
Today’s Market in Souls
17th Sunday after Pentecost - Year B

Psalm Reading: (19)
NT: James (3:1-12), Mark (8:27-38)

Believe it or not, there have actually been attempts to 
weigh the soul. You may have heard of the 21 grams 
experiment conducted in 1901 where a Doctor named Duncan 
MacDougall determined that the human soul weighs 
approximately 21 grams or, what we in the U.S. would call 
about ¾ of an ounce.1 There have been many criticisms about 
whether the experiment was accurate or even moral2, but the 
interesting thing about it is that it conjectures that the soul is 
an actual physical thing held within the body.

My own opinion is that the soul is of the Spirit, and it is 
probably impossible to measure it in any way. I have heard of 
people having a shriveled soul, but I think this refers more to its
capacity to love or care for others. I have heard of radiant souls,
and loving souls. We often hear the word soul as signifying a 
person as a being. For example an article about the sinking of 
the Titanic bears the headline, “More than 1500 Souls Lost at 
Sea.”

I think the idea of “souls” lost at sea gives us an affecting 
picture of what happened that cold night when a ship crashed 
into an iceberg. We can feel more personally the weight and 
gravity of the incident and also know that this catastrophe must
have sent many people into mourning, and must have been felt
keenly up in heaven.

1



So, just what is the soul? You would think it would be easy 
to track down a definition. But there are lots of angles on this 
soul thing… The Oxford Dictionaries defines the soul as “the 
spiritual or immaterial part of a human being or animal, 
regarded as immortal”.3 In the Bible, at least in the New 
Testament, the word “soul” means a transcendent self with an 
element of consciousness.4 My own conjecture is that it is our 
essential spiritual being that brings us in touch with God. In 
fact, when we say that we were made in the image of God, this 
is one of the attributes that God has given us to make us more 
like God.

Some would say that there is no such thing as a soul, but I 
do not think that you can reasonably deny the fact that there is 
some essence inside of us, a consciousness and a conscience 
that goes a long way in defining just who and what we are. We 
Christians have no doubt about its existence. Now, an 
understanding of what the soul is and an understanding of its 
value, I think, has a bearing on today’s reading.

Well, lets take a look at our reading from the Gospel of 
Mark. Jesus and his disciples are traveling toward Caesaria-
Phillipi. On the way he questions his disciples, and through his 
questioning he realizes that people are coming to believe that 
there is something very special about this person, Jesus. The 
people assume he is John the Baptist returned, or Elijah or one 
of the prophets. 

Yet the truth has become manifest to the disciples 
themselves. They have come to believe that Jesus is the 
Messiah. There is only one problem: they have no real concept 
of what “Messiah” means. They have this idea that the 
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Messiah, the Christ (and these two terms are more or less 
synonymous in the Bible) they believe that the Messiah is a 
new king that will lead the Jewish people to independence from
Rome at the very least. They see the anointed one of God as 
ultimately bringing on a new age of political and economic 
power for Judea. They imagine themselves ruling over the 
Middle East, subjugating other peoples in the region. They are 
imagining power and glory for themselves.

Jesus wants to dispel this notion. So, in verse 31 “He began
to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things.” 
and these many things include being “rejected by the elders, 
the chief priests, and the teachers of the law.” What was more 
that he must be killed ...” This comes as a huge shock to the 
disciples. The picture he is painting is not the one that they 
want to see. No wealth, no empire.

So, Peter himself rebukes Jesus. He rebukes Jesus! Imagine
that! But we know Peter is always the intrepid one of the 
disciples, generally going off half-cocked. He was the one who 
tried to walk on water when Jesus did so. And he will be the 
one who enters the court yard of the Sanhedrin, after Jesus is 
arrested. And the only way he can get out of the situation is to 
deny Jesus...3 times! So, it is Peter who says what all the 
apostles are thinking. He boldly chastises the Lord, 
contradicting Jesus, because Jesus is not meeting expectations. 

Now, we do not know the words Peter uses to rebuke 
Jesus. But we can guess that he is telling Jesus that the career 
of the Messiah does not have to be a trail of tears, a load of 
suffering. Jesus can be the Glorious King of the Jews! He can 
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live in luxury and power, while his disciples rule over the great 
cities of a great empire. Is this starting to sound a bit familiar?

You may remember that after Jesus was baptized the Spirit
led him out into the desert to be tempted by the devil, and one 
of the great temptations was earthly power and glory! (Matt. 
4:8-9) What was the response of Jesus to the devil? He said, 
“Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your 
God, and serve him only.’” (Matt. 4:10) Is it any wonder that 
Jesus says to Peter, “Get Behind me Satan!”? Then he follows 
this up with, “You do not have in mind the concerns of God, but
merely human concerns.” (Mark 8:33) This is definitely an echo 
of the temptation story. Peter is not intentionally tempting 
Christ. However, he is reminding him that this Messiah thing 
could go down in two different ways. It could go down the way 
the people seem to want it, with a whole new political 
paradigm. Or it could go down the way God wants it, with a 
whole new spiritual paradigm. And we know that the easy way 
out for the Messiah is the human way, not God’s way.

Christ knows it must go as God would have it. He realizes 
that his message is not being being delivered. If his disciples 
have misconstrued things so badly then the crowds must be 
even worse off! Jesus sees that it is time to call them together 
and get things straightened out all around. (v.34)

He says to the crowd, “Whoever wants to be my disciple 
must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
(v.34 cont.) He is making clear that the road to heaven is not 
the easy one that everyone is expecting. It does not begin with 
a glorious rebellion against the Roman Empire and end with 
world hegemony. He is saying it is not about exalting ourselves, 
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but humbling ourselves. He makes this clear when he says, 
“Whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses
their life for me and for the gospel will save it.” (v.35) So it is all 
about God’s will not the human will. And then he jumps into 
what I would call the economy of the soul. He says, “What good
is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? 
Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?” (v. 36-37)

He goes into this because it is important to how we view 
the Messiah, and how we respond to the Messiah. You see, we 
can either accept that Jesus is the Christ, or we can reject him, 
placing our allegiance elsewhere.

So, in this equation, the soul is, in a sense, on the auction 
block, and we are the sellers...or the givers. Each one of our 
souls is out there. Not 21 grams of some ephemeral substance, 
but our very essence. And there are two bidders. There is on 
one side of the auction house Satan. Some would say that Satan
is just a metaphor for the ways of the world, but however you 
might view him, this is a tempter so vile and so bold that he has
attempted to buy even Jesus Christ, not once but twice...first in 
the desert and then through Peter.

Now, this gentleman or lady, as you would have it, would 
look in no way like the caricatures of the past. I don’t think we 
would be seeing some reddish colored human with a tail and a 
pitchfork and a couple of horns on his (or her) head. It would 
not be like in the movies. If you must picture the devil, think of 
this creature as an efficient business person, a persuasive 
salesperson who watches your every move and knows just 
what you want. [Body language seminar story.] This is someone
who can get inside your head, knows just what you are 
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thinking, knows just what it is that will prompt you to sell 
yourself out. In the devil’s bank account are unlimited funds, 
but his intention is to buy souls as cheap as he can because, 
well, that is just the way he does business.

So when the bidding starts for your soul the devil will start 
the bidding cheap. There will be an offer of satisfaction for 
saying snide things about your neighbor. There will be granting 
of immediate satisfaction for some guilty pleasure. There will 
even be the reward of real cash for some selfish act or another. 
The devil is counting on you eventually caving into these little 
offers, and finally forgetting that there is even another offer on 
the table.

Because there is indeed another bidder. We know who 
that is don’t we? It is of course Jesus Christ, and what is 
amazing about Christ’s bid is that it is not some chintzy 
escalation of sins that play on our weaknesses. No, Christ’s bid 
starts out with everything! Christ has already given all for us. It 
is a bid so high that everything that is in the devil’s bank 
account is insufficient to equal it. And the devil counts on one 
thing, that you will take his offer and forget the other offer that 
is on the table because you can take up that offer from Jesus at 
any time. The devil is counting on you indulging yourself in the 
here and now, hurting yourself and others as you do so. 
Meanwhile the hands and arms of Jesus are perpetually open 
to you.

As you may have figured out, no matter how high you sell 
yourself to Satan, you are selling yourself short. You may not be
able to see the soul. You may not be able to touch a soul with 
your finger. You may or may not be able to weigh the soul, but 
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it is the most precious thing you possess. And to be honest 
there are only two ways you can go with it, you can sell it short,
or you can give it, give it to Jesus, who has already paid all.

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
Dear and precious Lord, you have sacrificed your whole 

self for us that we might have everlasting life. We ask that you 
help us to recognize when the evil one is bidding for our souls, 
and give us the strength to reject those bids. Help us to see that
what you have done for us is what we need to carry us through 
this life and into the next. You are our all in all. 

ἀμἠν
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