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“[T]hat claim is by the right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to 

possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for 

the development of the great experiment of liberty and federated self-

government entrusted to us.” 

So wrote Journalist John L. O'Sullivan in 1845 in his newspaper, the New 

York Morning News, about the ongoing boundary dispute with 

Britain over Oregon. 

O’Sullivan coined the term “manifest destiny” earlier that year in an article 

urging the U.S. annexation of the Republic of Texas and is a phrase 

you probably learned in school that characterized a widely held 

cultural belief in 19th century America.   

“Manifest” means “clearly apparent to the sight or obvious.”  “Destiny” 

means the preordained or inevitable course of events.  In other words, 

it was our obvious, even divine, fate to expand across the continent 

and spreading our American exceptionalism. 

It was, in a sense, to redeem the Old World by building a new heaven on 

earth in the New World. 

Manifest Destiny, though, was not a universally endorsed concept.  

Abraham Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant, and most of the Whig political 

party rejected it.  Advocates of manifest destiny often cited “Divine 

Providence” for justification of actions that critics said were actually 

motivated by chauvinism and self-interest. 

History shows, of course, that we did indeed, expand our country from sea 

to shining sea at the expense of expansion of slavery and, as 

tragically, the whole-scale dislocation and destruction of the Native 

Americans.   
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In life it is good to have goals and aspirations and the grit and perseverance 

to pursue them—but not at the expense of others. 

Jesus had his own take on a “manifest destiny” as did his disciples along 

with most of the people.  It was just that what was manifest—

obvious—to them was not what was obvious to Jesus. 

Just prior to today’s gospel passage, Peter declares that Jesus is the 

Messiah.  The disciples and the people “knew” what that meant:  

God’s anointed who was going clean house, throw off the oppressors, 

and restore the kingdom of Israel as of old. 

Instead, Jesus says to the disciples essentially, “Understand y’all, I’m going 

to suffer, probably be tortured, be rejected by basically every kind of 

religious leader and authority we have and then be killed.  But three 

days later I will rise from dead.”   

And as verse 32 says, “He said all this quite openly.” Jesus was pretty 

manifest about his destiny. 

Peter—and probably the rest of the disciples—are shocked.  I mean they 

have seen Jesus heal flocks of people who have come to him, he beats 

the local leaders in religious debates, and he just admitted he is the 

Messiah.  It is obvious what comes next—going and kicking some 

Roman butt. 

This is the temptation—lead a revolt in the name and power of God and all 

for a noble, biblically based cause.  This is why Jesus calls Peter 

“Satan”, literally, “the Adversary.” 

Jesus already faced this test by *the* Satan in the wilderness at the 

beginning of his ministry and Jesus has made his choice.  He chooses 
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the path that God has shown him.  Jesus must undergo the suffering, 

rejection, and crucifixion. 

To be clear the mission of Jesus and his disciples is *not* to suffer and die.  

That will be the consequence, though.   

No, the mission of Jesus and his disciples is to give life—knowing that 

earthly powers will violently oppose them.    

In Mark, Jesus “must” die because his commitment to human healing will 

not falter.  His mission will abide no impediment to the immediate 

restoration of the broken and the outcast. 

Jesus dies because powerful humans oppose both his healing mission and, 

more specifically, the disruption that the mission brings to 

established law and order.  Jesus’ opponents don’t realize that they 

are opposing the in-breaking reign—“kingdom”—of God.   

Sadly, though, even the disciples don’t quite get it, including Peter.  In the 

gospel of Mark, Peter is the only person whom Jesus addresses so 

vehemently.  Why? Because you’re most zealous supporters can 

become your most zealous impediments if they get off track. 

Even after all this, a couple of the disciples will ask if they can sit at Jesus 

right hand in the kingdom to come as badge of glory and honor. 

The disciples can’t help but be captivated by hopes of earthly glory and 

therefore are preoccupied more with Jesus’ messianic title than his 

life-giving mission. 

Even when it means death, they are still thinking about a glorious death as 

a hero, a martyr for the cause. 
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But Jesus makes it clear.  There will be no honor, there will be no glory 

when it happens.  It will be an ignominious death that will barely even 

be recorded by the authorities.   

It is a message we do not want to hear either. Every day each of us is 

tempted by worldly standards of prestige and reputation even as we 

seek not to be attracted to “human things” for we know that they flout 

what God intends. 

For all of us the most satanic of these desires come coated with a religious 

veneer, such as a “theology of glory” or a “prosperity theology” where 

God will bless you and reward you with health and material wealth if 

you have faith and believe in the right ways. 

Jesus teaches, though, a “theology of the cross.”  To follow Jesus is to live 

lives of service to others, to serve rather than to control and 

dominate. It means the opposite of being proud of our station and 

status at the expense of others. 

Now the “theology of the cross” or “to deny yourself” does not mean a 

contrived kind of humility. We do not follow Jesus by demeaning 

ourselves. We are called upon to do the very best we can with the 

talents and abilities God has given us.  

To “deny yourself” means to keep your priorities in harmony with what 

Jesus told us in the two “great commandments”—love God and love 

your neighbor. 

And we do this as Paul writes as a response to our faith of God’s grace and 

mercy, not from an attempt to be—or to make others to be—good 

adherents of the law.  



“Manifest Destiny” 

Sermon – February 28, 2021 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  5 

Christian faith is not a life-style choice; it is a vocation to never-ending 

struggle. By lying about Jesus and the truth of the gospel, we deny the 

truth about ourselves. 

The season of Lent is a particularly appropriate time to reflect on the ways 

that we too often place our trust in inadequate earthly forms at the 

expense of a simple, liberating faith.  

Those inadequate earthly forms serve to perpetuate distinctions that divide 

the body of Christ and alienate members of other religious traditions. 

The simple, liberating faith, though, has the potential, through the work of 

the Spirit, to open doors and invite creative dialogue.  

While one incites wrath, the other encourages reconciliation. 

There was, to be sure, a ray of hope in what Jesus said that day, although 

the disciples may not have heard it. Jesus will be killed, but he will 

also rise again.  

Jesus gives us this hope and to follow him not just for this future, but in this 

life. For to follow him now means a life “more abundant”—now.  

As one pastor said, “we follow Jesus not just to be saved or to go to heaven; 

we follow Jesus because it’s worth it.” 

So let us go and deny ourselves and take up the cross to follow Jesus as our  

Manifest Destiny: “Christ had died, Christ is risen, Christ will come 

again.”   

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 


