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ESF Lord’s Day Sermon
4/19/2026
The Call to Follow Jesus
Text: Mark 8:34–38
34 Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35 For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it. 36 What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? 37 Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? 38 If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of them when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.”

Introduction
A man sat in a hospital room late at night, watching the steady rhythm of a heart monitor beside his bed. He had spent his entire life building success—working long hours, chasing goals, and securing his future.
He always said, “I’ll slow down later… I’ll focus on what really matters later.”

But now, there was no “later.” 

In the silence of that room, he realized something painful: He had spent his whole life trying to gain everything—but had never learned how to live a life that truly matters – a life marked by meaning, peace, love, and eternal hope.

Looking at the monitor, he whispered, “I held on to everything…
except the things that actually mattered.”

Many people do not realize this until it is too late. They hold tightly to what they think will give them a full life—but in the end, it leaves them empty.

That’s why Jesus says: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it. Today, we will consider three truths about following Christ so that we may find true life before it is too late. 

1. Following Jesus Requires Self-Denial
The first step Jesus describes is self-denial: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves”

Self-denial does not mean rejecting our value as individuals. Instead, it means placing Christ at the center of our lives rather than ourselves.

Paul’s Example of Self-Denial 
The apostle Paul demonstrates this principle in his own life.
Before becoming a Christian, Paul had impressive credentials- he was trained under Gamaliel, a highly respected teacher of the law (Acts 22:3). He was a Pharisee, known for strict religious devotion (Acts 23:6; Philippians 3:5). He was a Jew but also a Roman citizen by birth (Acts 16:37, 22:28), which gave him significant legal privileges compared to many other Jews. Therefore, he held high status academically, religiously, and socially. 

However, after his encounter with Christ, Paul’s life was transformed completely. His entire perspective of life changed. In Philippians 3:7, he testified the depth of this transformation, “Whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.” 

Paul was willing to give up and sacrifice everything he had previously valued—his status, privileges, and achievements—in order to fully follow Christ. His decision was not made out of compulsion, but from a genuine desire to pursue something greater. How could this happen? 

Paul found that what he could gain by following Christ far outweighed everything he possessed or could accomplish on his own. This willingness to surrender all for Christ’s sake illustrates the true meaning of self-denial and sets an example for all who seek to follow Jesus. 

Real-Life Illustration
Consider people who pursue something deeply meaningful in life.
Think of someone building a business, raising a family, caring for aging parents, or preparing for a long-term calling.
Along the way:
• They wake up early and stay up late
• They give up comfort, leisure, and personal convenience
• They endure pressure, uncertainty, and sacrifice
• They often move forward while others around them seem to live more easily

Why would they choose this kind of life?
Because they see something greater ahead.
They are not simply giving things up—they are giving themselves to something that matters:
• To provide for others
• To care for those they love
• To build something meaningful
• To make a lasting difference

This commitment is not forced upon them; they choose it willingly.
Their discipline and self-denial come from a deeper motivation—the belief that what they gain is far greater than what they give up.
For them, the joy and purpose found in that calling outweigh the temporary comforts they set aside.

Believers’ Willingness in Self-Denial
In the same way that these people willingly forgo comfort and leisure to reach their goals, believers choose self-denial because of what they know they will gain by following Christ. The rewards—joy, power, love, and peace—are blessings that cannot be achieved by any other means. 

Recognizing the incomparable value of these gifts, Christians are willing to sacrifice anything and everything to pursue Jesus. This self-denial is not forced upon them by external pressures; rather, it arises from their own willingness and desire to follow Him. 

Application of Practical Self-Denial Today 
What does it mean to deny yourself in a practical sense today? It begins with examining your daily choices, priorities, and motivations in every area of life—at home, at work, in relationships, and in your personal time.

Consider the following questions:
• Is Christ guiding my decisions, or am I following my own desires?
• Am I willing to give up comfort, time, or personal plans when Christ calls me to obey?
• Do my actions reflect a desire to honor Christ, even when it is inconvenient or costly?

Self-denial is not only about major sacrifices; it is often seen in small, daily choices—choosing prayer over distraction, obedience over convenience, forgiveness over pride, and service over self-interest.

If you can sincerely answer “yes” to these questions, you are actively practicing self-denial in following Him. If your answer is “no” or “not yet,” do not be discouraged. Following Christ is a journey of growth.
Today can be a new beginning. Take one step—choose to put Christ first in one area of your life and trust Him to lead you forward.

2. Following Jesus Involves Carrying the Cross
Jesus said that while believers deny themselves, they must take up their cross to follow Him. In Jesus’ time, the cross was a symbol of painful shame, suffering and death. The cross represented not only physical pain but also intense mental and emotional anguish through public humiliation, making it an emblem of extreme hardship.

So, when Jesus spoke about taking up the cross, His listeners recognized that He was describing a path of costly commitment. This was not a superficial act, but a call to embrace suffering and willingly endure hardships for the sake of following Him. Carrying the cross means accepting that the journey with Christ may involve pain, loss, and challenges, and it is a deliberate choice to persist through these trials.

Biblical Illustration
The early Christians experienced this reality. They faced persecution because they refused to abandon their faith in Christ. Yet their determination to take up their cross inspired others and strengthened the church.

In the record of Acts 5:40–42, the apostles were beaten and commanded to stop preaching Christ.  Yet, “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name… they never stopped teaching and proclaiming…”
They suffered while they preached Christ—but they did not stop preaching Christ. This is what it means to carry the cross: keep preaching Christ even when you are humiliated, beaten, and threatened.  

2 Corinthians 11:23–27, Paul also testifies what it means to take up the cross in following Christ. He had been imprisoned frequently. He had been beaten with rods and stones. Three times he was shipwrecked in the open sea. He had labored and toiled and had often gone without sleep. He had known hunger and thirst and had often gone without food. He had been cold and naked. 

Yet he never turned back. He kept following Christ. 
So, carrying the cross means: endurance in the long journey of obedience. 

In Acts 7:54–60, Stephen, who was one of the seven deacons in Jerusalem church, was brought into public trial for following Christ. At the end of the trial, he was stoned to death. Yet, he did not deny his faith in Christ. He stood firm in faith, and prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit… Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”
Even in death, he reflected Christ.
Here through Steven, Jesus teaches us that carrying the cross means remaining faithful—even when it costs your life. 

Real-Life Illustration
Throughout history, countless believers have remained faithful despite suffering. Missionaries, pastors, and ordinary believers have endured hardship for the sake of Christ’s gospel. Their faithfulness demonstrates the power of Christ’s cross. Through them Christ ultimately reveals the power of the resurrection.  

Application
Following Christ may involve suffering and pain. Believers cannot bear such suffering and pain by their own strength. When they are willing to remain faithful in following Christ, He gives them the strength to overcome all pain and fear.

So do not worry about how you will take up the cross. Simply remain faithful in following Christ. He will be with you and walk with you through every trial. He will pour out a power that surpasses all powers in this world and enable you to overcome every trial victoriously. 

3. Following Jesus Leads to True Life
Jesus concludes His teaching on following Him with a surprising paradox: “Whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it.” (Mark 8:35)
At first, these words seem confusing. How can you lose your life while doing everything to save it? How can you save your life when you lose it? 

But through these words, Jesus reveals a deep spiritual truth: true life is not found in self-preservation, but in surrendering oneself to God.
Many people spend their lives trying to “save” themselves. Their efforts are focused on seeking fulfillment and security through various means. 
They pursue success, security, comfort, and control.

In trying to protect their time, their plans, and their future, they become focused on maintaining a sense of control over their lives. However, the more they try to hold on to life, the emptier they feel. Despite their efforts, they can never be satisfied with their lives. 

Why is this the case? The reason is that life was never meant to be centered on ourselves. The following words prove this truth: 

Ecclesiastes 12:13 “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the duty of all mankind.” Life’s purpose is God-centered, not self-centered.

Colossians 1:16 “All things have been created through him and for him.” We were created for God, not for ourselves.

Romans 11:36 “For from him and through him and for him are all things.” Life finds meaning only when it returns to God as its center.

Ecclesiastes 2:10–11 “Everything was meaningless… nothing was gained under the sun.” Self-centered living leads to emptiness. Pursuing pleasure, success, and control → emptiness

Luke 12:15 “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.” Life is not found in what we accumulate

When life revolves around: 
· “What I want”
· “What I need”
· “What makes me comfortable”
Life eventually becomes small, fragile, and unsatisfying. In the pursuit of self-centered goals, people find their lives shrinking and losing the depth and meaning they long for. And deep within, they remain restless and insecure. 

This principle is at the heart of Jesus’ teaching. While the world encourages us to protect ourselves and hold tightly to our own interests, Jesus invites us to let go and trust God completely. What does it mean to let go and trust God completely? 

It means placing all we have - our money, time, desires, goals, worries, and burdens- under God’s control, rather than trying to manage them by our own efforts. It also means choosing Christ above everything else.
It is an intentional decision to say, “Lord, my life is no longer my own—it belongs to You.” This act of surrender is not a loss, but the beginning of true discovery. 

The miracle is this: when you entrust your life to Christ and let go of your own agenda, you do not lose it. Instead, you find it—experiencing a deeper sense of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment. 

Illustration
There was a man named Leo Tolstoy, one of the greatest writers in history. Once he had everything the world can offer: fame, wealth 
intellectual brilliance, and global influence. His books—like War and Peace—made him internationally celebrated. From the outside, he had successfully saved his life. But inside, something was deeply wrong.
In his later years, Tolstoy fell into a deep depression. He asked questions like:
· “What is the meaning of my life?” 
· “Why am I living?” 
· “What happens after I die?” 
Despite all his success, he wrote: “My life came to a stop… I felt that what I had been living for had no meaning.” He became so empty that he even contemplated ending his life.

What changed him was not more success. It was encountering the teachings of Jesus—especially the call to self-denial and surrender. Tolstoy realized that he had been living for himself, and he had been trying to “save” his life without ever surrendering it to God.
From that point on, his life changed dramatically:
· He simplified his lifestyle 
· He gave away much of his wealth 
· He sought to live according to the teachings of Christ 
Then he found peace and meaning in his life. 
He later wrote: “The sole meaning of life is to serve humanity by participating in the work of God.”

Conclusion
Jesus is not calling us to lose life—but to exchange it:
· A meaningless life → a meaningful life 
· A joyless life → a joyful life 
· An insecure life →a secure life
· A life filled with worries and anxieties → a life of peace 

The life you are trying so hard to hold onto will one day slip through your hands—but the life you place into the hands of Christ will never be lost. Give your life to Jesus, you will never lose what matters most.
