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Text 
From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 

things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the 

third day be raised to life. 22 Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. "Never, Lord!" he said. "This 

shall never happen to you!" 23 Jesus turned and said to Peter, "Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling 

block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men." 24 Then Jesus said to his 

disciples, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25 

For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. 26 What good 

will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange 

for his soul? 27 For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will 

reward each person according to what he has done. 28 I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will 

not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom." 

 

Introduction 
 Kevin Spacey’s character in The Usual Suspects said, “The greatest trick the 

Devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn’t exist.”  Well, the Bible asserts that 

there is indeed a real figure called the Devil or Satan.  We see him in today’s text.  He 

does exist.  And maybe he has duped you into believing he’s not real, that there’s not a 

spiritual battle going on.  Maybe that’s you. 

 But that’s not the Devil’s only trick, or – I would claim – really his greatest.  The 

majority of those here today are probably open to the spiritual realm.  Maybe you’re one 

who believes the Devil is alive and active in our world today, but perhaps you identify his 

work only with the nasty stuff you see in horror movies – hollow eyes and diabolic evil.  

Or maybe you interpret him as just desiring to get people to sin – wrecking marriages 

with pornography, wrecking communities with violence, wrecking lives with drugs, 

wrecking societies with corruption.  Is that what you see as Satan’s greatest 

achievements?  Sex trafficking, genocide, abuse, etc…? 

Those are Satanic no doubt, but there is an even more diabolical tactic in his 

arsenal.  Some of the most subtle forms of Satanism are found in the squeaky clean, the 

upright, the kind, the respectable, the moralists, the activists, the crusaders, the reformers, 

the do-gooders that ignore the cross of Christ.  Satan’s highest priority, at whatever cost, 

is to obscure the cross. 

 Listen to what Russell Moore says: 
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The Devil doesn’t mind “family values” as long as what you 

ultimately value is the family.  Satan doesn’t mind “social justice” as long 

as you see justice as most importantly social.  Satan does not tremble at a 

“Christian worldview” as long as your ultimate goal is to view the world.  

Satan doesn’t even mind born-again Christianity as long as the new birth 

is preached apart from the blood of the cross and the life of the 

resurrection. 

 Pastor, Satan doesn’t mind if you preach on the decrees of God 

with fervor and passion, reconciling all the tensions between sovereignty 

and freedom, as long as you don’t preach the gospel.  Homeschooling 

mom, Satan doesn’t mind if your children can recite the catechism and 

translate the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” from English to Latin, as long 

as they don’t hear the gospel.  Churches, Satan doesn’t care if your people 

vote for pro-life candidates, stay married, have sex with whom they’re 

supposed to, and tear up at all the praise choruses, as long as they don’t 

see the only power that cancels condemnation – the gospel of Christ 

crucified.  Satan so fears that gospel, he was willing to surrender his entire 

empire just to stave it off.  He still is.
1
 

 

One of my favorite quotes describing classic, theological Liberalism of the late 

nineteenth – early twentieth century variety is from H. Richard Niebuhr.  It goes like this: 

“A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment 

through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”
2
  But that wasn’t just an isolated 

historical phenomenon.  That tendency has crept up again and again, in every generation, 

and can even be found in the most unexpected places, like… conservative 

Evangelicalism!  The tendency to downplay the necessity of the cross, and thus play up 

the call to change the world and/or achieve your best life now is prevalent and it is 

demonic.  Satan loves it when the cross of Christ is eclipsed and we become engrossed in 

personal or societal improvement… even if we or the world actually ‘improves’.  As long 

as the story is sanitized so there’s no blood. 

 In short, what we need to see today from this text is just this: the cruel cross 

accomplishes the greatest good!  Satan will do everything he can to obscure that 

message, so… 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Christ and the Cross 

 Remember what has just happened in the flow of Matthew’s narrative.  Jesus has 

taken his disciples way up north to Caesarea Philippi for a strategic retreat.  The rubber 

band has been pulled all the way up and in v. 21 it gets released, shooting Jesus down 

towards his destiny in Jerusalem.  We have just four more chapters before we arrive in 

Jerusalem, that city that kills the prophets and stones those sent to it (cf. 23:37).  Verse 21 

says, “From that time on…”  It signals a shift.  Jesus performs only two more miracles 

here on out in Matthew.  The phase of large, public ministry in the north is essentially 

over.  What’s left is mostly Jesus teaching his disciples on his way to accomplish that for 

which he came.  He’s teaching them what it really means that he is the Messiah. 
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 “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to 

Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of 

the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life” (v. 21).  Jesus 

makes this up-front prediction two more times in Matthew.  It’s repeated in 17:22-23 and 

20:18-19.  The idea that Jesus miscalculated somehow and wound up getting himself 

killed by accident is simply not the case.  His death was very calculated.  He knew 

exactly what he was getting himself into.  He was very clear that this is what was going 

to happen. 

 But we are to see more than just a simple foreknowledge in Jesus’ words here.  

Jesus says “he must go.”  He had to.  It was necessary.  It was necessary for Jesus to be 

rejected, crucified, and raised again on the third day.  This is the sine qua non of Jesus’ 

mission, the thing without which there is no salvation.  With no cross and resurrection 

there is no Christianity.  Any proposed version of Christianity that does not place this at 

the center is not Christianity at all.  If you hear someone talking about Christianity and 

it’s just God blessed me here or when I was having a really tough time he carried me 

through or we need to get God back into our schools and society or we need to see a new 

manifestation of signs and wonders in our day or God is on the side of the oppressed and 

therefore we need to be or God helped me quit my addictions or anything like that which 

mentions God or even Jesus a lot and talks about prayer and the Bible and testifies to 

deep emotional experiences but doesn’t mention the cross of Christ, then Christianity that 

is being described is severely deficient, if not defunct. 

 It’s like one time I was flipping through the channels and stumbled upon a tribute 

to women of Country Music.  Vince Gil sang Carrie Underwood’s song, “Jesus, Take the 

Wheel” – a song that by the way never mentions the cross, but is just sentimentalism and 

a plea for help to live better.  And then Carrie Underwood came out and began to sing 

“How Great, Thou Art.”  Great, right?  Except she skipped the middle verse that goes like 

this: 

 

And when I think that God, His Son not sparing, 

Sent Him to die, I scarce can take it in; 

That on the Cross, my burden gladly bearing, 

He bled and died to take away my sin. 

 

 Instead it was just a powerful God who created things and a pie in the sky hope 

that one day he’ll come to take me home.  That’s cross-less Christianity.
3
 

 Have you ever wondered why it was necessary that Jesus would die?  Classic 

Liberal theologians didn’t have much of a place for it.  They focused on his teachings 

about love and stuff like that.  For them, Christianity was an ethical code.  If the cross 

was explained it was explained through what’s called the Moral Example theory of the 

Atonement.  Jesus modeled self-giving love.  Others have seen the cross and resurrection 

primarily in terms of what’s called Christus Victor.  Jesus encountered and defeated the 

‘powers of evil’, which has elements of truth to it, but on it’s own could also tend 

towards a form of imitation – likewise we should oppose consumerism, militarism, 

racism, super-patriotism, and so on through non-violent, non-coercive means. 

But none of these other theories do a very good job of explaining why the brutal 

death of Jesus on the cruel cross was necessary.  For that we need the central organizing 



4 

theory of the atonement, what theologians call Penal Substitutionary Atonement.  This is 

the primary way the Bible consistently talks about Jesus’ death.  It goes like this.  God is 

holy and because of that he requires perfection and cannot permit sin, which is first and 

foremost an offense against him, to go unpunished.  We are all sinful, rebels against God 

and defamers of his holiness.  We deserve his condemnation.  But God, in his infinite 

love and mercy, sent his Son to go to the cross and take our sin, guilt, and condemnation 

upon himself in our place, propitiating the Father’s wrath.  It’s this view that makes 

people sing: 

 

Bearing shame and scoffing rude, 

In my place condemned He stood; 

Sealed my pardon with His blood. 

Hallelujah! What a Savior! 

 

And what’s more we aren’t just exempt from judgment through Christ’s death but 

also experience justification through his resurrection.  There’s a great exchange; double 

imputation: our sin to Jesus, Jesus’ righteousness to us.  Romans 4:25 – “He was 

delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” 

A helpful illustration for this is to imagine you’re on the ‘L’ platform at Clark and 

Lake during rush hour.  Suppose some man stepped up and raised his voice and said, “I 

want you all to see how much I love you!” And just then he threw himself in front of an 

incoming Brown Line train.  His body is all mangled up.  Blood is squirting everywhere 

and you look away, repulsed.  It’s senseless.  That’s the Moral Example theory of the 

atonement by itself.  It’s not a beautiful sacrifice.  It’s silly, deranged, disgusting.  It 

wasn’t necessary.  But suppose someone falls off the platform and is somehow stuck in 

the rail as a Brown Line train is fast approaching.  And then a friend jumps in to save him 

and gets him out of the way and is killed instead.  That’s substitutionary sacrifice.  And 

that’s beautiful. 

Now of course that’s an analogy and therefore doesn’t exhaustively show the 

glory of the cross.  But what it gets at is that apart from Christ’s self-substitution, we are 

in danger, grave danger.  We are lost and going to eternal hell yet, as the hymn goes, 

 

He, to rescue me from danger, 

Interposed His precious blood. 

 

This is what we need and what we need to hear. 

Robert Jay Lifton, a famous psychiatrist and pioneer of neuroscience, writes about 

what he calls ‘the protean self’
4
 (taken from the Greek myth where Proteus constantly 

changes shape to evade capture).  It’s about how postmodern people have a fluid and 

many-sided personality, constantly trying to change their identity and reinvent 

themselves.  Make-overs, career changes, constantly experimenting with different 

identities.  I don’t believe he is a Christian, but he acknowledges that this must come 

from a nagging sense of guilt.  Not shame, but something deeper – actual guilt.  This is 

our deepest problem – we stand condemned before God.  If anything is truly going to 

help there must be a true solution to our guilt.  And that’s what the death, burial, and 

resurrection of Christ alone provides.  When you leave this out and just give the ethical 
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examples or call people to stand up to injustices or give them a program for moral 

reformation you just give them another identity to try on that’s not Christ and that won’t 

work. 

Now some from a more aggressive Liberationist strand of theology deny the 

whole idea of a Father punishing his Son, finding it violent, likening it to divine child 

abuse.  Joanne Carlson Brown says, “We do not need to be saved by Jesus’ death from 

some original sin….  We need to be liberated from this abusive patriarchy.”
5
  But the 

picture we get here and other places is not of an abusive Father driving his Son to the 

cross, but of Jesus willingly, in fulfillment of his eternal consultation with the Father and 

the Spirit, because of love, laying down his life for us, to save us.  It was necessary.  He 

must, not because he was forced to, but because it was the only way we could be rescued.  

And he did it!  The cruel cross accomplished the greatest good! 

 

Satan and the Cross 

 But it wasn’t easy.  Not even his friends were on board at first.  You remember 

that Peter has just confessed Jesus as the Messiah, but next we see that his understanding 

of Messiah was nowhere near what it should be.  No wonder Jesus told his disciples in v. 

20 to be quiet about it for now!  Jesus has just explained how for him to truly be the 

Messiah, he would have to suffer and die.  “This is a concept of Messiahship which is 

going to be very hard to get across,”
6
 writes one commentator. 

 I’ve often wondered why the resurrection was such a shock to the disciples when 

Jesus had been telling them it would happen (cf. 28:6).  It wasn’t all doom and gloom.  

Being raised to life on the third day is included here too.  But the reason is that they 

hadn’t been able to listen that far.  Peter’s like, “Uh… Jesus, you lost me at suffer.  Back 

up; back up!”  We read that “Peter [actually] took him aside and began to rebuke him.  

‘Never, Lord!’ he said.  ‘This shall never happen to you!’” (v. 22).  Peter cannot fathom a 

Messiah that gets killed.  A Messiah is supposed to be all about victory.  We’ve talked 

about this a lot already in Matthew, but the understanding of the day was that what was 

needed was a revolution restoring Israel to national autonomy and geopolitical 

prominence.  But Jesus realizes that what is really needed is freedom from sin and guilt 

and death that held even the most Hebrew of Hebrews in bondage. 

 “Jesus turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling 

block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men” (v. 23).  

Wow!  Peter had just been affirmed; now he was rebuked.  Peter had just spoken words 

revealed to him by God the Father; now he is speaking words in accord with Satan.  Peter 

had just been called the rock upon which Christ would build his church; but now that 

rock appears to be stumbling stone in the way of Jesus making the church even possible 

in the first place.  What are we to make of this? 

 Russell Moore elucidates it for us: 

 

Jesus’ follower Peter said, when he heard Jesus talking about his 

coming arrest and execution, that he would never let that happen.  That 

sounds awfully commendable to me, I have to admit.  If I were musing 

aloud about the possibility of my being murdered, I’d kind of like my 

friends to say something along the lines of “Not while we’re here.  We’re 



6 

watching out for you.”  When Peter does this, though, Jesus spits out the 

words, “Get behind me, Satan!” (Matt. 16:21-23).  Why? 

 It was because Jesus was speaking to another voice behind Peter’s 

voice.  Peter wanted to protect Jesus’ kingdom by navigating around the 

cross.  In that evasion of crucifixion, Jesus heard something he’d heard 

before, something satanic to the core.  What was at stake… was the 

gospel.
7
 

 

 So where had Jesus heard this before?  In the temptation narrative of ch. 4.  There 

Satan’s final temptation was of a kingdom sans cross.  He could have all authority on 

earth if he would abandon the will of his Father and submit to Satan.  It was a tempting 

proposal.  But Jesus responded with equal force then – “Away from me, Satan!” (4:10).  

He wouldn’t be deterred. 

Luke’s account of the temptation ends with – “When the devil had finished all this 

tempting, he left him until an opportune time.”  When was that ‘opportune time’?  Well 

perhaps here when, speaking through Peter, Satan seeks to dissuade Jesus again of going 

for the cross.  Understand: Satan is an ‘Accuser’ and the cross takes away Satan’s case 

against God’s people by providing the justice his holiness demands while still being the 

justifier of those who believe in Christ.  Well, in Luke’s Gospel we’re not told of this 

interchange with Peter.  The next major altercation between Jesus and Satan is when 

Satan is said to enter into Judas (Lk. 22:3).  Have you ever wondered why Judas betrayed 

Jesus?  The most convincing theory to me seems to be that Judas was getting impatient 

and trying to force Jesus’ hand, to push him into a violent encounter with the Romans.  

Satan was okay with that.  When the plan backfires and doesn’t work and Jesus ends up 

getting condemned to die, Judas hangs himself.  All his hopes were set on a Messiah who 

brought national renewal, not a Messiah who died for his people’s sins. 

But Peter was very similar to Judas.  Peter couldn’t comprehend a suffering 

Messiah.  Peter had a problem with Jesus washing his feet.  Even at the arrest that Judas 

orchestrated in the Garden of Gethsemane, Peter drew his sword and leapt to Jesus 

defense, slicing off a guard’s ear, while Jesus said essentially, “I’m not leading a 

rebellion.  Here I am.  Take me.”  Peter can’t believe it.  He runs away.  He’s a mess.  

He’s confused.  His world is upside down.  He denies Jesus three times.  He is not excited 

to be identified with a ‘failed’ Messiah. 

But the difference between Judas and Peter can be seen in Luke 22:31-32 – 

“Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat.  But I have prayed for you, Simon, 

that your faith may not fail.  And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.”  

And he does turn back.  He eventually gets it.  He has a poignant moment with the 

resurrected Jesus where he is restored to ministry in a three-fold way and told to feed 

Christ’s sheep (Jn. 21:15ff).  And fifty days later at Pentecost he is proclaiming the 

crucifixion and resurrection of Christ with boldness and spiritual insight – “Let all Israel 

be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” 

(Acts 2:36).  He writes this about Jesus in his first Epistle – “He himself bore our sins in 

his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his 

wounds you have been healed” (1Pe. 2:24). 

God had indeed revealed himself to Peter and Peter eventually understood Penal 

Substitutionary Atonement!  He got it!  There’s great hope in that for us who can so 
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easily have in mind the things of men, instead of the things of God; so often be mistaken 

and confused and enamored with theological fads that ignore the cross, focus on the 

wrong things from time to time, even fall into “the trap of the devil [and be taken] captive 

to do his will” (2Tim. 2:26) at times.  Jesus will bring us to repentance and back to the 

cross and give us greater insight into who he is and correct us from misguided tracks.  

Maybe he’s even doing that for you right now, through this sermon! 

Those misguided paths are ones that circumvent the cross, that downplay God’s 

holiness and demands and our guilt and impotence and God’s provision in Christ.  Think 

health and wealth.  Think signs and wonders.  Think pretty much everybody you see on 

religious television (Alice Cooper once said, “Sometimes I think TV evangelists are one 

of Satan’s greatest weapons.”).  But also think suburban soccer moms who believe Jesus 

is about the American Dream or urban hipsters who see Jesus’ biggest concern as getting 

Kony in 2012 or you when you think you’re being a good Christian and haven’t thought 

about the cross with much relish in awhile.  Satan couldn’t finally prevent the cross and 

his ultimate doom was sealed there, but he is still seeking to get into the church, just like 

he did with its charter member – Peter – and pervert it and side-track it from the cross 

with all kinds of other agendas.  We must not be “unaware of his schemes” (2Cor. 2:11).  

We must be determined to dig deeper into how the cruel cross accomplished the 

greatest good. 

 

The Disciples and the Cross 

Craig Keener is right.  The first point we see in today’s text is that “the cross is 

central to Jesus’ mission…; the gospel message is incomplete without it.”
8
  The second 

point is that “the promises of the kingdom without the cross come from the devil.”
9
  And 

such promises are ubiquitous.  Lastly, we see that Jesus’ disciples have a cross to carry 

too.  It’s different.  They don’t die for the sins of the world, but they do have to die. 

“Then Jesus said to his disciples, ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny 

himself and take up his cross and follow me’” (v. 24).  Here Jesus puts Peter and the 

other disciples back in their rightful place, and that is behind him, following him.  And 

following him means submitting to the same path: cross => resurrection; suffering => 

glory. 

One expert of first century Greco-Roman culture has said, “‘Taking up one’s 

cross’ in antiquity hardly meant the relatively minor burdens assumed by many popular 

readers of the text today….  It meant marching on the way to one’s execution, shamefully 

carrying the heavy horizontal beam… of one’s own death instrument through the midst of 

a jeering mob.”
10

  I think this is true and it’s something that we have lost as Western 

Christians.  Rarely do we think that following Jesus might mean martyrdom.  He wants to 

give us a wife and kids and fulfilled life of peace, right? 

But martyrdom is what happened to nearly all of Jesus’ disciples.  Right after 

Jesus died for Peter and was raised for Peter and reinstated Peter in Jn. 21 he said to 

Peter, “‘I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where 

you wanted; but when you are old you wills stretch out your hands, and someone else 

will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.’  Jesus said this to indicate the 

kind of death by which Peter would glorify God.  Then he said to him, ‘Follow me!’” (Jn. 

21:18-19).  Are we prepared to die for the gospel of Christ?  Are we so certain that Jesus’ 

death was efficacious for us and that Jesus’ resurrection secured eternity for us that we 
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don’t look to anything else for that peace and hope?  I think often not.  We minimize 

Jesus’ cross to the point that we are reticent about facing our own. 

How can we work up to that kind of faith and devotion so that when death comes 

either from unnatural or natural causes we can call it ‘gain’ (Ph. 1:21)?  Through the 

daily habits that create a posture of self-denial, dying to self.  Luke tells us that Jesus 

taught that we must take up our cross daily and follow him (Lk. 9:23).  It’s not just a one 

time event.  We must regularly recognize the impulse within us to not need the cross, to 

think that we are capable on our own and what’s really needed is greater effort or better 

conditions or a little boost.   To take up our cross is to cease our fond dreams of self-

salvation and to recognize that only the cross of Jesus could accomplish the salvation of 

us and our world.  We have nothing to offer. 

Jesus goes on here in Matthew: “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, 

but whoever loses his life for me will find it” (v. 25).  If we seek to save ourselves, we 

will perish.  If, however, we learn to be saved by the cruel cross of Christ, we will gain 

the greatest good.  Your best efforts and attempts to fix things won’t work; they will just 

result in greater problems.  When you seek to preserve an element of inherent goodness 

and innate wisdom, everything is spoiled.  When you submit to Jesus’ program of 

salvation, everything is gained.  Self-protection is self-deception. 

“Jesus is not talking about some masochistic activity,” says Leon Morris; “he is 

not referring to someone who has such a poor self-esteem that his life crumbles.”
11

  He’s 

talking about finding your self-worth not in your self, but in the cross of Christ.  He’s 

talking about crucifying your grand illusions that you are not that bad and somehow 

contributing to the betterment of the world by looking constantly at the cross of Christ 

and being humbled. 

 

When I survey the wondrous cross 

On which the Prince of glory died, 

My richest gain I count but loss, 

And pour contempt on all my pride. 

 

The cross humbles us.  Yet this humiliation leads to exaltation.  I’m so bad he had to die 

for me, yet I’m so loved he was glad to die for me. 

 

Amazing love! How can it be, 

That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me? 

 

 We must keep the cross of Christ squarely before us.  And also we need keep the 

reality of future judgment and rewards ever before us.  Christianity doesn’t make much 

sense if this world is all there is.  But Jesus says it’s not.  He solemnly warns – “What 

good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?  Or what can a 

man give in exchange for his soul?” (v. 26).  Even if you bypass the cross of Christ and 

carve out a great life of morality and philanthropy and actually do change the world for 

the better, you still have gained nothing eternally.  You have forfeited your soul.  You die 

and have no plea before the justice of God and end up lost forever.  Yet if you renounce 

your self-righteousness here you may have a hard life, but you have made a happy 

bargain; you have gained eternal life. 
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 “For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and 

then he will reward each person according to what he has done” (v. 27).  There will be 

lavish rewards for those who were “crucified with Christ” (cf. Gal. 2:20) for they will 

share in his resurrection (cf. Rom. 6:5).  This isn’t just selling an invisible product, 

because Jesus really did rise from the dead three days after suffering on the cross. 

 And the flip side of rewards is everlasting judgment that’s warned about in 2 

Thessalonians “when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his 

powerful angels.  He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel 

of our Lord Jesus.  They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from 

the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power on the day he comes  to be 

glorified in his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed” 

(2Thess. 1:7-10).  If you think that sounds harsh or over the top then of course you don’t 

see the cross as spectacular.  You don’t see what you deserve and what Jesus did for you.  

You will minimize the cross and maximize other things.  I urge you to consider these 

words here.  “Whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 

sake will find it” (v. 25; ESV). 

In case you’re wondering about v. 28, I’m not sure yet what it means and so I’ll 

get back to you on that next week. 

 

Conclusion 

 Let me just wrap things up with a particular application of one way you can take 

up your cross.  Someone told me they once heard a Chinese Christian leader get asked 

why the church in China is growing so rapidly.  He said it’s because Chinese Christians 

evangelize even under threat of persecution.  I think one way that we seek to save our 

face is by being sheepish about sharing the gospel.  We don’t want to be thought ill of.  

But in doing this we functionally say that people aren’t really that bad, the cross is 

primitive and unnecessary.  Other things are more important, like working for job growth 

and better education.  Listen to these words from Jack Miller: 

 

Christ is for us in the gospel and freely justifies and adopts us as sons and 

gives us the Spirit of adoption.  But we must not stop here.  We must be 

for others with the same intensity that Christ was for us.  We must get 

back our joy by having a holy disregard for personal safety….. Therefore 

we gladly renounce me-firstism, and then bend our ears to hear the voice 

of the ascended Commander-in-Chief....  For us this means that we must 

throw away our lives for Jesus as we take the gospel to the lost.  This 

intelligent carelessness is our true security.  Anything less is dangerous 

compromise. We who once were enemies have been justified by faith.  We 

must not fall asleep in self-preoccupation and comfort zones.  Instead, 

justification is meant to release us for the battle.  What is the battle?  To 

risk unpopularity by preaching the cross as a real cross on which a real 

Savior shed real blood for real sinners headed for a real hell. The battle is 

giving up the pretence that we are all nice people.
12

 

 

The cruel cross accomplished the greatest good. 
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The Lord’s Table 
Let’s meditate on the cross now as we come to the Lord’s Table.  This is Christ’s 

gift to us to keep his bloody sacrifice ever before our eyes.  Recognize that this was the 

only way you could be saved.  Repent of your self-reliance and preoccupation with other 

agendas that obscure the cross and promote your self.  As Martin Luther advised, “Learn 

to know Christ and him crucified.  Learn to sing to him and say – Lord Jesus, you are my 

righteousness, I am your sin.  You took on you what was mine; you set on me what was 

yours.  You became what you were not that I might become what I was not.”
13

 

 

Benediction 
May you preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 

but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and 

the wisdom of God.  (1Cor. 1:23-24) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 6, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Russell D. Moore, Tempted and Tried: Temptation and the Triumph of Christ (Wheaton: Crossway, 

2011), 154. 
2
 H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1959 [1937]), 193. 

3
 http://forthesakeofthename.wordpress.com/2011/04/27/the-gospel-on-national-television-not-quite/ 

4
 Robert Jay Lifton, The Protean Self: Human Resilience in an Age of Fragmentation (University of 

Chicago Press, 1999). 
5
 Qtd. in Richard Mouw, “Why Christus Victor Is Not Enough: Each atonement theory highlights a truth 

about the Cross – but none more so than Christ’s substitutionary death,” in Christianity Today (May, 2012), 

30. 
6
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 631. 

7
 Moore, 151-52. 

8
 Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Matthew: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2009), 431. 
9
 Keener, 433. 

10
 Keener, 434. 

11
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1992), 432. 
12

 Jack Miller, “Recovering the Grand Cause,” included as an appendix in The Heart of a Servant-Leader: 

Letters from Jack Miller (P&R, 2004), 311. 
13

 Qtd. in J.I. Packer, Affirming the Apostle’s Creed (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008), 131. 


