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Text 
Then the governor's soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered the whole company of soldiers 

around him. 28 They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, 29 and then twisted together a crown of 

thorns and set it on his head. They put a staff in his right hand and knelt in front of him and mocked him. 

"Hail, king of the Jews!" they said. 30 They spit on him, and took the staff and struck him on the head again 

and again. 31 After they had mocked him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they 

led him away to crucify him. 32 As they were going out, they met a man from Cyrene, named Simon, and 

they forced him to carry the cross. 33 They came to a place called Golgotha (which means The Place of the 

Skull). 34 There they offered Jesus wine to drink, mixed with gall; but after tasting it, he refused to drink it. 

35 When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes by casting lots. 36 And sitting down, they kept 

watch over him there. 37 Above his head they placed the written charge against him: THIS IS JESUS, THE 

KING OF THE JEWS. 38 Two robbers were crucified with him, one on his right and one on his left. 39 

Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads 40 and saying, "You who are going to 

destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the Son 

of God!" 41 In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders mocked him. 42 "He 

saved others," they said, "but he can't save himself! He's the King of Israel! Let him come down now from 

the cross, and we will believe in him. 43 He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he 

said, 'I am the Son of God.'" 44 In the same way the robbers who were crucified with him also heaped 

insults on him. 

 

Introduction 
 Irony is in these days.

1
  But I wonder how many people have pondered the deep, 

meaningful ironies at the heart of the historic Christian faith, the central one being the 

cross itself.  That is what we are looking at today in our continued journey through the 

book of Matthew in the Bible.  Last week we looked at Jesus’ Roman trial before Pontius 

Pilate.  It ended with Jesus being sentenced to death by crucifixion.  Today we look at the 

crucifixion itself. 

And the main thing we see in this passage is the humiliation of Jesus.  Over and 

over again he endures mockery.  Mocking from Romans, mocking from Jews.  Everyone 

ridiculed Jesus because they saw a weak, pathetic figure whose grand claims were ending 

in seeming defeat.  They saw someone who allowed Messianic hope to swell around him 

but he was now being manhandled by the Romans and led in bloody shame to be 

executed like a criminal.  They saw it as pathetic, laughable.  But the irony is that this 

was the pinnacle of his glory.  What people thought discredited Jesus’ claim to 

Messiahship was the very point of his Messiahship.  What they thought was the failure of 

his mission was the very means of his accomplishing his mission.  The absolute darkest 
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hour of human history was the moment of our world’s beautiful redemption.  There is a 

great irony to a King on a cross, a Savior being slain. 

And of course the cross is not the only place we see this irony.  The irony of the 

cross is the irony of the manger.  What we celebrate at Christmas is the fact that God 

became man.  That should stun us.  And not just any man, but a baby.  And not just any 

baby, but a baby born in a place where animals were kept, not a royal palace.  This is 

upside down.  This is not what you would expect.  As one children’s Bible puts it: “While 

Caesar, the king of the Roman world, was showing everyone how great he was by 

counting all of his people, God, the king of the universe, was showing the world how 

great he was by sending his Son into the world  as one of his people.”
2
  That is ironic.  

The God of the Bible works in counterintuitive ways. 

 This calls for a closer look.  It should get our attention.  What kind of a God are 

we dealing with here?  Jesus didn’t just go around preaching niceness.  He didn’t get 

crucified for spreading warm fuzzies.  He taught about a severe God of judgment.  And 

yet this God of judgment didn’t send his Son into the world to judge the world, to show 

his might and bring his wrath upon people.  We might expect the God of the Bible, 

knowing certain things about his character, to drop a sulfur bomb on the world.  But we 

don’t understand his full character until we see with amazement that he dropped a baby 

on the world.  God himself came down… gently, first as a baby, who then became a man, 

who then hung on a cross to satisfy divine justice and extend divine mercy.  It is not what 

we would naturally expect.  But that is what has happened.  We should be in awe. 

 Philippians 2 graphs this shocking rescue plan: 

 

(1) “Christ Jesus, who, being in very nature God…” (Ph. 2:6a).  Before the creation of the 

world God the Son eternally existed in the happy fellowship of the Trinity (see Jn. 

17:24).  “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been 

made” (Jn. 1:3).  “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:17).  

Supreme Majesty and elevation.  But then we read… 

 

(2) He “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made 

himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 

likeness” (Ph. 2:6b-7).  This is the Incarnation, God the Son taking on human 

flesh.  What a step down!  What a self-effacing move.  And he didn’t become a 

strong, powerful, Herculean-type of a man, but a poor, mortal, nobody.  But that’s 

not all… 

 

(3) “Being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became 

obedient to death – even death on a cross!” (Ph. 2:8).  This is the lowest 

form of humiliation; not a death with dignity, but a shameful/painful 

death.  Oh how far he came down.  The infinitely exalted one got infinitely 

low in order to save us. 

 

 Now we know that “therefore God exalted him to the highest place” and we’ll get 

to that part in Matthew soon.  But today let’s just look closely at this account of the 

lowest point of Jesus’ humiliation.  Let’s search the depths of the irony of the King of the 

Universe on a cross, the true temple of God desecrated, the Son of God struck down, the 



3 

Savior slain.  And in short what we need to see is just this: Jesus humbled himself to 

save us. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

King 

 As we look at this section dealing with the larger irony of the cross, there are four 

ironic statements made by those mocking Jesus.  We’ll look at each one in turn.  The first 

ironic insult is found when the Jesus is mocked as a King, when in fact he is the King. 

 “Then the governor’s soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered the 

whole company of soldiers around him.  They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him 

[elsewhere it says they put a purple robe on him (Jn. 19:2), but the Gospels were written 

by men so we can cut them some slack on color identification; scarlet and purple could be 

close; the point is that they dressed him up like a play-thing to pretend he was a royal 

king], and then twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on his head.  They put a staff 

in his right hand and knelt in front of him and mocked him.  ‘Hail, king of the Jews!’ they 

said.  They spit on him, and took the staff and struck him on the head again and again” 

(vv. 27-30). 

 Do you remember the prison abuse perpetrated by American soldiers in Abu 

Ghraib in Iraq in 2004?  It’s not hard to imagine Roman soldiers having ‘fun’ with their 

prisoner, is it?  Our very own Charles Hounmenou has detailed instances of police 

brutality right here in Chicago.
3
  It’s despicable, but not hard to understand.  The point 

here is not to highlight the depravity of human nature, but to marvel at the humility of 

Christ’s nature.  He stands there and takes it, not out of defeat; not out of weakness; not 

out of acceptance of the injustice; but in order to make a way for sinners (which we all 

are) to be saved. 

 The irony was that they were making fun of him for pretending to be a king, when 

in fact he is the King.  It’s not just the Romans, it’s also the Jews in v. 42 mocking him as 

a king.  They thought it was laughable that this meek man was a king, but he really is the 

“King of kings, and Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:16).  “He left his Father’s throne above…;” 

he came from a throne and is now seated on the throne of the universe, “exalted… to the 

highest place and [given] the name that is above every name… at the name of Jesus every 

knee [will] bow” (Ph. 2:9-10).  He is the sovereign, absolute ruler of the cosmos.  And he 

let himself be whipped, beaten, spat on, and mocked as a king.  The King humbled 

himself to save us. 

 “After they had mocked him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on 

him.  Then they led him away to crucify him” (v. 31).  What was crucifixion?  It was an 

inhumane form of capital punishment exercised by the Romans.  It was humiliating in the 

extreme.  You excessively flogged the person beforehand to weaken him, then you hung 

him up naked in a public place, sometimes by rope, sometimes (as in Jesus’ case) by 

nails, on pair of wooden beams that sometimes made the shape of an X, a T, or a +.  Then 

the person was left to bleed to death and/or asphyxiate as the life drained from his body. 

 This form of execution wasn’t practiced on Roman citizens, unless by special 

order of Caesar himself.  The Roman writer Cicero (106-43 B.C.) called crucifixion “a 

most cruel and disgusting punishment.”
4
  “It is impossible to find the word for such an 

abomination.”
5
  “Let the very mention of the cross,” Cicero said, “be far removed not 
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only from a Roman citizen’s body, but from his mind, his eyes, his ears.”
6
  To the 

cultured Romans, crucifixion was an awful, horrible thing, reserved only for the most vile 

riff-raff, and even then not really to be mentioned. 

 For the Jews, think about what crucifixion represented for them.  For them the 

backdrop is Deuteronomy 21:22-23 – “If a man guilty of a capital offense is put to death 

and his body is hung on a tree, you must not leave his body on the tree overnight.  Be 

sure to bury him that same day, because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s 

curse.”  They equated being strung up on a cross with the OT description of being hung 

on a tree and that meant that such a person is under God’s curse. 

A king crucified being “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” 

(1Cor. 1: 23) makes a lot more sense now, doesn’t it?  The cross was awful.  No Roman 

would ever expect anyone worth anything to be there.  No Jew would expect God’s 

Anointed One to be there.  And yet, that is where the King of kings went… willingly. 

 Jesus was paraded through the streets from the Roman headquarters to outside the 

city.  “As they were going out, they met a man from Cyrene, named Simon, and they 

forced him to carry the cross [for awhile]” (v. 32).  It would have been a humiliating 

abuse of power to this bystander, but there’s irony here too.  The disciples who were 

supposed to take up their crosses and follow Jesus (16:24) were nowhere to be found.  A 

stranger has to carry Jesus’ cross for him.  By the way, there’s a good case to make that 

because of this encounter this Simon the Cyrene and his family became Christians, but I 

won’t go into that now. 

 At last “they came to a place called Golgotha [‘Calvary’ in Latin] (which means 

The Place of the Skull)” (v. 33) – an ominous sounding name.  “There they offered Jesus 

wine to drink, mixed with gall; but after tasting it, he refused to drink it” (v. 34).  This 

could have been another malicious effort to torture and taunt Jesus by giving him an 

awful concoction while he’s dehydrated.  Or it could have been a narcotic to help deaden 

the pain for the victim.  One commentator I read said it was such a drug and noted that 

Jesus refused it “because he had come to share humanity’s pain, and had to experience it 

in full.”
7
  Either way we get an amazing picture of the depths Jesus went to, humbling 

himself to save us – the true and righteous King of the world, executed like a criminal! 

 There’s a Psalm in the OT, Psalm 22, written by King David and widely 

recognized as a ‘Messianic Psalm’ that somehow looks forward to the coming King.  

Echoes of Psalm 22 are all over this passage.  The first instance is found in v. 35 – 

“When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes by casting lots.”  The Roman 

soldiers were gambling for this man’s last remaining possessions.  Psalm 22:18 

prophesied – “They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.” 

 “And sitting down, they kept watch over him there” (v. 36), presumably to make 

sure that their prisoners stayed on the cross and died.  “Above his head they placed the 

written charge against him: THIS IS JESUS, THE KING OF THE JEWS” (v. 37), 

another jab and attempt to pour salt in his wounds, poking fun at the idea of such a one 

being a king.  Instead of high ranking officials flanking him, “two robbers were crucified 

with him, one on his right and one on his left” (v. 38).  The ironies are thick.  He doesn’t 

look at all like a king, but nonetheless no one deserves that title more than Jesus.  What I 

want us to see is just how much Jesus humbled himself to save us.  Have you ever seen 

such a thing?  Such heights of status willingly stooping to such depths of humiliation for 

others?  This would make the most intense episode of Undercover Boss ever! 
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Temple 
 So the first ironic put down is the mocking of Jesus as a king when in fact they 

have no idea what kind of King he really is.  The second ironic put down occurs in v. 40 

when they bring up what they believe was a claim of a lunatic – “Destroy this temple and 

I will raise it again in three days” (Jn. 2:19).  But as we’re going see Jesus is not just the 

ironic King, Jesus is also the ironic Temple. 

 The Psalm 22 allusions continue (it’s a wonder that Matthew didn’t employ one 

of his famous fulfillment formulas here).  Psalm 22:7 says, “All who see me mock me; 

they hurl insults, shaking their heads.”  Verse 39 – “Those who passed by hurled insults 

at him, shaking their heads.” 

 And one of the insults hurled at Jesus was this: “You who are going to destroy the 

temple and build it in three days, save yourself” (v. 40a)!  The crowds passing by thought 

it was hilarious that this man who had said such things about the temple was being 

crucified.  But they had no idea what they were saying.  Jesus really was the true temple 

of God, the true dwelling place of God with humans (cf. Jn. 1:14), the true place where 

sin is atoned for.  And though his body was torn down, he truly did raise it up again in 

three days when he came back from the dead – the resurrection.  Though his hecklers 

thought it was funny, ironically nothing could have been closer to the truth.  Jesus, the 

glorious temple of God, humbled himself by not just being mocked but by being literally 

destroyed in order to save us, to reconcile us to a holy God. 

  

Son of God 

The third ironic insult comes at the end of v. 40 – “Come down from the cross, if 

you are the Son of God.”  They mocked him for thinking he was God’s Son, but again it 

is the foundation truth of reality.  Jesus was truly the King, the Temple, and the Son of 

God. 

Again, Psalm 22:8 prophesies of mocking – “He trusts in the LORD; let the 

LORD rescue him.  Let him deliver him, since he delights in him.”  Look down to v. 43 – 

“He trusts in God.  Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he said, ‘I am the Son of 

God.’”  Conventional wisdom said that Jesus, because of what was happening to him, 

was God-forsaken, that he was the object of God’s hatred, not his love and blessing. 

They taunted him with the title Son of God, but again this is what he really is.  

Remember the voice from heaven at Jesus’ baptism – “This is my Son, whom I love; with 

him I am well pleased” (3:17).  And again at the Transfiguration – “This is my Son, 

whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (17:5).  And now at the end of his life he has 

been completely obedient to his Father, praying in the Garden of Gethsemane that his 

will be done.  We also read in Romans 1:4 that he “was declared with power to be the 

Son of God by his resurrection from the dead.”  Jesus was God the Son in human flesh, 

and as the perfect human he was and is in all ways the consummate Son of God. 

Ironically, the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders thought that if 

Jesus would reveal his power and come down from the cross that would have proven he 

was God’s Son, but it was exactly the other way around.  “Let him come down now from 

the cross, and we will believe in him” (v. 42b).  But as one person has put it – “They said 

they would have believed He was the Son of God had He come down from the cross.  We 

believe He was the Son of God because He stayed up.”
8
  He completed all the work the 
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Father gave him to do, down to the very last (cf. Jn. 17:4).  Oh how the Son of God 

humbled himself to save us taking a punishment he didn’t deserve so that we could be 

made sons and daughters of God, fully pleasing to God and delighted in by him. 

 

Savior 

 And then finally, the first part of v. 42 shows one last slur leveled at Jesus that 

ironically identifies him to a tee.  They mocked him as a king, when in actuality he was.  

They jabbed at him and his comments about the temple, when it turns out he was spot on.  

They teased him about being God’s Son, when in fact he uniquely was.  And now they 

scoff at the idea of him as a savior, completely clueless as to just how true that title was.  

“‘He saved others,’ they said, ‘but he can’t save himself’” (v. 42a)! 

 Jesus had spent the bulk of his public ministry serving other people, showing 

compassion, miraculously healing them of all kinds of infirmities from great to small.  

And now they take that and throw it back in his face.  They make fun of him as an 

impotent savior.  D.A. Carson writes, “Though Jesus could have saved himself (26:53), 

he could not have saved himself if he was to save others.”
9
  Don’t you see?  Precisely 

because Jesus didn’t save himself, but went along with his death in fulfillment of 

Scripture, he was able to be the true Savior.  Apart from that there would be no salvation.  

Jesus humbled himself to SAVE us! 

 Verse 44 caps off this series of humiliations that Jesus underwent on our behalf.  

“In the same way the robbers who were crucified with him also heaped insults on him,” 

(v. 44), adding insult to injury.  Yet this too fulfilled Scripture; Isaiah 53:12 – “he poured 

out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors.”  What amazing love.  

What a Savior! 

 “‘He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.’  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.  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. 2:22-24). 

 

Conclusion 

 This passage full of ironic statements about Jesus – statements that were meant to 

mock but in reality pointed out the truth – showcases the greatest irony: that when it 

looked as if everything was going wrong it was at that very point in time when God was 

making things right.  It looked like a display of weakness, but it was the greatest display 

of power.  It looked like failure, but it was the moment of success.  It looked like 

something ugly, but it was the most beautiful thing in the world.  It looked like defeat, but 

it was victory.  It looked like foolishness, but it was wisdom.  It is only through the 

bloody cross of Christ that salvation is even possible.  It may look like the most un-

Godlike thing to do – die naked on a cross – but it was in fact the Almighty, Eternal God 

showing us the fullness of his heart of mercy. 

 This great irony got me to thinking.  The Bible and the Christian life are full of 

ironies.  Not absurdities, but unexpected and surprising ways that God enters into this 

world turned on its head by our sin and puts it right side up again.  “Blessed are the poor 

in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (5:3).  “Whoever wants to save his life will 

lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it” (16:25).  “The last will be first, and 
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the first will be last” (20:16).  “The greatest among you will be your servant” (23:11).  

We “rejoice in our sufferings” (Rom. 5:3).  “God chose the foolish things of the world to 

shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.  He chose 

the lowly things of this world and the despised things – and the things that are not – to 

nullify the things that are” (1Cor. 1:27-28).  “When I am weak, then I am strong” (2Cor. 

12:10).  You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good (Gen. 50:20).  And perhaps the 

most counterintuitive one – “to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies 

the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Rom. 4:5).  That is ironic, but it’s the 

most profound truth there is. 

 What are some applications of the irony we see in today’s text? 

 

#1 – Worship Christ!  This is the first and main application of this passage.  As we see 

the way Jesus humbled himself to save us we should be humbled ourselves and look to 

him with adoration and amazement.  He didn’t have to do that.  He didn’t deserve to go 

through that.  But he did.  See the irony of it, the shocking surprising nature of it, and 

worship him.  This Christmas as you meditate on the self-giving, self-abnegating love of 

God, the King of the Universe leaving his golden throne to come to a wooden manger… 

so he could hang on a wooden cross, be amazed.  “Come and worship, Come and 

worship, Worship Christ the newborn King.” 

 

#2 – Only after you’ve worshipped Christ as the unique and perfect Son of God who 

offered an unrepeatable sacrifice for sin, then as it says in Philippians 2, imitate his 

example.  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 

others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but 

also to the interests of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 

Who, being in very nature God…” (Ph. 2:3ff).  Ironically, the way to personal 

satisfaction is not in seeing your own satisfaction, at least not directly.  That’s what 

makes the most sense, in a this-wordly mindset, but it won’t work.  That’s what 

Christmas is about in a materialistic mindset.  But this Christmas remember one of the 

other great ironic sayings of Jesus – “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 

20:35).  Don’t seek your own comfort this Christmas, but in family gatherings and on 

vacation and in all other ways, seek to serve and give and in that you will find joy.  Keep 

your eyes on Jesus, who “for the joy set before him endured the cross” (Heb. 12:2). 

 

#3 – I think we learn from this scene of Jesus humiliation when it looked on the surface 

like one thing and was really something else entirely that we should be wary of judging a 

book by its cover.  Things aren’t always as they seem.  We can’t measure success the 

way the world does.  We Americans so need to hear this.  Don’t be attracted to the bling.  

The cross was not pretty.  Jesus was not attractive (cf. Is. 53:2).  Don’t look at the 

outward. 

If you’re not a Christian, but you’re searching, you’re intrigued, be careful what 

you’re looking for.  A great preacher in the 1800s in London – Charles Spurgeon – said 

that just like Christ’s cross was unappealing to those watching so “pure Christianity in its 

outward appearances is an equally unattractive object and wears upon its surface few 

royal tokens.  It is without form or comeliness, and when men see it there is not beauty 

that they should desire it.  [In fact it is often derided.]  Yet, though men turn round upon 
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us and say, ‘Do you call your gospel divine?  Are you so preposterous as to believe that 

your religion comes from God and is to subdue the world?’ – we boldly answer: 

‘Yes!’….  Even as beneath the peasant’s garb… of the Son of Mary we can discern the 

Wonderful, the Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father! so beneath the simple 

form of a despised gospel we perceive the royal lineaments of truth divine….  To us, the 

marble halls and the alabaster columns are nothing, we see more in the manger and the 

cross.”
10

  In other words, don’t look for something that is slick*.  Recognize that the 

gospel is the power of God and the wisdom of God.  Put down your own pridefully 

conceived ways of saving yourself and accept the counterintuitive grace of the crucified 

Christ. 

If you are a Christian, beware of the ways that judging by a worldly point of view 

can still creep in.  Don’t look for the glitz and glam, but look for where the simple gospel 

is preached.  It may appear weak and ill-fitting to address the needs of our contemporary 

world.  It may seem like we need something more, more dynamic, more appealing.  More 

jazzed up.  More appropriate to modern humans.  But remember what Paul said in 1 

Corinthians 2:1-3 – “When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or 

superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.  For I resolved to know 

nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.  I came to you in 

weakness and fear, and with much trembling.” 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you worship Christ this Christmas, the One who left such heights and came down to 

such depths to swoop you up and seat you with him in the heavenly realms. 
 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 16, 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. 
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