

promises joy, not suffering. We want the triumphant and generous God of Abraham and 

Sarah, not the whipped and crucified God that Jesus introduces us to… 
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But there is only one God. The God of “the promise” is the same God who endures “the 

cross” and invites us to walk in his way of self-abandonment. The God who provides us 

with a hope and a future is the same one who asks us to suffer for truth. 

So, what is the relationship between these two faces of God? How do we reconcile the 

apocalyptic, the ominous, bone-shaking God of Golgotha with the reassuring, sustaining 

God of the Promised Land? 

For the apostle Paul, the answer is clear: It’s the resurrection. In our reading this morning 

from his letter to the Romans, Paul draws a clear line between the promise that God gave 

to Abraham and God’s act of raising Jesus from the dead.  

Believe it or not, I find it easy to forget about the resurrection. I don’t know why, but I 

guess I’m a little more captivated by the fire and brimstone. When Jesus issues his 

challenge to the disciples, warning them about the suffering and persecution that he and 

his followers will face - that challenge seems like everything to me. 

But the cross is not the end of Jesus’ story. The end of all the challenges that we face as 

friends of Jesus is not the grave, but victory. The message of Jesus is one of life, truth, 

peace, and joy. The very word “gospel” comes from the Greek term for a victory 

announcement. It is very good news. 

From Genesis to Revelation, we discover a God who heals, guides, and protects us. God’s 

character doesn’t change. God was not first generous to Abraham and then hard-hearted 

towards Jesus. God demands the same thing from each one of us. He calls us into a kind 

of faith that brings us into conflict with the world as it is. And this same faith promises 

unconditional joy, growth, and wholeness as we choose to follow Jesus. 
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In our passage from Romans this morning, Paul teaches that God’s promise to Abraham 

wasn’t based on following a legal code. It wasn’t based on genetics, either. God promised 

that Abraham would be the father of many nations – not just his own biological 

descendants, but all those who share in his faith. It is Abraham’s faith that made this 

promise from God possible. It is the righteous living that comes from faith that allows 

those who live in the spirit of Abraham to inherit the world. 

I said that sometimes it’s easy for me to forget the resurrection in the midst of Jesus’ 

suffering. In the same way, I tend to ignore how much challenge and suffering Abraham 

and Sarah endured to receive God’s promise and blessing. Abraham and Sarah left home 

and family, wandering to an unknown land in the west. They did this on nothing more 

than a promise from God, that Abraham would be made into a great nation, and become 

a blessing to the whole world. Abraham and Sarah took an enormous risk based on a 

promise from a still, small voice that whispered in the night. Abraham and Sarah ventured 

out into the unknown. They took a leap of faith. 

It all could have gone so badly. But God was faithful to Abraham and Sarah. Even when 

times were hard and they were on the run – even when Abraham got scared and did 

things like try to pass Sarah off as his sister!...God didn’t waver in preserving their lives 

and their marriage… 

God was just as faithful to Jesus and his friends. Jesus suffered beatings, imprisonment, 

torture, and death on a cross – but on the third day, God raised him from the dead and 

glorified him. The faith of Abraham, the faith of Jesus, this faith has the power to birth 

children from the barren elderly and to raise the dead to life.  

Before the resurrection, Peter and the other disciples simply couldn’t fathom how 

powerful this kind of trust could be. They couldn’t imagine how the path of pain and 

darkness could ever lead into the light. But after the resurrection of Jesus, the friends and 
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followers of Jesus were filled with boldness, joy, and power. The apostles, who before the 

resurrection had been so clueless and frightened, found courage to share the good news 

throughout the world. They accepted the many challenges and hardships that came with 

this ministry. All but one is believed to have been murdered for their faithful witness.  

In a world without the resurrection, this would seem a great tragedy. Why throw your life 

away when you could lead a safe and comfortable existence? But the faith of Abraham 

and Jesus teaches us a new way of living. Through the resurrection, we are rooted in the 

power of God, who is not constrained – even by death – in the ways that he blesses us. 

We all have access to this resurrection power. Those of us gathered here this morning 

have been touched by his salvation. In large ways and small, we have experienced many 

spiritual baptisms into his death. We know darkness and suffering, the kind that requires 

trust to endure. We know the power of Jesus, through his Holy Spirit, which can raise us 

into new life. 

We experience God’s call to yield ourselves, to embrace the challenges of righteous 

living. It’s a kind of life that draws us out from the mainstream culture and into the 

vibrant and risky counter-culture that is the kingdom of God. We know from experience 

and from the testimony of scripture that God calls us to take great risks. Through his 

resurrection power, God can overcome any adversity. 

The world doesn’t understand this. Our own human minds can’t comprehend it. That is 

why Jesus rebuked Peter. He just couldn’t believe that Jesus was serious about submitting 

himself to death on the cross rather than leading a violent revolution to overthrow the 

Roman oppressors. Peter was only able to conceive of victory in the world’s terms. But in 

Jesus, God has revealed another way of conquering the world: with love, restoring 

wholeness and peace to the creation. 
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Most days, we’re just like Peter. We’re not capable of understanding God’s way of 

conquering love until we receive the faith of Abraham. We have to set our mind on the 

things of God, not on the human fears that hold us back from faithfulness. 

There’s good reason for our fear. It’s rational to be afraid. Because God is calling us to a 

way of life that seems to threaten our very existence. As followers of Jesus, we’re called 

to surrender our wealth, our comfort, even our lives, to bless our neighbors and show 

love to our enemies. As the Lord Jesus tells us in our reading this morning: 

“If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow 

me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, and whoever lose his life for me, and 

for the gospel will save it.” 

Jesus asks us, What good is it for a man to gain the whole world – comfort, wealth, 

status, and acceptance by worldly authorities? What does it profit you to gain the whole 

world and lose your life? What can you give in exchange for your life? 

Only the God of Abraham, the God who raised Jesus Christ from the dead, holds that kind 

of power. The power of life. Our God will defend you and bless you in the presence of 

enemies. He will walk with you through the pain and darkness. He will give you victory 

through the cross of Jesus. 

Through faith, Abraham was able to see this. Now, through the resurrection, we can, too. 

God is the master of life and death. We can trust him, even when his word is totally out 

of sync with the wisdom of the world around us. Amen. 
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