
Dr. Brant Pitre  The Mass Readings Explained 

Discipleship and Self-Denial 
(24th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B) 

Isaiah 50:5-9—The Suffering Servant 
1. Servant: accepts abuse (“back” to smiters), mockery (“cheeks” to beard-pullers) (50:6) 
2. Trust in God: “the LORD God helps me”; I have “set my face like flint” (50:7) 

Psalm 116—The LORD Will Save Me 
1. Suffering/Death: “I suffered in distress and anguish…” (v. 3) 
2. Deliverance/Resurrection: “he saved me; return, O my soul, to your rest…” (v. 7) 

James 2:14-18—Faith without Works is Dead 
1. “Faith” (Greek pistis) without Good “Works” (Greek erga) is “Dead” (2:14) 

Mark 8:27-35—Discipleship and the Cross  
1. Who is Jesus?:  “the Christ” or “the Messiah” (Greek ho christos) 
2. Suffering Messiah: “he began to teach them…” (8:31) 
 a. Suffering and Rejection: “the Son of Man must suffer many things”  
 b. Death and Resurrection: “be killed… and after three days rise” 
3. Peter’s Response: he began to “rebuke” Jesus! (8:32) 
4. Jesus’ Reply: “Get behind me Satan!” (Hebrew, “Adversary”) (8:33) 
5. Avoiding Suffering: Peter seeks to avoid suffering, for Jesus. 
4. Discipleship and the Cross: “If any man would come after me, let him…” (8:34-35) 
 a. Self-Denial: “deny himself” 
 b. Accept Suffering: “take up his cross” 
 c. Imitation of Christ: “follow me” 
 d. Paradox: Save His Life ! Will Lose It; Lose His Life ! Will Save It 

Living Tradition: St. John of the Cross 
John of the Cross: “Our Lord.. gave, in the eighth chapter of S. Mark, that wonderful 
teaching of which I think it may almost be said that, the more necessary it is for spiritual 
persons, the less it is practiced by them. As this teaching is so important and so much to 
our purpose, I shall reproduce it here in full... “If any man will follow me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross..” [Mark 8:34-35]. Oh, that one might show us how to 
understand, practice, and experience what this counsel is which our Saviour here gives us 
concerning the denial of ourselves… [T]rue spirituality seeks for God’s sake that which 
is distasteful rather than that which is delectable; and inclines itself rather to suffering 
than to consolation; and desires to go without blessings for God’s sake rather than to 
possess them; and to endure aridities and afflictions rather than enjoy sweet 
communications, knowing that this is to follow Christ and to deny oneself… I would, 
then, that I could convince spiritual persons that this road to God consists not in a 
multiplicity of mediations nor in ways or methods of such, nor in consolations, although 
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these things may in their way be necessary to beginners; but that it consists only in the 
one thing that is needful, which is the ability to deny oneself truly, according to that 
which is without and that which is within, giving oneself up to suffering for Christ’s sake, 
and to total annihilation. (John of the Cross, Ascent of Mount Carmel, 2.7, 4-5, 8) 

Questions for Discussion and Reflection (24th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B) 

1. What are the virtues displayed by the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 50? How does this 
mysterious person prefigure the passion of Christ? 

2. Why does Jesus call Peter “Satan” when all Peter is doing is trying to keep Jesus from 
suffering and dying? 

3. What does Jesus mean when he says that discipleship to him requires “denying” 
ourselves and “taking up the cross” and “following him” (Mark 8:34-35)? How does a 
Christian “lose their life” for the sake of the Gospel?  

For Further Study 
1. Mary Healy. The Gospel of Mark. Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture. Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008. Pp. 146-149. 
2. St. John of the Cross, Ascent of Mount Carmel. Translated by E. Allison Peers. Reprint. 

Mineola: Dover, 88-93. Jesus’ teaching in Mark 8 stands at the heart of John of 
the Cross’s famous spirituality of “annihilation” or “nothing” (Spanish nada). 
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