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Hidden Treasures 
Follow the Leader Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 

Matthew 16:24-28 21 November 2021 
 
 
The Price of Discipleship (v24) 
The Paradox of Discipleship (v25-7) 
The Priority of Discipleship (v28) 
 
We had a young family over for dinner this week, a couple with two small children. We have 
some toys at our house, but the most popular toy was a little dry-erase board (a whiteboard) 
with a black pen. The little girls wrote words and drew pictures and told us stories about the 
pictures. Their dad said: isn’t it funny. For all the over-engineered toys we have today, kids are 
happy with something as simple as a pen and paper. Their imaginations do the rest.  
 
So it got me thinking about children’s games, and the kinds of games that I played as a child. It’s 
quite a fun exercise, thinking back on it. My brother and I played lots of imagination games – 
astronauts, pilots, mountain climbers – at the park near our house we had lots of rocks and 
small cliffs that we used to climb up and down. I went back there as an adult, and the ‘cliffs’ 
were not cliffs at all. But in my 5 year old’s imagination, we might as well have been climbing 
Mount Everest… 
 
The other game I remember is ‘Follow the Leader.’ In follow the leader, everybody lines up 
behind the leader, and the leader moves around and all the players have to mimic the leader’s 
actions. It’s actually a great way to teach your kids (or grandkids) to listen, and to obey, while 
having lots of fun. BTW I’ve seen parents use this at the crosswalk when they want their kids to 
pay attention, and I’ve seen parents use it to get little kids to brush their teeth. That’s a 
parenting hack for you!   
 
Following the leader – it’s an important lesson for children. But in our Bible passage today, we 
are going to see that following the leader is an important lesson for each of us who wants to 
live a godly life. 
 
So why don’t we pray that God would teach us that important lesson as we open the Bible 
now? 
 

Our heavenly Father, please teach us what it means to follow Jesus, and what it means 
to trust him. Give us insight now as you speak to us from the Scriptures. In Jesus’ name 
we pray, amen. 

 
Well we have come to the final week of our series from Matthew 13-16 called Hidden 
Treasures. It has been all about digging deeper into Jesus’ teaching and his miracles, trying to 
find the deeper meaning. And trying to uncover a side of Jesus that many people never notice. 
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Now much of what we’ve seen for the last 10 weeks has been about Jesus – piecing together a 
picture of who he was. But today’s passage is a bit different – it’s all about us, and our response 
to Jesus.  
So let me read the passage. You’ll find it on the back of your songsheet. It’s from Matthew 
chapter 16, and I’m going to start reading at v24: 

 
24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 25 For whoever wants to save their 
life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it. 26 What good will it be for 
someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in 
exchange for their soul? 27 For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with 
his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what they have done. 
28 “Truly I tell you, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the 
Son of Man coming in his kingdom.” (Matthew 16:24-28) 

 
The Price of Discipleship 
 
Our passage starts with Jesus making the statement: “Whoever wants to be my disciple…”  
 
What exactly is a disciple? A ‘disciple’ is a student, or a pupil, or a learner. The idea of 
discipleship originally came from the world outside of the Bible. In the classical Greek world, for 
example, the great philosophers were surrounded by disciples – students who attached 
themselves to a particular teacher and their teachings. The concept of disciple meant more 
than just remembering the spoken words of the teacher, it often meant imitating the teacher’s 
entire way of life. 
 
That’s the cultural idea behind discipleship. And all the way through Jesus’ public ministry, over 
his 3 years of teaching and traveling, a group of ‘disciples’ had begun to follow Jesus in this 
same way.1 And you can imagine why. Jesus was a charismatic figure. He pulled the crowds. He 
spoke with authority. He healed the sick, he fed the hungry, he stood up to the religious 
hypocrites, the rumor was that he would overthrow the Roman empire and restore Israel back 
to its former glory. Why wouldn’t you want to follow Jesus? He was a rising star, and exactly the 
kind of person you would want to hitch your wagon to… 
 
There are often moments when we read that Jesus took the disciples aside, and spoke to them 
away from the crowds in a more intimate setting. He often used those moments to reveal 
truths that weren’t going to make him popular amongst the crowds. This is one of those 
moments.  
 
Jesus says: 
 

 
1 Different from ‘apostles’ = sent, envoys. Distinct from ‘crowds’ 
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“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me. (Matthew 16:24) 

 
Jesus wants his followers to understand the true price of discipleship, the true cost of following 
him. Because being a disciple of Jesus is not a fast-track to fame and influence. It’s a call to 
imitate the teacher, and to follow the path that he follows. 
 
Firstly, it’s a path of self-denial.  
 
Throughout history there have been many spiritual movements that are all about denying the 
physical body in order to concentrate on the spiritual. Ascetics seek to discipline the body by 
limiting food, or human contact, or putting themselves in physically uncomfortable situations. 
In the 4rd century AD there was a zealous young Christian man named Simeon who took 
ascetism to a whole new level, by living on top of a pole for 37 years. 
 
Is that what Jesus means when he says we must deny ourselves? Is he talking about denying 
ourselves food, or drink, or sex, or material goods? Is he saying that being a Christian means 
depriving ourselves of anything that is good? 
 
No, I don’t think so. The Bible is clear that the Christian life is full of many blessings – friendship, 
marriage, family, extended family, satisfaction in work and enjoyment of what God gives us. 
Even wine and sex are good gifts of God to be enjoyed in the right contexts. So becoming a 
Christian doesn’t mean becoming an ascetic. 
 
What it does mean is a different kind of denial. And that is denying our innate sense of 
sovereign authority over the world we live in. You see, by nature, we all act as if we are the 
sovereign ruler over our world. We’re the king or queen of our life, we wear the crown, we 
make the decisions, we’re in control. 
 
But Jesus says that his disciples must reject that narrative. We need to recognize God as the 
authority over our life, and lay down our crowns. There’s an image of that in the book of 
revelation, where there are 24 elders in front of the throne of Jesus. And they fall down before 
him, and they take their crowns off and lay them down before him.2 It’s a symbolic gesture of 
handing over their authority to him, reminding themselves of who the real king is.  
 
So whoever wants to be Jesus’ disciple must firstly ‘deny themselves.’ Second, they must ‘take 
up their cross.’ 
 
Now we read this passage 20/20 hindsight. We know that not long after this dialogue took 
place, Jesus would literally take up his cross, and be crucified. The disciples didn’t know that at 
this point. 
 

 
2 Revelation 4:10 
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But this wasn’t the first time that Jesus had said they must take up their cross. The first time 
was back in Matthew 10:38. They understood the symbolism. Crucifixion had become familiar 
to the Jews in the 2 centuries before Christ was born. Jewish historian Josephus writes about 
the reign of terror under Antiochus IV Epiphanes in 168BC, where Jews “were crucified while 
they were still alive and breathed.”3 A century later, Maccabean ruler Alexander Jannaeus had 
800 Pharisees crucified in a bloody civil war. To take up your cross meant walking the pathway 
towards execution. To be a dead man walking. 
 
Jesus says anyone who wants to be a disciple must take up their cross also. 
 
Now for some following Jesus that day, the path of discipleship would lead, literally, to a cross. 
Tradition has it that, out of all the apostles, only John would die a natural death. All the rest 
would be killed because of their association with Jesus… And even today, in some cultures, if a 
person becomes a Christian they might face persecution even to the point of being killed.  
 
So is Jesus saying that we should all expect to die if we want to become a Christian?  
 
Not literally. But metaphorically, the idea is that a true disciple will be ready to follow Jesus, 
whatever the cost. Even if the cost is giving up your old life. Dying to who you used to be, when 
you wore the crown and called the shots. Taking up your cross means choosing a new path, one 
that follows Jesus, wherever he takes you.  
 
The Paradox of Discipleship 
 
And that’s the paradoxical nature of discipleship. Becoming a Christian is the greatest thing you 
could ever do. It brings hope, and forgiveness, and assurance, and joy. But to get it, it will cost 
you everything. Like the treasure buried in the field, it will cost you everything you have to gain 
a treasure far greater than you could ever imagine. 
 
Jesus puts it like this in v25: 
 

25 For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will 
find it. (Matthew 16:25) 

 

We were talking about kids’ games earlier. Do you remember this one: finders keepers, losers 
weepers? Jesus turns the game on its head. He says losers will be the finders, and the keepers 
will be the weepers. Those who lose their life, those who relinquish control of their life, those 
who die to self, they are the ones who will find life in Jesus Christ.  
 
But whoever holds on tightly to who they used to be, those who can’t turn their back on their 
old life, those who can’t give up their life, Jesus says, they will be the ones who end up losing 
the greatest gift they could have ever known. They’ll lose in the long run. 

 
3 Antiquities XII 256. 
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Because when Jesus talks about life, he’s not just talking about this lifetime. The Bible is very 
clear that this life is not all there is. Jesus wants you to find life in this lifetime, and for all 
eternity.  
 
But that won’t happen if you only focus on the here and now. Living for today, as if there was 
nothing more. 
 
Hear Jesus’ warning for those who live as if this life is all there is (reading from v26): 
 

26 What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or 
what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? 

  
Jesus says that there are people who spend their life trying to gain the whole world. You’ve met 
them, I’m sure. You might be one of them. But what good will it do them on the day they meet 
Jesus?  
 
The stark warning of v26 is that our soul is at risk – and what can anyone give in exchange for 
their soul? You can’t buy your way into heaven. You can’t show your resume at the gates. You 
can’t trade off your intellect, or negotiate with Jesus. None of that matters, not in an eternal 
sense. It’s all about what you do with your life, and who you’re living for. 
 
Because one day we will all be held to account for our lives. Jesus says: 

 
27 For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he 
will reward each person according to what they have done. (Matthew 16:27) 

 
I never know what to make with passages that speak about ‘rewards.’ I’m uncomfortable with 
the idea that some people have a greater reward in heaven – it seems to go against the idea of 
grace to me.  
 
Jesus will return one day, and it seems like the reward will be according to the way we lived our 
life. Those who give their earthly life in service of Jesus, they will have the reward of eternal life. 
And those who lived for themselves, they’ve had their reward already, if I understand this 
passage correctly.  
 
PAUSE 
 
The Priority of Discipleship 
 
This is a challenging passage, isn’t it? Discipleship, following Jesus, living as a Christian, it’s not a 
part-time choice. It’s all in, or all out. Taking up your cross means making a decisive choice, a 
deliberate decision. Jesus or not Jesus. Laying my crown at the feet of Jesus, or keeping it firmly 
on my own head. Trusting Jesus, or holding onto control of my life. 
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It’s a hard choice, I know. I’ve been making that choice daily for the last 30 years. But it’s a 
choice that has given me an incredible life, incredible fulfilment, not necessarily material riches, 
but spiritual riches beyond measure. And an underlying peace that is hard to explain, but for 
those of you who know Jesus, you know what I mean. 
 
I imagine it is the same peace that Jesus had as he took up his cross, and walked towards the 
place where he would die. Denying himself, and following the path that his loving heavenly 
Father set before him. Knowing that even in death, there was something better on the other 
side. 
 
I want to finish by telling you a story about a young man, Jim Elliot. Perhaps you know the story. 
Jim Elliot was a promising student at Wheaton College in Illinois. He was a champion wrestler, 
honor student, amateur poet, and admired by students at Wheaton. He dated and married the 
prettiest girl at the school. He was truly the "big man" on campus. 
 
But he was also a Christian, the words we’ve just read had a deep influence on him. During his 
senior year at Wheaton, he wrote in his journal these now famous words: "He is no fool who 
gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose." (Quote is on your songsheet) 
 
God called him to take the gospel to an unreached tribe in the Ecuadorian jungle.  
 
Elliot wrote, "Glad to get the opportunity to preach the gospel of the matchless grace of our 
God to stoical, pagan Indians. I only hope that He will let me preach to those who have never 
heard that name Jesus. What else is better in this life? I have heard of nothing better. 'Lord, 
send me!'" 
 
If you know the story, Jim and his four associates were killed by the tribesmen before they 
could share Jesus with them. Jim gave up what he could not keep. He gave up his earthly life to 
gain what he could not lose: eternal life. 
 
That’s not the end of the story.  
 
Due to the publicity generated by the martyrdom of Jim and his colleagues, thousands of other 
young men and women committed to become missionaries to take their place. Beyond that, 
the widows of the martyred missionaries went back to that tribe and led those warriors to 
Christ. 
 
Years later, a young man traveling in Ecuador was flying in a small plane over the country. The 
man and the pilot got talking about Jim Elliot's ministry. 
 
"When we fly over the place where Jim Elliot and the others died, show me," the man said to 
the pilot. 
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"I can't take you there," replied the pilot. 
 
"Why not?" 
 
"Because Jim Elliot did not die in Ecuador." 
 
Perplexed, the young man remarked, "Yes, I know Jim Elliot died here in Ecuador." 
 
"Jim Elliot's body died in South America," the pilot said, "but Jim Elliot died while a college 
student at Wheaton College several years before when he yielded his life to God no matter the 
consequences." 
 
Whoever wants to be my disciple, Jesus says, must deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me. Will you take up that challenge?  
 
Let’s pray. 
 
 
 


