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Let’s Pray… 
 
Introduction 
 There are several aspects to the portion of Luke’s Passion narrative we’re looking 
at today that I could camp out on and unpack.  Luke’s telling us a story of an historical 
event with many different details and complex theological themes.  And as such there are 
several layers of meaning and many different points all within his intention.  But the main 
point I want to draw out from the text this afternoon is just this: As goes Jesus, so go his 
followers. 
 Now I want to be careful in approaching this hallowed text that deals with the 
focal point of the Christian faith.  I don’t want to fall into the trap or lead others to fall 
into the trap that liberal theologians have fallen into.  Liberal theologians tried to revise 
Christianity to fit the modern era by, among other things, reducing Jesus to a mere 
example of faith instead of the core object of faith.  So to theological liberals Christianity 
was not about believing in Jesus and having one’s sins paid for at the cross.  It was about 
being like Jesus and seeking to love others in a way akin to Jesus’ death on the cross. 

Now the cross is way more than just an example of love that we are to follow, it 
was an historical event where the sins of all who had and would put their faith in Christ 
were transferred over to Christ and he absorbed the righteous wrath of God in their place.  
There was a cosmic transaction that took place on the cross and we’ve been talking a lot 
about that over the past few weeks, so if you weren’t here then, please get a CD of those 
sermons and listen to them.  As J. Gresham Machen so definitively pointed out in his 
classic work, Christianity and Liberalism, to deny that something sacrificial happened in 
the cross and to not see Jesus as the divine Savior is to deny the Christian faith altogether.  
Christianity and theological Liberalism are two mutually exclusive religions, not two 
versions of the same religion. 

So please don’t look at this account of Jesus’ death and simply see a touching 
story of one man’s deep, sacrificial love for people.  So many people do just that: Jesus, 
the fairest flower of humanity, the man who preached love and non-violence, the man 
who enjoyed great spiritual communion with God was unjustly killed.  It was a tragedy, 
but he left us a great example for how to live.  NO!  It wasn’t a senseless tragedy.  It was 
his master plan from the beginning.  He wasn’t just a godly person.  He was God in 
human flesh.  He didn’t simply teach people how to live rightly; he died to pay the price 
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for all of our living wrongly.  If you want to believe anything else about Jesus, go ahead.  
But you’re making up your own religion.  It’s not Christianity. 

That being said, I do want to focus in on how the lives of those who claim to 
follow Jesus should look like Jesus’ life.  But it’s not by merely following an example, 
it’s by being spiritually connected to Jesus by faith so that his death on the cross paid for 
your sins and guaranteed your acceptance with God.  It’s what the Bible calls being “in 
Christ.”  If you’re “in Christ” through faith then certain things that characterized Christ’s 
life will characterize yours.  In other words, if you were included in that cosmic 
transaction that took place on the cross, then there are some major areas where your life 
will overlap with Christ’s. 
 
Taking Up Our Cross and Following Him 
 The first similarity that results from being connected to Jesus is that you will have 
your own cross.  Now this isn’t to say that you can be some kind of mini-Jesus and die 
for people’s sins and save people.  That aspect of the cross remains uniquely Jesus’ and 
his alone.  But rather, just as Jesus faced suffering and rejection and hardship, so will any 
genuine follower of Christ.  Let’s look at v. 26. 
 Jesus has just been sentenced by Pilate to be put to death according to the wishes 
of the Jewish leaders and people.  Now he was made to take a death march outside the 
city gates to a hill that the Romans had turned into an execution spot.  The walk was a 
walk of shame, through the winding streets of the city in front of all the public (which 
was unusually large during the Passover feast).  Common custom was for the condemned 
to carry his own cross on which he would be hanged.  But evidently the sleepless night, 
exhaustion from grief, and physical trauma from scourging and beatings made Jesus 
unable to carry his wooden beam the whole distance. 
 So “as they led him away, they seized Simon from Cyrene, who was on his way in 
from the country” (v. 26a).  Here was a Jewish pilgrim in town for the religious festival 
and drawn to the commotion along the Via Dolorosa.  Suddenly he gets grabbed by the 
Roman guards and they “put the cross on him and made him carry it behind Jesus” (v. 
26b).  So a man named Simon followed Jesus carrying Jesus’ blood-soaked cross for a 
portion of the time and no doubt receiving his share of derision and embarrassment as 
well.  It’s a note of historical fact, but why do all three of the Synoptic Gospels include 
this detail?  I think it’s because Simon provides a symbolic picture of what discipleship 
(following Jesus) looks like – walking in Jesus’ steps carrying a cross of suffering.  
(There is some evidence that Simon the Cyrene became a well-known figure in the early 
church, because he was saved that day). 
 Earlier in Luke’s Gospel in 9:23 Jesus said “If anyone would come after me, he 
must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”  That means that to follow 
Jesus means following him in the path of suffering.  What does that mean exactly?  Well, 
we can see some of it in the text before us right now.  Verses 32-33 tell us that Jesus was 
executed among 2 other criminals, so part of what the cross involved was being falsely 
accused and unjustly condemned.  Verse 35 tells of how the rulers and the people sneered 
at him, so bearing a cross can mean being hated, reviled for your claims or beliefs.  Verse 
36 speaks of the soldiers mocking Jesus, therefore walking the path of the cross may 
involve ridicule and being made fun of.  And v. 39 shows one of the fellow criminals 
crucified with Jesus hurling insults at him.  That’s what the cross meant for Jesus. 
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 And as goes Jesus, so go his followers.  To be “in Christ,” to be related to him in 
a salvific way is to open ourselves up to false accusations, sneering, mocking, and insults.  
Let me be clear: to bear our cross and follow Jesus does not include getting cancer or 
being in a car accident.  Those are simply things that everyone is susceptible to as a result 
of living in a fallen world where sin has messed things up.  Now that kind of suffering 
can have a sanctifying purpose for the believer, that is God can and does use these trials 
to draw a believer to himself and purify him and increase his longing for heaven, but 
they’re not taking up your cross and following Jesus.  Neither is bearing a cross the same 
as having what Paul refers to in 2 Cor. 12 as a “thorn in the flesh,” which is meant to 
keep one humble and dependent.  Taking up your cross and following Jesus is suffering 
as a direct result of your open association with Jesus. 
 And the Bible is clear that this is inevitable if you’re truly aligning yourself 
publicly with him.  “In fact,” 2 Tim. 3:12 says, “everyone who wants to live a godly life 
in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”  It’s not a possibility, it’s a certainty.  Now it doesn’t 
have to look exactly like the stuff surrounding a Roman crucifixion, although we hear of 
such stories still today – people in parts of the world where publicly professing faith in 
Christ results in beatings, imprisonments, hands being chopped off, even execution.  But 
bearing one’s cross can also be losing friendships because you won’t go out participating 
in the same worldly amusements any more.  It can mean having your co-workers talk 
about you behind your back and your boss pass you over for promotions because you 
don’t get in on his good side by joining in with his crude jokes.  It can mean taking a pay 
cut to spend more time with the family and church.  It can mean not getting a job because 
you refuse to work on Sundays.  It can mean a lot of things. 
 My question is: are you making bold decisions for Christ and making your 
attachment to him so clear that it’s causing you trouble?  Does everyone you know know 
that you know Jesus, that knowing him is the most important thing in your life, and that 
you want them to know him too?  If so, they can’t all be thrilled about that.  If your life is 
going smoothly – you pay your bills on time, everyone you meet likes you, work is going 
well, the only stress you feel is the stress you make for yourself by pursuing the 
American Dream – then you’re not following Jesus with the kind of radical audacity that 
is required.  Period. 
 In the mornings this year Andrea and I are reading through one of those “Bible-in-
a-year” plans.  One morning this week, Andrea was reading the selected portions out loud 
to me.  First, she read to me Luke 6:22-23 – “Blessed are you when men hate you, when 
they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.  
Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven.  For that is 
how their fathers treated the prophets.”  “Hmm,” we thought, “that doesn’t sound fun.”  
Then Andrea read Phil. 3:10 about how Paul desperately wanted “to know Christ… and 
the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.”  We looked 
at each other like, “What is God trying to say to us?”  Then she turned to Ps. 119 and 
starting in v. 161 it said, “Rulers persecute me without cause, but my heart stands in awe 
of your word.” 
 Folks, it’s all over the Bible.  There’s no escaping it.  The Christian life is 
pictured poignantly in Simon the Cyrene.  It’s following Jesus in the way of the cross.  
Let me give one more illustration of how this very text impacted one great saint of 
yesteryear.  His name is Charles Simeon, one of the famed English expository preachers 
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who relentlessly fixed the Bible as the centerpiece of his ministry and preached it from 
the pulpit of Holy Trinity Church, Cambridge.  As with many churches today, the Church 
of England at that time, especially in the uppity university towns, didn’t have much 
regard for the Word of God.  In fact, throughout the first few years of his ministry at that 
church some of the wealthy people of the church would chain the pews so people 
attending had no place to sit but the aisles.  However, through it all Simeon remained 
faithful, preaching the Word there for 50 years. 
 

“One day,” he said, “when I was an object of much contempt and derision 
in the University, I strolled forth, buffeted and afflicted, taking my little 
Greek Testament in my hand.  I prayed that God would comfort me with 
some cordial from His Word; and opening it, the first text which caught 
my eye was this: They found a man of Cyrene, Simon by name; him they 
compelled to bear His cross.  Simon, you know, is the same name as 
Simeon.  It was the very word I needed.  What a privilege – to have the 
cross laid on me to bear it with Jesus!  It was enough!  I could leap and 
sing for joy!  ‘Lay it on me, Lord!’ I cried; and henceforth I bound 
persecution as a wreath of glory round my brow.”1 

 
As goes Jesus to the cross, so go his followers to the cross. 
 
Don’t view the Cross as a Tragedy 
 On his way to the cross, Luke tells us that “a large number of people followed 
[Jesus], including women who mourned and wailed for him” (v. 27).  Obviously, curious 
crowds were present, Simon is one of them, but there were also mourners who saw the 
dark events of the crucifixion as a tragedy.  But “Jesus turned and said to them, 
‘Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; weep for yourselves and for your children.  
For the time will come when you will say, “Blessed are the barren women, the wombs 
that never bore and the breasts that never nursed!”  Then they will say to the mountains, 
“Fall on us!” and to the hills, “Cover us!”  For if men do these things when the tree is 
green, what will happen when it is dry?’” (vv. 28-31). 
 It would make a great song, wouldn’t it: “Don’t cry for me Jerusalem, the truth is 
you should cry for yourselves.” [To the tune of “Don’t Cry for Me Argentina”]  
Essentially he’s saying that the cross should not be viewed as a sad, tragedy.  The real 
tragedy is for those who remain untied to Jesus and unidentified with his cross and pay 
the price of judgment.  Now immediately in mind here are the events of 70 AD when 
Jerusalem was besieged and it was an awful time – pregnant women being slit open, 
people eating their own children to stay alive...  But remember as we saw a few weeks 
ago that history snowballs and so the events of 70 AD are just a mini-foreshadowing of 
the events that will surround the very end.  It will be an awful time for those who reject 
Christ. 
 If the powers of darkness could produce such a dark day as Jesus’ death, imagine 
what it will be like when God, who is holding darkness back and restraining evil, takes 
his hand out of the way and let’s the blackness pour over the earth right before the return 
of Christ (cf. 2 Thess. 2:6-8).  I watched War of the Worlds this week.  If you want to get 
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some mental pictures of what that could possibly be like (minus the aliens of course), go 
check out the movie (but don’t expect a great story). 
 The killing of the innocent Son of God was a great act of evil, but we must be 
careful not to view it as a tragedy.  There was great purpose in it – the saving of many 
souls.  There’s a great danger in how many Christians think about the cross in that they 
feel sorrow for Jesus.  Many preachers exploit this and go into gory detail of what 
crucifixion entailed (and it was ugly), but the emotion of pity is not the proper one.  Leon 
Morris warns, “Crucifixion was a slow and painful death, but it is noteworthy that none 
of the Evangelists dwells on the torment Jesus endured.  The New Testament 
concentrates on the significance of Jesus’ death, not on harrowing our feelings.”2  So for 
the believer, meditation on the cross should stir up awe and worship, not pity.  For non-
believers it should cause them to think that unless they throw themselves at the foot of the 
cross and beg for mercy, “blackest darkness is reserved for them” eternally (cf. 2 Pet. 
2:17). 
 
Love for the Lost 
 Now notice Jesus’ concern for those who are killing him.  In the process of dying 
for lost souls, he tries to get others to ponder what lies in store for them if they don’t put 
their faith in him, and then in v. 34 we see him praying, “Father, forgive them, for they 
do not know what they are doing.”  In the midst of being falsely accused, sneered at, 
mocked, and insulted on the way to the cross, Jesus is other-centered.  He models his 
command in Luke 6:27-28 to “love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless 
those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.” 
 That’s amazing!  That’s not the picture of a pitiful man getting in over his head 
and being crushed by the wheels of human history, as Albert Schweitzer proposed.3  
That’s a picture of a man in charge.  A man with a mission.  A man dead-set on saving 
lost souls.  He was full of forgiveness.  “Jesus’ love is evident even from the cross.”4  
Now remember: as goes Jesus, so go his followers.  If we’re attached to Jesus in a real 
way, we are sure to endure some level of opposition/suffering.  But if we’re really 
suffering for Jesus, we will have Jesus’ heart for our persecutors. 
 We can never turn our sufferings into a badge of pride.  We can never in our 
sufferings feel superior to those causing them.  We can never allow a wall of us vs. them 
to be erected that causes us to grow calloused toward those who don’t know Jesus and 
react unkindly to us.  Our heart must be like Jesus’ in that we pray for them to realize 
what they’re doing and where it leads and to find the same mercy we’ve found in the 
cross.  We should never be content that the world doesn’t like Jesus, but rather be 
determined that they may see him in our words and deeds and be drawn to him. 
 Does it pain you that your co-workers think it’s silly that you’ve staked your 
whole life on the reality of Christ or does it make you feel self-righteous?  Paul said it 
brought tears to his eyes that “many live as enemies of the cross of Christ” (Phil. 3:18).  
Do you pray for those enemies?  So the first question is: as we move to the UIC area as a 
church will we be as bold for the name of Christ so as to face the appropriate amount of 
opposition?  And the second question is: when we get told we can’t advertise on campus, 
when we get denied access to certain facilities to use them, when we have vitriolic 
editorials written about us and our narrow-minded evangelism in the paper will we react 
with anger or will we be apathetic (“Oh well, if that’s what they think”) or will we be 
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deterred in our efforts or will we pray for the souls of those who so obstinately oppose 
the glorious gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the only thing that can heal 
them from the sin-sickness that infects their lives? 
 For an historical, biblical example of a follower of Jesus following in his footsteps 
we need only to look in Luke’s second volume – Acts – at the person of Stephen.  In 
chapter 7 we read of how he boldly testified to the amazing love and sacrifice of Christ.  
It resulted in him being stoned.  In v. 60 we read that while the stones were pelting him 
“he fell on his knees and cried out, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’  When he 
had said this, he fell asleep.”  As goes Jesus, so goes Stephen.  Interesting, isn’t it, that 
just two verses earlier we’re told that presiding over this execution was a young man 
named Saul… who later became Paul?  What an amazing answer to Stephen’s prayer for 
forgiveness of his enemies!  No one’s beyond the scope of God’s grace and in this life if 
we follow Christ’s example we pray for everyone’s salvation – even the one who’s 
putting a heavy cross on our shoulders. 
 
Believers Go To Be With Jesus after Death 
 The final interchange of today’s text is between Jesus and the two thieves who 
were crucified with him.  It gives us a clear portrayal of the grace and power of Jesus to 
save.  “One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: ‘Aren’t you the Christ?  
Save yourself and us!’  But the other criminal [had been awakened by something he saw 
in Jesus and he] rebuked him.  ‘Don’t you fear God,’ he said, ‘since you are under the 
same sentence?  We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve.  But 
this man has done nothing wrong.’  Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come 
into your kingdom.’  Jesus answered him, ‘I tell you the truth, today you will be with me 
in paradise’” (vv. 39-43). 
 This second thief in just a few minutes exhibits all the signs of true faith.  He 
stood up to those who derided Jesus, not afraid of being derided himself.  He owned up to 
his sin, recognizing that he had done wrong and deserved punishment.  He confessed that 
Jesus was dying as an innocent man.  And then he correctly apprehended Jesus’ identity – 
the divine king who would rule over the kingdom of God and could provide access into 
it.  It’s a prime example of a deathbed conversion.  He believed Jesus and asked him for 
mercy. 
 And Jesus did not deny his request.  He didn’t say, “No way, you’re too bad,” or 
“You haven’t had enough time to prove you’re sincere,” or “Are you kidding?  That’s not 
for me to decide.”  He is full of grace and delighted to save.  His words are prefaced with 
complete solemnity and trustworthiness – “Truly, truly I say unto you: your request will 
be granted.  As the old hymn goes, “The vilest offender who truly believes, that moment 
from Jesus a pardon receives.  Praise the Lord!”  Now, Jesus’ promise is actually quite 
specific.  He states that that very day, after Jesus and the thief’s hearts stop beating and 
brains quit functioning they will be together in paradise – the realm of God and his angels 
and the souls of deceased saints. 
 This text proves that there is something to us beyond the physical; there is what 
we call a soul that lives on after the body dies.  Immediately following death, the soul is 
separated from the body and for the believer goes into the presence of God in another 
spiritual realm – what we commonly refer to as heaven.  And for the unbeliever it goes to 
a place of torment – what we commonly refer to as hell.  So Stephen, “while they were 
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stoning him …prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit’” (Acts 7:59).  And Paul can say to 
be absent from the body is to be at home with the Lord (2 Cor. 5:8) and that he desired 
“to depart and be with Christ” (Phil. 2:23).  It’s true and it’s a marvelous, comforting 
truth.  The thief on the cross was with Jesus in paradise that day.  As goes Jesus’ spirit 
to heaven, so go the spirits of his followers after they die. 
 But that’s not it.  That’s where we’re stopping for today, but I just have to get 
ahead a little bit in the story because so many Christians think and act as if this is where it 
stops; as if there’s nothing beyond ch. 23 in Luke’s Gospel.  If you’re a Christian then 
listen to me clearly and if you’re not a Christian yet, hear what we believe: dying and 
having your soul go to heaven is not the ultimate hope of the gospel!!!!  The final goal 
that we have to look forward to is not having our spirits up there in heaven floating on 
clouds and playing harps.  The great hope for Christians at a funeral is not ultimately that 
the person’s soul is in heaven with Jesus and loved ones, even though his embalmed body 
is here in this casket and will be buried here in this ground. 
 I can’t tell you how many Christian funerals I’ve been to where that’s all that’s 
talked about.  It’s true – there is a conscious existence for our souls immediately after 
death, but the pastor at a funeral should be saying that one day this body you see here 
laying stiff is going to come back to life.  The soul and the body will be reunited and he 
or she will live forever in a new, physical heaven and earth.  Oh how I wish more 
Christians would read their Bibles and believe their Bibles instead of listening to hokey 
songs and Hallmark cards and sitcoms and believing more in something that looks like 
the Greek, dualistic notion of the immortality of the soul rather than the biblical notion of 
the resurrection of the body! 
 Jesus died.  His spirit went with the spirit of the thief and the spirits of past saints 
into heaven, but on the third day he rose again from the dead in a glorified body – the 
first of what we will all experience at the end of this age.  “We eagerly await a Savior 
from [heaven], the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring 
everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his 
glorious body” (Phil. 3:20-21).  All four Gospels end the story with the resurrection of 
Jesus and the rest of the NT is predicated on the hope that “Christ has indeed been raised 
from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 15:20). 
 It’s a huge aspect of our faith that needs to take center stage in our thinking and 
preaching in evangelical churches.  I don’t know about you, but I wasn’t taught this 
growing up.  Remember that passage from Phil. 3 that I referenced earlier?  Well, I didn’t 
read the whole verse.  Here’s what it says in its entirety – “I want to know Christ and the 
power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead” (vv. 10-
11).  If you are “in Christ” you will carry your own cross, you will have your own period 
where your body is in the ground and your soul is in heaven, but you’ll also have your 
own empty tomb.  As goes Jesus, so go his followers.  As Jesus was resurrected, so his 
followers will be resurrected. 
 
Conclusion 

May we who claim to follow Jesus follow him completely, like Simon of Cyrene 
– with Jesus’ blood covering us, walking in his steps, carrying our own cross.  May we 
treasure the cross as our salvation and not see it as a tragedy.  May we love those who 
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currently hate us and hate Jesus right up until we die, in hope that they will come to know 
Jesus too.  And when we die, may we be like the thief on the cross and go immediately 
into Jesus’ presence in paradise, awaiting the great day when our bodies will be 
resurrected to live forever in a re-made world. 

Jesus says in Jn. 12:26 – “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, 
my servant also will be.”  May we meditate on this truth as we prepare to celebrate 
together the Lord’s Table as a powerful memorial that causes us to reflect on what the 
cross accomplished for us – the forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life. 
 
Benediction 
May you know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in 
his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, someday, to attain to the 
resurrection from the dead. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday afternoon, July 3, 2005.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 

 
End notes: 
                                                 
1 F.W. Boreham, A Casket of Cameos (New York: Abingdon, 1924), 234-235. 
2 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to St. Luke, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1974), 326. 
3 Albert Schweitzer, The Quest for the Historical Jesus (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 370-371. 
4 Darrell L. Bock, Luke, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1994), 1850. 


