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Lent 2 ~ Series B ~ March 12, 2006

The Sign of the Cross

The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Mark 8:31-38, which has already been read.

In the name of the Father and of (+) the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  

Funny.  That didn’t hurt a bit.  Of course, you wouldn’t think it would hurt, drawing a line from forehead to belly, from shoulder to shoulder.  But that’s quite a cross to draw, and it’s astounding that it comes with no pain whatsoever.  And in this you have good news, for this is as much as the cross will ever hurt you…

The disciples have followed Jesus for a while when our Gospel lesson begins.  Now, He teaches them the heart of His mission.  It is necessary that the Son of Man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and be killed, and after three days rise.  To you and me, this is old hat.  We know how the story turns out.  To the disciples, however, this is the first they’ve heard of it.  Like a loved one announcing a terminal disease, the news of Jesus’ impending death falls heavy, and the first reaction is denial.

Ever the spokesman, Peter pulls Jesus aside and tells Him there’s no way that is ever going to happen.  Why does Peter do this?  Perhaps he’s relying on logic.  It’s illogical that the Son of God would die, much less die a criminal’s death on a cross.  Perhaps it’s emotion.  Peter loves his Teacher, and the thought of such a horrible death is too much to contemplate.  Perhaps it’s that the news shatters so many disciple-dreams.  Jesus is supposed to grow in power and become king, elevating His disciples with Him.  But if He is crucified, what will happen to them?

Whatever Peter’s motives, Jesus identifies the problem with him: “Get behind Me, Satan!” He declares.  “You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”  Beyond the disciples’ understanding, it is God’s will that His only-begotten Son go to the cross and die for the sins of the world.  Peter may have all sorts of good, sensible, reasons for obstructing Jesus’ way, but remember this: Even with the best of intentions, Peter is attempting to prevent your redemption.

Peter is not the only one who faces the temptation to put the things of man before the things of God.  This will be a temptation to every believer until the return of Christ in glory.  Therefore, Jesus says: “If anyone would come after Me, He must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.  For whoever wants to save his life ﻿will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the Gospel will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?  Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?  If anyone is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when He comes in His Father’s glory with the holy angels.”

Whoever would follow Jesus must set aside the things of man—what he wants to be true, and be saved God’s way—by the death of His only-begotten Son on the cross.  Easily said, not so easily done.  The things of man are so attractive to man.  They are, after all, his things.  That’s why man will always shun the cross and look for the glory, now, instead.  He won’t want to meditate upon a Savior who is nailed to a beam; instead, he’ll want to set it aside, and dwell on happier things.  He won’t want to be comforted in the midst of suffering with the Lord’s grace and faithfulness; he’ll want God’s favor to mean that he never suffers.  

He won’t rejoice that Christ has finished his salvation at the cross.  Instead, he’ll want to say that he earns God’s grace by his own work and sincerity.  He won’t want to acknowledge that every good gift comes from God.  Even as he pays lip service and says he gives all glory to Jesus, he’ll count those blessings as good luck or his own proud achievement.  

He’ll spurn the idea that the life of the Christian is a life of repentance, and he’ll preach that the life of the Christian is the power of positive thinking.  He’ll try to adapt the Church to any number of popular messages that tickle the ears, but he’ll see little use for the means of grace.  He’ll try to fix God’s will to match his own “better ideas” of how God should be doing things.  And when God doesn’t do things according to his desires, he’ll be sure to blame God as the problem.

It is a testimony to the sinfulness of man that he hears the proclamation of salvation only in Jesus Christ, then says, “Wait, Lord!  I have a better plan!”  No one will escape these sins.  No one by nature wants to do things God’s way.  No one wants to deny himself, take up the cross, and follow Jesus.  But here’s the thing.  Here’s the hope.  That same cross that no one wants to bear is the cross that saves them from their sin of not wanting to bear it.

Peter’s rebuke to Jesus is at the root of all sorts of sin: “Not Your will, O Lord; but mine be done.”  This is the stark prayer of the stubborn, proud sinful nature.  It is sin, damning sin that earns us God’s wrath and eternal punishment.  But this is exactly why Jesus is going to the cross.  He goes to the cross to suffer God’s condemning wrath and eternal punishment for our sins.  

Peter says, “No Lord; in my plan, You’re not going to the cross.”  

Jesus responds, “Your sinful plan earns you eternal death before God.  So I’m going to the cross to suffer for your sinful plan so that you don’t have to.”

Talk about unjust!  Peter denies Jesus, tries to prevent the cross, and ought to be punished for it.  Jesus goes to the cross and suffers the punishment for Peter’s denial.  He does this for you and me, too.  Our sins scream out that we prefer our things to God’s will.  Jesus goes about His Father’s will anyway, suffers for our sins, and offers us forgiveness.  We sin and deserve God’s wrath.  Christ suffers the scourge that flays His back.  He carries the heavy, slivery beam up the hill.  He allows the spikes to be driven through His hands and feet.  He endures the suffocating agony of crucifixion, as well as the mocking and hatred of the mob.  

But that’s really nothing compared to the extent that He did suffer.  Far worse, inconceivably worse, He suffers God’s wrath for the sins of the world.  His Father forsakes Him on Calvary.  He is subjected to an eternity of hell for those three hours.  That’s the wages of sin, suffered for you.

The suffering is ended, we know.  Jesus descended into hell—to proclaim His victory, and the third day He rose again from the dead.  Risen from the dead, He declares to you, “If anyone would come after Me, He must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”  But what does this mean?  It sounds like a call to suffering, doesn’t it?  “Jesus suffered on the cross for your salvation.  Follow in His footsteps.  Take up your cross and suffer.  That’s how you’ll be saved.”  

But this cannot be!  If you must suffer to be saved, then you must do something for your salvation.  And if you must do something for your salvation, then Jesus’ horrific suffering and death wasn’t enough to get the job done.

So then, what does it mean to deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Him?  Consider these words from St. Paul, in Galatians 2: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.”

“I have been crucified with Christ,” says St. Paul.  Paul bears a cross, but it’s not his own.  Now that Jesus has suffered for Paul’s sins, He shares His cross with Paul.  He gives Paul the credit for His suffering and death.  He says, in effect, “Paul, I’ve already suffered My crucifixion for your sin.  Therefore, I’m going to give you My cross, without the suffering, so you don’t have to suffer yourself.”

This is what it means to take up your cross.  It means that Jesus makes His cross yours.  He gives you the credit for His suffering and death, so that you don’t have to suffer and die for your sin.  But how?  How does Jesus make His cross to be your cross?   Paul answers in Romans 6: “Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death?  We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” (vv 3-4).

There you go.  In Holy Baptism, Christ gave His cross to you.  He shared His death with you and He shared His resurrection with you.  In Baptism, you have already died to sin because there Jesus shares His death for sin with you.  As His baptized child, you already have eternal life.  You still face physical death, yes; but that’s only because your body hasn’t quite caught up with you yet.  You’ve already died to sin because Christ joined you to His death.  

And here’s the thing.  For you, it didn’t hurt one bit.  It felt like a splash of water to the head, because it was a splash of water to the head.  Your Baptism, your death to sin, didn’t have to hurt you—because Jesus suffered all the hurt for your sin 2,000 years ago.  He gives you the credit for His cross, but He does not pass on the cost because He has made the payment in full.

So let’s return to Jesus’ words: “If anyone would come after Me, He must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”  This is the life of a Christian.  In your Baptism, Jesus placed His cross upon you.  Now, daily you deny yourself.  In other words, you confess your sins.  You confess that, like Peter, you prefer the things of man to the things of God.  Then you take up His cross.  You trust that, because Jesus has placed His cross on you, the Lord does not hold your sins against you.  God looks at you and says, “I see My Son’s cross on you!  I see that your sins have been paid for by Jesus, so I will not make you pay again.”

But wait a moment.  Christians still suffer in this life, in this world.  If Jesus has suffered all the hurt of the cross already, then why do Christians still suffer?  We must answer this, because the devil wants you to believe that you are suffering on account of your sins, that you are paying the price for your guilt before God.  

This is not true.  The price for your sin has been paid already, and Jesus has suffered enough.  So why do you suffer?  Because you live in a sinful world, still clothed in sinful flesh; and where there is sin, there is suffering.  However, cling fast to this important distinction.  The suffering you endure is not for your sin or because of Jesus’ cross; no, He has done all the suffering and delivers you.  The suffering you endure is because of the sin that saturates this world.  That is your salvation.  Jesus makes His cross yours.

Given that, I ask you to consider this.  When someone is baptized here, part of the rite reads like this: “Receive the sign of the holy cross, both upon your forehead (+) and upon your heart (+) to mark you as one redeemed by Christ the Crucified.”  As he says this, the pastor traces two crosses on the one about to be baptized.  Do you see why?  It’s a visual reminder that, in Baptism, the crucified Christ is sharing His cross.  He is forgiving sins because He has suffered for them.  And that’s as much as the cross will ever hurt, because Jesus has suffered all the hurt already.  By tracing a cross on yourself, you acknowledge this to be true.

Before we go any further, let’s make this clear.  Making the sign of the cross is a matter of Christian freedom.  You may do it, or not do it, without sin.  Those who make it are no more spiritual than those who do not.  And some may have very good reason, based upon past experience, not to.  However, whether you make use of this symbol or not, consider some of the times when the sign of the cross is made—consider what it proclaims.

Page 4 of our hymnal notes, “The sign of the cross may be made at the Trinitarian Invocation and at the words of the Nicene Creed ‘and the life of the world to come.’”  In making the sign of the cross at the Invocation, the Christian can joyfully acknowledge: “Jesus made His cross to be mine when I was baptized  ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’  Now, as the service begins in that same Name, Jesus is coming to forgive my sins and strengthen that faith—to keep (+) His cross firmly upon me.  And now I will confess my sins—deny myself—knowing that He forgives me.”

In making the sign of the cross at the words, “and the life of the world to come,” the Christian can joyfully confess, “I deserved only an eternity of God’s wrath and hell for my sins, not eternal life with Him.  But Jesus suffered for My sins on His cross, and He’s placed His cross on me.  Because (+) He shares His cross with me, I have the hope of eternal life.”

It’s also good to make the sign of the cross after receiving the Lord’s Supper.  In doing so, the Christian joyfully declares, “Though I deserved God’s punishment for my sin, Jesus gave up His body and shed His blood on His cross.  And here and now, He has given me that same body and blood (+) given and shed for me at the cross, that I might have everlasting life with Him.”  

Do you see?  The sign of the cross is a way of declaring your salvation.  Jesus has made His cross to be yours, so that you do not have to suffer for your sin.

In the Small Catechism, Luther advises us to make the sign of the cross in the morning and the evening.  In the morning we may say: “Jesus has shared His cross with me (+).  Therefore, I know that, whatever may happen today, God considers me His beloved child and will use all things for my good.”  In the evening we may say: “Jesus has shared His cross with me (+).  Therefore, I know that God has worked all things for my good today, even though I may not understand.  And furthermore, where I have sinned today, God will not hold that sin against me—because He already held it against His Son at the cross.”

“In the name of the Father and of (+) the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Funny.  It didn’t hurt a bit.  That’s astonishing, because that’s quite a cross you bear—the payment for all the sins of the world.  But, because Jesus has done all the suffering, there’s no suffering left to pain you when He puts it on you.  No, this is your hope, comfort, and joy that will not disappoint.  By His grace, you bear His cross.  For His sake, you are forgiven for all of your sins (+) in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

