
Year B Lent 2 

 

Genesis 17: 1-7, 15-16 

Romans 4: 13-25 

Mark 8: 31-38 

 

Tensions 

 

All three readings today have something to say about tensions in our 

faith, in expectations and real-life, in projections of what can be, and 

the visceral reality of human life. And all of these speak to us today. 

Our readings today all have similar tensions in them – the tensions 

that build up when we try to conform to living a life modelled on 

Christ, and yet our personal weaknesses and the society we live in 

can lead us far astray. The tensions between the divine and the 

human. 

When we meet Abram (which means ‘exalted father’ in Hebrew) in 

Genesis 17, he already had built up a relationship with God.  We 

know that Abram isn’t perfect; when in Egypt he is scared for his own 

life and tells a lie, saying Sarai is his sister. In Chapter 15 the Lord 

enters into a covenant with Abram, and a new covenantal 

relationship begins.  We next find out that Abram fathers a child, 

named Ishmael, through his wife’s Egyptian slave girl, Hagar, so that 

he might have a descendant, as Sarai was barren. And this was after 

God had told Abraham that he would give him more descendants 

than there were stars in the sky! 



An eventful life, obedient to God in most ways, but not 100% perfect. 

His human weaknesses show through from time to time. I find that 

quite reassuring. 

There existed no God-given laws to say what or how Abram should 

live his life, as Paul reminds us in our reading from Romans chapter 

4. And although Abram had not been ‘perfect’ up to this point, God 

saw something in Abram, and Abram was made righteous. As part of 

God’s relationship with Abram, he was given a new name, Abraham 

(‘father of a multitude’ in Hebrew). Notice that ’he was made 

righteous’ means Abraham was passive in this, it was God’s actions 

that made him righteous.    

Paul’s writing in Roman’s indicates that for Paul, faith is all about 

trust; trust in God. And that sense of trust is actually a way of being. 

Abraham’s special status as being righteous was based on his 

relationship with God, based on his faith or trust in God. 

And of course, our dear friend Martin Luther had some things to say 

about faith, that we are justified and made righteous and have our 

salvation by faith alone. By faith alone. 

So it was perhaps timely that this last week we started a study of the 

Epistle of James – a book that Luther clearly didn’t rate at all. In 

Chapter Two, James doesn’t hold back. He strongly asserts that faith 

without works is dead. He points to the facts that Abraham showed 

his faith by being willing to sacrifice his first born son – so Abraham 

was justified by his works. For the writer of the epistle, ’works’ are 

the visible expression of our faith and our love of God. 

What are we to make of this tension? 

Should we be more concerned with outward observance; with 

people showing compassion and acting to relieve the suffering of the 



oppressed, the naked, the hungry, the thirsty, the sick, the prisoner?  

Or should we be more concerned with the inner disposition of our 

hearts, and having total trust and faith in our God? James has 

something to say about that. He gives a challenge: “show me your 

faith without works, and I by my own works will show you my faith.” 

We know that Jesus was concerned with both the actions and 

internal desires and motivations, and was concerned about actions 

coming from the right motivation of the heart. I have concluded that 

for Christians our outward observance -what we do- is motivated by 

our inner disposition – our trust in and love of God. 

In our gospel reading we have to thank Peter for saying what 

everyone was thinking. First of all he knows what he has seen and 

experienced as a follower of Jesus; he names him as the Messiah. 

This is not covered in our reading today but sets up the conversation 

that starts our reading, where Jesus teaches them – yes the word 

teach is used, not tells them – about what will happen.  

No doubt over the preceding weeks and months not just the twelve 

disciples, but many of the followers, had been discussing if Jesus was 

the Messiah, the one anointed by God, a new King David, and many 

had come to the same conclusion. Good old Peter can’t contain 

himself and blurts it out, confidently. I am sure Jesus was relieved 

that they had come to that conclusion, but he also knows that the 

hard bit comes next.  

The disciples and followers will have been discussing and imagining 

what will happen when the Messiah leads them, with God’s help, just 

like King David, in an armed insurrection to overthrow their 

oppressors, the hated Romans. You can just imagine the dreams they 

will have shared around a meal or a campfire, and together built up a 

projection of the future. So, we can understand their reaction when 



Jesus teaches them a very different, a very difficult future. And Jesus 

uses emphatic words; ‘the Son of Man must…’ to try and get across 

that there isn’t an alternative. Peter steps in again, draws Jesus aside 

and rebukes him in private. It is a totally human response, and I 

doubt any one of us would have said anything different. Would 

anyone in their right mind say, “that’s fine, Jesus, you just go ahead 

to Jerusalem and get yourself tried for defying the Roman Imperial 

authority and suffer the most agonising death the Romans have 

devised”? 

Jesus rebuked Peter in public and then turned it into an opportunity 

to teach them some more. The human response would have been to 

avoid a confrontation with the Imperial forces and continue an 

itinerant preacher and healer’s life. But that is not what was 

required. The fully divine response was to take the self out of the 

picture, and to do God’s will, no matter what the cost. 

In this passage from Mark Jesus is clearly talking about life and 

death. Anyone who, like him, was willing to challenge the powerful 

force of the authorities was going to give up their life and carry the 

crossbeam to their crucifixion. But in giving up their life, they would 

be fulfilling a right path, and gain their life. 

In our lives today, we can hear this tension, and wonder what it 

means to follow Christ, what it means to take up our cross and follow 

him. Our human response is to protect ourselves from harm, 

whereas the divine response is to disregard the ‘self’ and take action 

for the good of all, to do what God desires. 

In our lives we have to live with this tension, and think and pray 

about where on that continuum we sit.  In verse 33 Jesus said to 

Peter, “For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on 

human things”.  This is where for us, in our faith, the rubber hits the 



road. We have to work out for ourselves, at any particular time, how 

we live with those tensions in our lives.  

Personally I instinctively don’t like the idea of ‘suffering’ for our faith; 

but that probably just indicates I am sitting too far to the human end 

of the continuum. I do think that our faith should result in us doing 

something that costs us in some way; maybe financially through our 

commitments to church and charities, or in our time that we offer up 

in some way. Otherwise, it is all warm words and our faith has no 

impact of how we live our lives, and impact on the lives of others. 

The Iona Community liturgy used in the Abbey ends with closing 

responses, one of which is: 

“We will not offer to God offerings that cost us nothing”.  

I have always found those to be powerful words to say as I leave 

worship to start the day, and a regular point of reflection and prayer.  

Today we have explored tensions, between a fully human life and the 

fully divine life. Each of us has to live in this world, and through 

prayerful reflection, work out how we live with those ever-present 

tensions. Jesus talked about losing a life to save a life.  

Maybe in today’s world it is about being true to our faith, and having 

peace in our whole being, (mind, body and spirit) that our own 

offerings to God show that our inner disposition is one of love of 

God, and compassion for all of humankind. 

I am happy to live in the tension, and hear both Martin Luther’s 

words about faith alone, together with the challenging words in the 

Epistle of James, which I wholeheartedly commend to you. 

 

Nicholas Bowry 


