
 
 

 

 

 

What is needed ultimately, says the cross, is not education, nor revolution, nor self 

improvement…but salvation. The root of the human malaise is not educational, social, 

moral, metaphysical, economic or scientific-these are all symptoms. The root of the 

human malaise is relational. 

 

The doctrine of the Fall shows that we are fallen and therefore need saving. The doctrine 

of Creation shows that we are essentially good and therefore worth saving. The doctrine 

of the Incarnation shows that there is one who is both divine and human and is therefore 

able to save us.  

 

And now we come to the cross of Christ which is where it all happens. 

 

The death of Christ shows up the seriousness of sin.  

 

If when God became a human being we humans killed him, then it shows how 

diabolically twisted we have become and how desperately we are in need of the 

salvation he holds out to us. When the divine love that we see in Jesus comes among us, 

not only do we fail to imitate it, we turn upon it. Christ is crucified because his goodness, 

his love, the blinding light that pours from him, is something that people cannot 

stand.  They cannot bear it because it exposes the evil they live by, which they conceal 

even from themselves. 

 

The cross is the place where we are all, without distinction, unmasked as the enemies of 

God. But it is also the place where to all, without distinction, is offered the unlimited 

kindness of God. 

 

The kind of treatment that is needed reveals the seriousness of the diagnosis. The fact 

that it took the cross to deal with human deformity means that that deformity must have 

been profound and intractable. 

 

The usually unexamined assumption is that guilt feelings are negative things, 

unnecessary and unhealthy things, unreal things, and that we are better off learning not 

to be so hard on ourselves, to forgive ourselves - which implies that we are the only ones 

we have hurt, and that forgiveness is a DIY activity. 

 

We may only look Auschwitz in the face, if we keep looking Calvary in the face. To quote 

the words of one who experienced the death camps, “There is no pit so deep that he is 

not deeper still.” 

 

WAY OF DISCIPLESHIP 

JESUS’ WORK ON THE CROSS.  WHAT’S AT THE HEART OF IT?  



The death of Christ demonstrates the depths of God's love 

 

He was not sending a creature, a third party, but giving himself. Since love is in its 

essence self giving, then if God’s Love was seen in giving his son, He must thereby have 

been giving himself. 

 

Those accounts of the cross which portray it as a revelation of divine love but which deny 

that it contributes anything objective towards our salvation cut off the branch they are 

sitting on. Only if the cross accomplishes something we could not have done for us 

ourselves - when we were still powerless - can it demonstrate God’s own love for us. 

 

The death of Christ is an example for us to follow 

 

Non-retaliation  

 

When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no 

threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 1 Peter 2:19 - 23 

 

Humility 

 

What marks God out above all false gods is that they are not capable and ready for this. 

Other gods are a reflection of the human pride which will not unbend, which will not 

stoop to that which is beneath it. God is not proud. And we are to go and do likewise. 

 

The creative giving up of power  

 

We must learn the lesson that nothing quite becomes power so much as the giving it up. 

So if we would exercise power justly, in such a way as to promote the flourishing of 

human Community, then we must practice the art of surrendering it. 

 

The valuing of the powerless 

 

If we are to let the cross shape our way of seeing, we may look dismissively upon no 

human person at all. We like to be with attractive people, intelligent people. God 

however is not impressed by such meaningless criteria. He likes to be with hurt people, 

despised people, ignored people. 

 

The death of Christ was in our place 

 

Luke describes the event in such a way that we can hardly miss the point. Barabbas is 

guilty of some of the crimes of which Jesus, though innocent, is charged. This is the 

climax and focus of the whole gospel. 

 

At the end of Pilgrim’s Progress Christian was “glad and lightsome and said with a merry 



heart, “He has given me rest, by his sorrow, and life by his death.”” 

 

Jesus fully identified with us in our fallen humanity by the incarnation and with our 

sinfulness by the cross. He is therefore not an inappropriate representative of us. 

 

Christ dying for us is God loving us. At the cross God takes our sin and guilt onto himself 

and He disposes of it. 

 

There are parts of human experience that Jesus could only know by taking our place and 

making them his own. Only now, having passed through the dark terrain, the chaos of 

human sin, does Jesus come to complete knowledge of man. 

 

But God is not morally compromised by taking our sin upon himself. Sin is not just 

assumed at the cross - it is dealt with and disposed of. It's dissolves on contact with the 

undiluted holiness of God. 

 

Balthasar writes: God’s infinite love for fallen man is the same as that of his son, whose 

love for us was so great that he took a guilt upon himself in order to restore our 

relationship with the father. 

 

The death of Christ reconciled Jew and Gentile to create one humanity. 

 

Now in Christ Jesus you who were once far away have been brought near through the 

blood of Christ. For he is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the 

barrier. Ephesians 2 

 

Through the cross, like so much in the Christian life, it is a matter of relationships 

becoming what they intrinsically are. 

 

Tom Wright says if our churches are still divided in any way along racial or cultural lines, 

Paul would say that our gospel, our very grasp of the meaning of Jesus's death, is called 

into question.  

 

The death of Christ embraced the whole universe 

 

The scope of the cross was co- extensive with the scope of the Fall. There is nothing, now 

that the cross has happened, that cannot be redeemed. 

 

The death of Christ reveals that God can suffer. 

 

Bohnhoeffer suggested that only the suffering God could help. A poem from the First 

World War says: 

 

But to our wounds only God’s wounds can speak 



And not a god has wounds, but Thou alone. 

 

The death of Christ shows God siding with us 

 

In our sinfulness. Luther wrote that God sent his only son into the world and laid upon 

him all the sins of all men saying: be thou Peter that denier; Paul that persecutor.. That 

thief which hanged upon the cross; and briefly, be thou the person which has committed 

the sins of all men. 

 

In our sinned againstness. In Luke Jesus places himself with those whose language cannot 

be heard. Irenaeus suggested that the life history of Jesus summed up within itself the 

life histories of all creatures.  

 

God has to keep shifting the basis upon which he holds us-now standing with us in our 

sinfulness, now standing with us in our sinned againstness. We have to do this as well. 

That's why we always sought to have a presence in prisons. 

 

The death of Christ defuses post modern fears.  

 

Our generation has thought itself faced with the choice between meaninglessness and 

meaning, and by and large in the west it has chosen meaninglessness. The post modern 

world thinks it is better off without meaning if meaning is likely to be imposed upon it.  

 

But through the cross Jesus did not impose his agenda upon others. He believed that 

God gave us freedom, and that we should therefore respect that freedom in others. A 

worldview that is based upon a crucified messiah, therefore, cannot logically impose 

itself by force. God made us and respects us, gave us freedom and respects that 

freedom, allowed us to rebel against him, to reject him and to kill him. 

 

The death of Christ must be appropriated for ourselves 

 

If it is one of the lessons of the cross that God will not force us, then obviously we need 

to accept for ourselves what he has made available by the cross. 

 

Through repentance- healing and renewal come to their fullness only as we absorb in 

heart and mind what it is in us that calls out for healing.  

 

Through faith - Forsyth remarks, "The difficulty in believing in an atonement is in great 

measure due to the fact that the belief needs self surrender." 

 

Through baptism. This is one of the apostolically prescribed ways of responding to the 

cross and resurrection, of entering into an event that happened 2000 years ago. Baptism 

is a sort of timewarp that makes it possible for us to be present in a remote, past event, 

and for that past event to be effective for us in the present. 



 

Through the breaking of bread. In it we enter into the movement of his self offering. By 

entering into his sacrificial, self giving death, we learn to live sacrificial, self giving lives. In 

other words, as we enter into his self offering, his self offering enters into us. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 


