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THE CHALLENGE OF TRANSLATING THE GOSPEL 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Matthew 16:21-28 

Jesus Foretells His Death and Resurrection 

21 From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and 

suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on 

the third day be raised. 22 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, 

“Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you.” 23 But he turned and said to 

Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are not setting your 

mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.” 

Take Up Your Cross and Follow Jesus 

24 Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself 

and take up his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would save his life[c] will lose it, 

but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he 

gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his 

soul? 27 For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, 

and then he will repay each person according to what he has done. 28 Truly, I say to 

you, there are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of 

Man coming in his kingdom.” 

 

 

There are some folks in this congregation who speak a second language. Some of you 

speak French. Schuyler is learning Spanish. Alice has an “adopted” daughter from 

Spain, and the Saegers have an “adopted” son from Denmark. Talk about speaking a 

second language.  
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Some of you read music, which is certainly its own language. A few of you speak the 

language of computers. You use words that the rest of us use, like mouse, attachment, 

access, cable, monitor, keyboard, mail, print, program, search, and click on. But when 

you speak those words in regards to computer use, you are speaking a language that 

is foreign to some of us.  

 

Our youngest son, Ryan, is home after a year of studying Japanese in Osaka, Japan. 

On a Sunday evening a couple of weeks ago all of our family was gathered to hear 

some of Ryan’s stories and see his photos of Japan. And in the course of telling the 

story behind each photo, Ryan said you can tell when you’re really learning a 

language. Someone will ask you, “How does that translate into English?” And you 

reply, “That can’t actually be translated into English.” In other words, you can try. You 

can use words that we know and speak, but we still won’t get it. It will be as if you are 

speaking a different language.  

 

A professor of mine once said, “God speaks to us the language of His heart, but it is 

not the natural language of our hearts.” So, even when God speaks the Gospel to us 

in English, in words that we know and use, we still don’t get it.  

 

Now, apply this to our work of speaking the Gospel to others. How are they going to 

understand if we don’t? In Isaiah, God says His Word will not return to Him void, and in 

Hebrews He says that His Word is living and active, sharper than any double-edged 

sword. But His word will return to Him void, His Word will be a dull sword, if we don’t 

make it understandable to the person across from us. But what if we ourselves don’t 

get it?  

 

That’s the problem Jesus had with His first disciples. Jesus begins to explain to His 

disciples the goal of His work on earth. He is telling them the Gospel. “From that time, 

Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things 

from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be 

raised.” (Matthew 16:21) That is the Gospel. Well, Jesus might as well have been 

speaking to them in King James English.  
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He was using words that they knew and used. But they didn’t get it. It wasn’t just Peter. 

Peter was speaking for all of the disciples when he took Jesus aside and said to Him 

privately, “God will have mercy on you! This shall never happen to you.” 

 

What did Peter and the others not get? What do we disciples still not get? Voluntary 

suffering. They did not understand the idea of taking the fall for somebody else. Taking 

the blame and the punishment for what someone else did. Voluntary suffering. 

Sacrificing money and time to do God’s will. Fighting against pressure to disobey 

Christ’s Word. Most of all it is voluntary suffering to think about how Jesus did not take 

the fall for somebody else but took it for you, for sins you have done and still do and 

accepting that. To accept that is voluntary suffering. Voluntary suffering is not our 

natural heart language.  

 

Our natural heart language is about success and being successful at everything. Our 

heart wants success. Our hearts want to win. Our natural heart language tells us we’ve 

been decent people and would never need anyone to take the fall for us. Our natural 

heart language tells us that even when we mess up a little God will have mercy and 

we will still win. Our heart tells us we shall not have to suffer for being a Christian. Our 

heart tells us we must not suffer. That’s why Jesus says to His disciples later, “Deny 

yourself.” Deny your heart what it wants. We just don’t get that.  

 

Well, when something does not translate from one language to another, the translator 

can do one of several things. He can say, “That cannot be translated.” Or the he can 

go ahead and try to translate the thought and when the person across from him 

clearly doesn’t get it, he can just nod and smile.  

 

But when Peter and the others do not understand the Gospel, Jesus chooses a third 

option. Because to Jesus who loves us there is too much at stake to simply let us 

misunderstand the Gospel. So, He does what it takes to get the message across. He 

turns around so that both Peter and the other disciples can hear, and powerfully says, 

“Get behind me, Satan. Get out of My way.”  
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Then He explains what it means to be a disciple of Jesus, and finishes with a powerful 

promise for our understanding the Gospel. “Truly I say to you, there are some standing 

here who will not taste death until they see that the Son of Man is coming with His 

reign.”      

 

Most likely this powerful promise was addressed to Peter himself, as well as James and 

John. They would not taste death, they would not die before they saw the coming of 

Jesus’ reign, Jesus’ reign, crowned with thorns and enthroned upon a cross. They 

would not die before they saw the coming of His reign, the beginning of His voluntary 

suffering, the beginning of the things He just mentioned: suffering at the hands of the 

elders, chief priests and scribes and being killed and being raised. Some of them 

standing there that day would live to see the coming of these sufferings, the beginning 

of them in the Garden of Gethsemane. Only Peter and James and John would be 

allowed to go to the very place where Jesus would pray, sweating blood, face to face 

with the decision of whether or not to volunteer to suffer as our substitute, to allow His 

own crucifixion. That hour in the garden with Jesus would powerfully help Peter, James, 

and John in the understanding of the Gospel of Jesus’ voluntary suffering.  

 

Through their passing on of that account, it still helps disciples today understand the 

Gospel, through repetition. Through hearing about and thinking about that moment in 

the garden again and again helps us to this day. As one actor on a TV show says, “I 

contemplate that moment in the garden, the idea of allowing your own crucifixion.” 

Isn’t that how you learn a second language? Through contemplation, thinking about it 

over and over, studying it over and over, meditating on it over and over, going over 

the words again and again.  

 

Repetition. Isn’t that why we are here every week? Hearing of Jesus’ death and 

resurrection for us on a weekly basis? It’s through repetition that you learn a second 

language. Through Peter, James, and John’s eyewitness account of that hour in the 

Garden of Gethsemane, we all have the powerful blessing of knowing what 

happened there and of being able then to repeatedly contemplate that moment in 

the garden, when Jesus volunteered to suffer for us.  
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When Jesus prayed “Thy will be done,” and chose to allow His own crucifixion. Jesus 

did what it takes to get the message across to us. Through Peter, James, and John’s 

repeating of that story, Jesus gives us a window into what happened in that garden, a 

window into God’s heart.  So that through repeated hearing about it and thinking 

about that moment in the garden, we may more and more learn the language of 

God’s heart. Then make it understandable to the person across from us, in the coffee 

shop, at our at kitchen table, over the backyard fence.  Amen. 


