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Text 
Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: "If anyone would come after me, he must 

deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 
35 

For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but 

whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. 
36 

What good is it for a man to gain the whole 

world, yet forfeit his soul? 
37 

Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? 

 

Introduction 
My sermon today is on following Jesus in the real world and my main point is – 

follow Jesus like you’ve got nothing to lose because you have EVERYTHING to 

gain. 
This was the hardest sermon I’ve ever had to write because I feel like God was 

really dealing with me the last few weeks through these verses as I tried to prepare for 
today. 

Also, thank you for your prayers because I was really pretty sick and I wasn’t sure 
I was going to preach so, I’m really thankful that I’m able to be here today. 

This is supposed to be a topical sermon, so for those of you visiting, it’s not what 
we normally like to do here at Immanuel, but I realize I don’t really know how to write a 
topical sermon, so this is something… BUT ANYWAY… 

So, last week it was awesome.  Our sister Candice was baptized and we heard her 
awesome testimony about how God pursued her since she was a young girl and how she 
gave her life to Him last December.  And we saw the beautiful symbol of new life in 
baptism – of rebirth from the old self to new life. 

And this week I want to talk about what’s next.  Now what?  What’s life like after 
rebirth?  From baptism till I die what will my life be like? 

Is it to go to church on Sunday, read your Bible, attend a Bible Study, join a 
ministry and become a model church-goer?  “You know Candice must really be growing 
because she never misses a Sunday.” 

You know what I’ve heard so many different times from burned out Christians?  
I’ve done this and done that; I’ve served on this ministry and I’ve gone to prayer 
meetings and I’ve lead Bible Study and I’m just spiritually burned out.  Or, simply 
“what’s the point?” 

Have any of you ever felt that way?  Honestly, that was a really hard question to 
answer for me. 
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If following Jesus is more than doing all the ‘Christian’ things, then what is it? 
What does it look like? 
What if I told you that it looks like a person who sees that every part of his life is 

being centered around the call to follow Jesus?  Does that sound too naïve?  Am I over-
spiritualizing things? 

I don’t think so. 
I believe that where you live should be driven by your call to follow Jesus.  

Where you work should be driven by your call to follow Jesus.  Where you go to school, 
how you spend your money & how you spend your time – everything should all be 
driven by your call to follow Jesus. 

So, if you tell me that your Christian life is just dry and boring or even 
meaningless, then I have to ask if you’re really answering your call to follow Jesus.  
Following Jesus is more than your spiritual disciplines and church attendance.  Both of 
those are good, but you can do both those things and not really be following Jesus.  
Anybody know what I mean? 

We’ve heard this a few times from Nathan as we studied the book of Daniel: We 
were not called to live in this Christian sub-culture or isolated Christian ghetto, eating our 
Christian candy, listening to our Christian music, wearing our Christian t-shirts – isolated 
from the world around us.  We are called to follow Jesus into the world for the sake of 
the Gospel, and this call to follow will cost you everything. 

Let me put it this way: Jesus didn’t save us so that we could find refuge in a safe 
Christian community, hold hands, sing ‘kumbaya’, and live happily ever after waiting for 
Jesus to come back.  And Jesus didn’t save us so that we can one day be disciplined 
enough not to miss a quiet time or a church function and be a model church-goer.  Jesus 
saved us to follow him into a dark and dying world, willing to fight in a spiritual battle 
and to give our lives for the sake of the Gospel.  We are called to follow Jesus like we 

have nothing to lose because we have everything to gain. 
Does that sound pretty crazy, kind of radical?  I hope so, because I’m sick of the 

watered-down Gospel and if I give the impression that the call to follow Jesus is 
anything less than radically giving up everything for sake of the Gospel, then I’m NOT 
giving you the Gospel. 

If some of you out there aren’t Christian yet and are listening to this thinking this 
is crazy talk – you’re right, from the non-Christian perspective this should sound crazy.  
There’s no way any of this makes sense without personally knowing Jesus… 
 

“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, 
but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1 Cor. 1:18). 

 
Ok, so you may be saying “Yeah, that’s cool!  I don’t want ho-hum Christianity.  I want 
to follow Jesus! But, first I gotta go to work, then after work I have a grad school class or 
my kid has soccer practice or I gotta go to the gym because my cholesterol is too high 
and the doctor told me to lose 20 lbs…”  You know the story.  Well, that’s the rub, isn’t 
it?  Following Jesus sounds great, but it doesn’t SEEM to fit in with the “real world” we 
live in.  There’s no fighting going on in the spiritual battlefield, it’s just sucking wind in 
survival mode through life’s hellish schedule.  So, if you’re feeling like that, then 
welcome to the club. 
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Today I’m hoping to address the topic of Following Jesus in the Real World by: 
 

1. Giving a little background about me; why Nathan and Hobin thought it might be a 

good idea for me to do this topic instead of Nathan (because I’m most worldly of us 

three). 

2. Telling you about what God did in my life to help me understand this truth. 

3. Why it’s harder than ever to follow Jesus because of the false teaching that’s out 

there. 

4. Looking at what Jesus has to say about following him in Mark 8:34-38. 
 

A Little Background 

Ok, sometimes pastors really get knocked on the fact that they don’t live in what 
many of us call ‘the real world’.  They sit in their study all day long and ponder theology 
and the meaning of life, away from the reality of the cold, hard world many of you in the 
congregation have to live in.  Well, not many of you know me or know what I do for a 
living.  In fact my wife can’t even tell you what I do…  So, I wanted to start off by giving 
you a little background on myself and where I get my perspective on this topic. 

Fifteen years ago I entered the ‘real world’ with my accounting degree from U of 
I.  I have been working in the Business Intelligence industry for the last 11 years, mostly 
in consulting.  I worked through the boom and the bust of the IT bubble and have worked 
in places from Naples, Florida to Palo Alto, California over the years.  I’m as deep into 
the rat race as anybody – and here’s a picture of the world I enter every Monday 
morning… 

Has anybody seen the TV shows “Ugly Betty” or “The Office”?  I feel like if you 
put those two shows together, that’s my work world.  I’m currently working as a 
Director for the Tools & Technology group at Leo Burnett.  Leo is the #1 International 
Advertising Agency in the world for 2007, according to whoever determines those things.  
I work primarily on our biggest international client, Phillip Morris, which is one of the 
richest and most hated companies in the world because of their tobacco and alcohol 
brands.  This summer I traveled to places like Argentina, Columbia, the Dominican 
Republic, and Ecuador doing work for Phillip Morris International.  Because the flights 
are longer, we fly first class domestic and business class internationally, and because it’s 
Leo Burnett, we stay at really nice hotels and eat at really nice places. 

BUT, agency work is stressful and the environment is cut-throat, self-promoting, 
superficial, and highly political.  Working at Leo Burnett is in many ways both 
glamorous and nasty.  We have comedians and musicians like Bernie Mac and Joss Stone 
and the Smitherenes come and give live performances and interviews in our theatre area 
on the third floor of the Leo building, but we also work people like dogs because all of 
the revenue is driven by man-hours.  The more hours we bill the more Leo makes. 

My co-workers range from punk rockers and fashion queens to top-flite MBA’s 
and super nerds.  Maybe you can figure out where I probably fit in to that spectrum of 
people. 

Leo is a different kind of work place – people are allowed to drink alcohol openly 
at work (at your desk or through the halls) because we have happy hour at our office at 
the end of every week at 4:00 PM, which is either Thursday or Friday, depending on the 
week (and of course, the beer is free and mostly cool imported stuff).  We even have our 
own company run bar called Star Bar on the 21st floor that’s open for cocktails in the 
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smoking lounge on certain nights of the week (I’ve never gone – mostly because I don’t 
think the cocktails are free).  I sit in a cube on the 18th floor, I get paid a six figure salary, 
and I wear blue jeans and camp shirts almost every day for my business attire. 

This is my work world right now.  So, yeah, I know the rat race, the allure of 
money and the desire for success.  I struggle with it every day.  I’ve spent a lot of time in 
the ‘real world’, and what Nathan had to say about the world last week is true – it sucks.  
It sucks because its promises are empty and it sucks because it has a constant draw on 
you and it never stops trying to suck you in. 

So, how do I follow Jesus in my ‘real world’?  It goes back to what I spoke about 
in my opening – I try to view everything in my life as driven by my call to follow Jesus.   
So, for me that means I’m there because God wanted me there.  Bess and I prayed about 
my job situation and this was where He led me.  He called me to follow Him into that 
place so that I do spiritual battle for the lives of people I get to know while I’m there.  
Notice that I didn’t say that God called me to be a light because I think sometimes we 
think that means we just stand there stationary and “glow” Jesus. 

So, while I have the responsibility of glorifying God by doing a good job.  I 
believe that my PRIMARY focus for working is NOT centered on me in any way – my 
salary, my career path and success are all in the hands of the Lord.  My primary purpose 
at my job is answering God’s call to follow Jesus at this particular time and at this 
particular work place to pray for these particular people so that some may be saved. 

While it all looks very mundane, this is the spiritual war zone many of us are 
called to.  We become missional by making friends at work, investing in people and 
loving people and we do battle by praying for their salvation. 
 
How God Brought Me To This Truth 

So… How did God bring this Truth to life in me? 
It was a really hot day in 1971.  I was born in Manila, Philippines.  I know it was 

hot because every day is hot in Manila.  Then 20 years later, on a cold and rainy October 
day in 1991 I was born again down at U of I. I remember it was cold and rainy because it 
was a day I don’t think I will ever forget for the rest of my life.  That’s the day I met 
Jesus, while I was standing alone in one of the buildings in the College of Commerce. 

About one year away from that cold day in October, I was graduated and working 
and had fallen away from God, the fall of 1992 – living as if I had never known the Lord.  
No church life, no church friends, no church anything… I didn’t pray, read my Bible…  
A stark difference from when I first became a Christian. 

When I first became a Christian, man, I literally cried at every Sunday service – 
usually during praise time because I really didn’t understand the sermons.  I was so 
overjoyed about being saved.  I loved going to Bible Study and to Friday night large 
group meetings and sing songs like ‘Refiners Fire’ and ‘Great is the Lord’.  All of that 
was great – it was totally awesome.  But then I graduated and left that Christian bubble I 
lived in down at U of I and into the real world.  I moved back to my old neighborhood, 
where my old friends and my old life were waiting for me.  And that old life, with its old 
desires and old ways quickly took over.  I had a career to worry about and money to 
make and a life to build.  The church stuff was great, but it didn’t translate to the real 
world for me.  Christianity got moved from this all encompassing thing in college to a 
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part of my schedule and then eventually (or more like, quickly), it no longer had a place 
in my day planner. 

Then all of a sudden it hit me one sunny morning in the spring of 1993 – a car… 
and God used that to show me this: the day I accepted Christ He showed me that if I were 
to die that day without knowing Jesus, I would go to hell because of my sin, and the day I 
got into the car accident God showed me that I could actually die any day. 

God brought His Truth from theory to reality in my life that day.  He showed me 
that I don’t own my life.  I don’t set my own course.  Sure, I’m free to make choices in 
this life, but my life and death are in His hands. 
 
Why I Think It’s Harder Than Ever To Follow Jesus This Way 

Well, here’s what I think – a major problem with understanding what this means 
is that it’s not popular to talk like this anymore.  When people hear about our denying 
ourselves, carrying our cross, and losing our lives for the Gospel it’s just not very 
appealing... and I’m talking about in church!! 

I want us to take a quick look at why so many Christians are struggling with the 
real call to follow Christ by looking at what some of what’s being preached out there. 
 
Joel Osteen 

On October 15, 2007, Joel Olsteen will release his new book, Become a Better 

You – 7 Keys To Improving Your Life.  It’s part of his $13 million deal with Simon & 
Schuster.  Joel Olsteen is the author of his other best-selling book, Your Best Life Now – 

7 Steps To Living At Your Full Potential and is the head pastor of the Houston-based 
mega-church, Lakewood Church, which is currently the largest congregation in the U.S. 

In an article of The Christian Sentinel, Osteen gives the new vision of his 
ministry: “We’re all about building people up.  We’re all about helping people reach 

their full potential.  We don’t push some kind of religion (and by the way, that’s a 

popular button to push with a lot of people today).… all we push is joy and peace and 
victory through Jesus Christ… Our message every single week - is through faith in God 
you can live an overcoming life of victory…  I believe that’s the message this generation 
needs to hear.  We’ve heard a lot about the judgment of God and what we can’t do and 
what’s going to keep us out of heaven.  But it’s time people start hearing about the 
goodness of God, about a God that loves them.  A God that believes in them.  A God 
that wants to help them.  That’s our message here at Lakewood.” 

Here is an excerpt from his MSNBC interview: 
 

[Osteen is] a college dropout who has never been to seminary school 
(which I personally don’t have a problem with)…There is no fire and 
brimstone in his church.  If the message sounds simple and upbeat, that’s 
just the way he wants it. 
 
The Christian-based, non-denominational congregation draws a 
remarkable mix of races, and his televised self-help sermons are number 
one in Nielsen ratings and broadcast all over the world.  And if that’s not 
enough, his book, Your Best Life Now: 7 Steps to Living at Your Full 
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Potential, has topped the New York Times best-seller list, selling 1.5 
million copies. 
 
[Osteen has] developed his own style – sermons are strictly optimistic and 
address practical, everyday issues, like time management.  His critics say 
it is all too simplistic, that Joel is part of a new trend called prosperity 
gospel… 

 
Here is an excerpt from a positive review of his book: “He speaks directly to the hearts 
and concerns of people from every walk of life and encourages people to: 
 

1. Keep pressing forward.  
2. Be positive toward yourself.  
3. Develop better relationships.  
4. Form better habits.  
5. Embrace the place where you are.  
6. Develop your inner life.  
7. Stay passionate about life.” 

 
The issue with Mr. Osteen isn’t that he has nice things to say and gives us good 

tips on life – I need to manage my time better, I need to form better habits – the problem I 
have with Mr. Osteen is that he’s not selling himself as a motivational speaker, he’s 
supposed to be a preacher, and his message to the largest congregation in America is not 
about following Jesus, it’s about a Jesus that believes in YOU and not about the 
judgment of God that will keep you out of heaven. 
 
Rob Bell 

Is anybody here familiar with who Pastor Rob Bell is?  He is the author of best-
sellers, Velvet Elvis and Sex God and is the teaching pastor of Michigan-based mega-
church, Mars Hill Church.  In 2006 they were named the fastest growing church in 
America… from 1,000 people on their first day to over ten thousand overnight.  Rob Bell 
is a gifted communicator and truly innovative.  Mars Hill also is doing great things in 
form of social services throughout the world.  Rob Bell will be launching a new national 
speaking tour on November 5th at Chicago’s very own Vic Theatre called, “The gods 
aren’t Angry Tour.”  The subject of this tour is how humans created religion to make 
themselves feel better.  Rob believes that hell is not people living the wrath of God, but 
that people live without knowing God’s love. 

Here’s a snippet from Rob’s book, Velvet Elvis, that speaks to what he believes it 
means to be a follower of Jesus: 
 

Who does Peter lose faith in? Not Jesus; he is doing fine. Peter loses faith 

in himself. Peter loses faith that he can do what his rabbi is doing. If the 

rabbi calls you to be his disciple, then he believes that you can actually be 

like him. As we read the stories of Jesus’ life with his talmidim, his 

disciples, what do we find frustrates him to no end? When his disciples 

lose faith in themselves..... Notice how many places in the accounts of 
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Jesus’ life he gets frustrated with his disciples. Because they are 

incapable? No, because of how capable they are. He sees what they could 

be and could do, and when they fall short it provokes him to no end. It 

isn’t their failure that’s the problem, it’s their greatness. They don’t 

realize what they are capable of....God has an amazingly high view of 

people. God believes that people are capable of amazing things. I’ve been 

told I need to believe in Jesus. Which is a good thing. But what I’m 
learning is that Jesus believes in me....God has faith in me.” 

 
That’s just goofy stuff.  So, when Jesus rebuked Peter (Mt. 14:31) and said, “O 

you of little faith – why do you doubt?” Rob Bell is actually saying Jesus was frustrated 
that Peter didn’t have enough faith in HIMSELF?? 

Or, while Jesus clearly says that He is the vine and that we are the branches and 
apart from Him we can do nothing (John 15:5), Rob Bell tells the fastest growing 
congregation in America that Jesus believes in us and that God has faith in US?!? 

Of course, there is some good in what Rob Bell and Mars Hill Church have done 
in their ministry, BUT the focus of his message is us… Jesus is frustrated not with our 
failure but with our greatness. 

That statement grosses me out.  Even goofy made-up, comic book gods aren’t 
gods that believe in the greatness of man. 

So you might ask, “What kind of weird, messed up theology is that?”  Well, that 
is the weird and messed up theology that people are flocking to hear in two of the biggest 
churches in the U.S. 

Mars Hill and Lakewood church are vastly different in many ways, but they both 
preach the non-Gospel message of a Jesus and a Father God that have their faith in man.  
They both preach a man-centered message that we are here to live a life focused on 
reaching our full potential or realizing our greatness in this world. 

If that is what you believe, you will never follow Jesus like you have nothing to 
lose because in their paradigm everything is riding on YOU.  Your failure disappoints 
Jesus, because your greatness is left unrealized. 
 
What Does Jesus Have To Say? 

Follow Jesus like you’ve got nothing to lose because you have 

EVERYTHING to gain. 
Let’s look at vv. 34-37 – “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, but 
whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  What good is it for a man to 
gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?  Or what can a man give in exchange for his 
soul?” 

In verse 34, please note that at the time Jesus says this, he hasn’t been crucified 
yet, so there’s no image in the minds of the people of Christ crucified.  There’s no 
reference point there.  In fact, Jesus was super popular at this point.  Just before this, in 
chapter 8, Jesus performed the miracle of feeding the four thousand and the miracle of 
healing the blind man, so his ministry and popularity were really taking off… and in the 
midst of all this, Jesus predicts his death to the disciples then calls the crowd to himself 
and tells them this. 
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Put yourself in that crowd around Jesus.  He was supposed to be the guy that was 
going to save his people.  He was a miracle-performing prophet who was going to be 
their savior.  Of course they wanted to follow Jesus. 

But, like this?… Carry my cross?  What do you think it means to carry your 
cross? 

For many people, these words of Jesus are diminished to mean nothing more than 
going through inconvenience.  It’s even joked about in movies – Will Ferrell’s character 
in Blades of Glory has a sex addiction and he says in the movie that it’s his cross to bear.  
What do think is your cross today: a crummy job, a tough class schedule, bad finances or 
driving an old Corolla without power locks and windows?  That’s not a cross… 

There was only one purpose for the cross in those times – Death.  Anybody with a 
cross on their back was condemned to only go one place and do one thing, and that’s to 
die.  It’s not like everybody went home and started walking around with crosses on their 
backs after this.  Can you imagine that crazy picture in your head? 

We have a sentimental picture in our minds when we think of the cross – church 
decoration, ornaments and trinkets we wear as jewelry.  The call to ‘carry your cross’ 
doesn’t really have that much impact.  To put it in a more modern context, imagine if 
Jesus said, “Deny yourself, put a noose around your neck and wear it tightly and follow 
me.”  Or, “Deny yourself, sit in your electric chair and plug it in and follow me.”  The 
cross, like the noose and the electric chair, was meant for the condemned man to die. 

So, if the cross was supposed to mean death, what do think went through the 
minds of those Jews in the crowd as they heard Jesus say these words – I know if it were 
me I would probably think, “Deny myself and take up the cross so that I can die?”  Man, 
I just came here for the victory speech.  I thought this supposed to be a pep rally, Jesus! 

I suppose this would have a good time for Jesus to tell them, “I believe in you and 
my Father believes in you, so go out and reach your full potential and realize your 
greatness.” 

No.  Jesus was telling them that they must be willing to deny their own desire to 
live for themselves and be willing to literally die. 

When we really become followers of Jesus we are called to deny ourselves and be 
willing to literally die for the Gospel.  That’s how we can live like we have nothing to 
lose, when we know that we have nothing to protect or cling on to in this life outside of 
Jesus. 

It’s not about me anymore – my potential, my greatness, my comfort, my safety 
and getting my way.  That needs to be nailed to the cross or hung by the rope or 
electrocuted in the chair. 

So – Why?  Why would anybody in their right mind be willing to give everything 
for the sake of the Gospel? 

Because in verse 35, Jesus says, “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, 
but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it”… 

Because in verse 35, Jesus says that we’ve got nothing to lose and 
EVERYTHING to gain. 

Jesus paid for my life with His.  He owns me.  He sustains me.  And I can live 
like I have nothing to lose because of that truth.  I want to live my life centered on the 
call to follow Jesus.  I fail a lot but I try. 
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I want to say with the Apostle Paul, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no 
longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20). 

I put my faith in Jesus on a cold day in October of 1991 but I didn’t really learn to 
start living my life like I had nothing to lose and everything to gain until that spring 
morning in 1993... 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Derick Africa on Sunday morning, August 19, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 


