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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 72 — Sermon Notes
Title: “Our King on a cross”
Scripture: Mark 15:21-32

Date preached: March 3rd 2024

Scripture: Mark 15:21-32

21 Then they compelled a certain man, Simon a Cyrenian, the father of Alexander and
Rufus, as he was coming out of the country and passing by, to bear His cross. 22 And they
brought Him to the place Golgotha, which is translated, Place of a Skull. 23 Then they gave
Him wine mingled with myrrh to drink, but He did not take iz. 24 And when they crucified
Him, they divided His garments, casting lots for them 7o determine what every man should
take.

25 Now it was the third hour, and they crucified Him. 26 And the inscription of His
accusation was written above:

THE KING OF THE JEWS.

27 With Him they also crucified two robbers, one on His right and the other on His left. 28 So
the Scripture was fulfilled which says, “And He was numbered with the transgressors.”

29 And those who passed by blasphemed Him, wagging their heads and saying, “Aha! You
who destroy the temple and build i in three days, 30 save Yourself, and come down from the
cross!”

31 Likewise the chief priests also, mocking among themselves with the scribes, said, “He
saved others; Himself He cannot save. 32 Let the Christ, the King of Israel, descend now
from the cross, that we may see and believe.”

Even those who were crucified with Him reviled Him.
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Review
Before we turn to today's passage of scripture let us review some of the things we spoke about last
time.

The events of that fateful Thursday evening and Friday morning of Passion week transpired quickly.
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In just a few short hours picture what Jesus endured. He faced six trials. Three of these were
religious, held before the Jewish religious leaders. These were followed by three civil trials, held
before the Roman governor Pontius Pilate and Herod Antipas. During these trials the Lord Jesus
was mocked, ridiculed and physically abused. Interestingly the two courts came to different
opinions regarding Christ's guilt. The Jewish courts found Him guilty. His offence was blasphemy.
Jesus, a mere man in their eyes claimed to be God. The civil courts found Him innocent. As Pilate
famously said, he could find no fault in Him (John 19:4). However as we know it was God's plan
that would prevail. Jesus would die upon the cross. We would do well to remember in these days of
uncertainty and unease that no human plan or intent will ever succeed in thwarting the will of the
Sovereign God of the universe.

Last time we looked at what occurred following the 6 and final trial held before Pontius Pilate. As
you will remember Pilate gave the baying mob of Jews a choice about who they wished to be
pardoned. They could choose either innocent Jesus, or a convicted criminal in Barabbas. The mob,
encouraged by the Jewish elders screamed for Jesus to be crucified. Pilate who proved himself to be
a weak and indecisive leader gave into their demands and condemned Jesus to death. Jesus was then
publicly flogged or scourged before being led into the Practorium by the Roman soldiers.

Here following this most brutal and traumatic treatment Jesus was mocked and ridiculed by
members of the Roman garrison. They dressed Him so that he resembled a king or prince. But not
of course in the real attire that would be worn by such a person. Rather, they elected to use shoddy
duplicates of the real thing. An old centurion's robe instead of a regal gown, a reed or stick in place
of a golden sceptre, and a crown of sharp twisted thorns instead of a crown of glistening gold. Once
the Lord was “dressed as a king” they mocked and abused Him. Spitting on Him and hitting Him on
the head with a stick. They added to the abuse by pretending to worship Him. Falling to their knees
as they acted as though the were paying homage to a king.

All of this our Lord and saviour endured in silence. He did not attempt to fight back or resist either
in word or deed. He submitted to this treatment knowing it to be the will of the Father and that
through all this horror God would ultimately receive the glory.

Today we will look at the actual crucifixion.
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21 Then they compelled a certain man, Simon a Cyrenian, the father of Alexander and Rufus,
as he was coming out of the country and passing by, to bear His cross.

It was the Roman custom for the condemned prisoner to carry their own cross beam (patibulum) of
the cross to the execution site.

There were two practical reasons for this. Firstly to carry both the vertical cross beam and the
horizontal support beam would simply be too heavy a burden. It's been estimated that the entire
cross might weigh between 140-160 kg. That's a heavy weight to bear especially when we factor in
that most prisoners were scourged or flogged prior to execution. This would leave them in a
weakened state. Most would have been physically unable to carry the whole cross. We should
remember that the Romans didn't want the prisoner to die before the crucifixion began. They were
however expected to carry this own cross beam across their shoulders. Depending on the type of
wood used may this may have weighed anywhere between 30-45 kilograms.

Secondly it was much more efficient to have the vertical stake firmly planted in the ground prior to
the execution. These stakes were deliberately erected in a prominent place just outside the city walls
and alongside major roads. Having the stakes ready ensured that when the condemned prisoner
arrived they could be quickly and easily hoisted up and secured to the stake. The Romans loved
efficiency which even extended to the dispensing of death.

In Jesus case it seems as if the beating and scourging He had received had left Him in too weakened
a state to even carry the cross-beam. But there is a deeper symbolic meaning that we should not
overlook here. Prisoners typically carried their own cross-beams as a reflection of their guilt. All of
us are burdened by the weight of our sin. But Jesus was different. He was guiltless. He was not
weighed down or burdened by any sin. Therefore it was not appropriate that He carry the weight of
the cross-beam. Later of course as He hung upon the cross all of our wickedness and sin would be
placed upon Him. But for now He would not bear any burden. Someone who was a guilty sinner
must do so.
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A passer-by is compelled (literally pressed into service) by the Roman soldiers to carry the cross-
beam for Jesus. Please note, this man was not a willing volunteer. Mark tells us that his name was
Simon and that he was from Cyrene in Northern Africa (today's Libya). Very little is known about
Simon. The name Simon was a popular name for both Jews and Greeks. So he could have been
either a Jew or a Gentile. It's worth noting that there was a large population of Jews living in the
Roman province of Cyrenaica. What was he doing in Jerusalem? Was he a passover pilgrim, or was
he visiting the city of Jerusalem on business? All we know from Mark's account is that he was
“coming out from the country” in order to enter Jerusalem. The Roman soldiers had the right to
compel any local Jew to help carry the cross-beam, but forcing a local Jew to do this might lead to
an uproar or riot. So perhaps Simon was singled out because he was a foreigner.
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Mark does add the intriguing detail that he was the father of Alexander and Rufus. Why would he
add this seemingly insignificant detail for this person who only appears on this single occasion? The
clear implication, and the reason for the inclusion of this information seems to be that Alexander
and Rufus were known to Mark's readers (but not to Matthew and Luke's). So, Mark in effect is
saying to his readers, “You know Alexander and Rufus, well this is what their father did.” Before
finishing let me just direct you to Paul's letter to the Romans. In chapter 16 we read the following.

Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother and mine. (Romans 16:13)
Is this the same Rufus? We cannot say with any certainty but its an intriguing possibility.

Let us continue.
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22 And they brought Him to the place Golgotha, which is translated, Place of a Skull.

Jesus in His greatly weakened state was brought to the place of execution. The Aramaic gulgulta
from which we derive Golgotha means “skull.” Today you often here the place referred to as
“Calvary” we get this from the Latin word calvaria which means “a skull.” It may have received
this name because of its geography. It was a smooth rounded hilltop devoid of vegetation that gave
the appearance of a bald head, or skull. Or perhaps it had earned this name because it was the
regular place for executions and had become associated with death. As to the actual historical
location of this site there is considerable debate.

We know that it was located outside the city walls. The present Church of the Holy Sepulcher was
built upon the place believed to be Calvary in the fourth century, but some researchers favour the
site known as Gordon’s Calvary, which sits atop a hill that looks remarkably like a skull. Most
scholars favour the Church of the Holy Sepulcher as the more likely site of Golgotha, but there is a
sizeable minority who say that Gordon’s Calvary feels more like the real spot. More recently
another location has been proposed north east of the Jewish temple site.

So, we cannot with absolute certainty identify the actual place in which our saviour was executed.
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23 Then they gave Him wine mingled with myrrh to drink, but He did not take iz.

Dying through crucifixion is a tortuous and agonising way to die. It's far from being quick, and
definitely not painless. Therefore as an act of mercy prisoners were sometimes offered wine laced
with myrrh to dull the pain. It acted as a very mild anaesthetic. Who we might ask are the “they”
mentioned here. There are two possible theories. The “they” may refer to the Roman soldiers who
were carrying out the execution. Why we might wonder would they help their prisoners, and try to
ease their suffering. It might be that the drink was given to make the prisoners easier to handle and
manoeuvre. The soldiers didn't want their prisoners struggling or wriggling around too much which
they were less likely to do if they were in effect “drugged.” The other theory is that there were some
Jewish women present who provided this act of merciful service. There is an old Jewish tradition
that says that this was the case.

Irrespective of who offered this wine Jesus refused to take it. He chose to face the agony of the
cross with a clear mind and without medication. He wanted to be in full possession of His faculties
as He did the Father’s will and accomplished the work of redemption.
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24 And when they crucified Him, they divided His garments, casting lots for them 7o
determine what every man should take.

Men were ordinarily crucified naked. It was intended to add a further layer of insult and shame to
the punishment. However the Jews were particularly sensitive when it came to the issue of public
nudity. Even when men were stoned to death for example they were permitted to wear a loin cloth.
So it seems here that Jesus had been permitted to wear some garments which were removed at the
execution site probably leaving only a loin cloth.

By tradition the clothes or other personal effects of a condemned prisoner became the property of
the execution team. Today, we might rock, scissor paper to determine who got the first pick. In the
ancient world they gambled perhaps with primitive dice, knuckle bones or stones. We know that the
soldiers gambling for His garments was prophesied in the Old Testament. In Psalm 22 we read the
following.

They divide My garments among them,
And for My clothing they cast lots.
(Psalm 22:18)
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25 Now it was the third hour, and they crucified Him.

Mark very deliberately frames Jesus crucifixion using time stamps. He employs the Jewish system
of reckoning the day as beginning at daybreak or approximately 6am. The crucifixion begins at the
third hour; 9am, darkness descends on the sixth hour; 12 noon and Jesus dies on the ninth hour;
3pm.

Now if you've read John's gospel you might interject at this point with a question. Mark's timing
differs with John's account. John records the trial before Pilate concluding at the sixth hour (12
noon). So in John's account Jesus could not have been on the cross until some time after 12 whereas
in Mark's account Jesus has been on the cross for 3 hours! How are we to reconcile this difference?
Some think John and Mark measured time differently. Some think the difference is due to copyist
error. Others still think it is a gloss (a well-intentioned addition by an early copyist). This is a
complex and detailed subject so let me try to simplify things.

The first obvious thing to note is that in a world without clocks timings lacked the precision we
enjoy today. So both Mark and John are using approximate timings. Also remember that the term
the “third hour” covers a period of 60 minutes. There is a considerable difference between an event
happening in the first two minutes of the period and it happening in the final two minutes of the
hour. We must also consider the effect the gospel writers (inspired by the Holy Spirit) are seeking.
John wants us to draw a connection between Jesus’s death and the slaughter of the Passover lambs
that took place on Friday_at noon. So it's possible that Mark is adjusting his time downwards and
John is adjusting his time upwards in order to better emphasise the symbolism between Jesus and
the Passover lambs.

Perhaps this very brief explanation does not satisfy you. If that is the case you would do well to
remember the following. The gospel writers place much more emphasis of what Jesus did rather
when he did it.

Mark then goes on to simply tell us that they crucified Jesus. It's interesting to note that none of the
gospel writers gives us a description of crucifixion. None of them tell us what actually took place.
None of them expend a single word detailing the horror our Lord endured. For their original readers
such a description was unnecessary. Many of them would have witnessed crucifixions. However we
are far removed from this barbaric practice so allow me to tell you all about crucifixion.

The Romans did not invent crucifixion, however they perfected it as a form of torture and capital
punishment that was intentionally designed to produce a slow death with maximum pain and
suffering. Even the Roman's themselves recognised the brutality of it. The Roman statesman Cicero
said,
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“It is a crime to bind a Roman citizen, to scourge him is an act of wickedness, to execute him is
almost murder: What shall I say of crucifying him? An act so abominable it is impossible to find
any word adequately to express.”

Let me tell you what they did to our Lord and saviour.

Once Jesus reached the execution site He would have been physically attached to the cross-beam.
The cross-beam would be placed on the ground and Jesus would have been laid down across it.
Stretching out His arms a Roman soldier would then drive nails through both wrists deep into the
wood. This act would have severed the large median nerve going to the hand. This would have
resulted in excruciating bolts of fiery pain shooting up both arms.

The cross beam with Jesus now attached would then have been hoisted up using forked sticks and
affixed to the vertical stake.

Following this Jesus' feet would have also been secured to the cross. The left foot was pressed
backward against the right foot, and with both feet extended, toes pointing down, a nail would have
been driven through the arch of each, leaving the knees moderately flexed. The victim is now
crucified.

Beyond the excruciating pain, the posture of crucifixion made it painful to simply breathe. The
weight of the body pulling down on the arms and shoulders made it feel like you could breathe in
but not out. The lack of oxygen led to severe muscle cramps, which made it even harder to breathe.
In order to get a good breath, one had to push against the feet and flex the elbows, pulling from the
shoulders. This of course puts all the weight of the body on the nail-pierced feet produced searing
pain, and flexing the elbows twisted the hands hanging on the nails. Lifting the body for a breath
also scraped the open wounds on the back against the rough wooden post. Each effort to get a
proper breath was agonizing and exhausting.

Death from crucifixion could come many different ways:
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Suffocation from being too exhausted to breathe. U] #| X A]
Heart rupture from congestive heart failure. =3 /g

Heart attack, induced by stress. 2~ E 2| =2 9

Acute shock from blood loss. & <!

Dehydration. &

1
2
3
4
5




Mark 72 — Sermon notes Page 10

It's a truly horrific way to die. Today when people commit heinous acts we sometimes wish they
could be put to death. We might like to see mass murders or child rapists face the death penalty. But
even the worst offenders don't deserve this kind of death. So how much worse is it that the Lord
Jesus Christ. The only man who ever lived a life of sinless perfection should have to endure such a
death. And don't forget that He did it for us. He took the punishment that we deserved. Let us carry
on.
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26 And the inscription of His accusation was written above:

THE KING OF THE JEWS.

It was common for the condemned prisoner to have a wooden plaque known as the titulus
specifying their offence paraded before them on the journey to the execution site. Later this plaque
it would be nailed to their cross so that all could read about why they were being executed. In Jesus
case the accusation against Him was recorded in three languages, Aramaic, Latin and Greek (John
19:20). No one passing by would have been left ignorant about why our saviour was hanging on a
Cross.
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It was of course intended as an act of mockery. Here hangs the hopes of the Jewish nation. Their
“king” nothing but a miserable bloodied wretch. But we know better. Here does indeed hang the
king of the Jews. But He is not merely the king of the Jews. Here hangs the King of kings and Lord
of lords. May His name be praised forever more.
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27 With Him they also crucified two robbers, one on His right and the other on His left. 28 So
the Scripture was fulfilled which says, “And He was numbered with the transgressors.”

The Lord Jesus was not crucified alone. He was joined by two "robbers." The word “robber” here
comes from the Greek root word /estes, and refers to a plunderer or brigand. Interestingly it is the
same word that John uses to describe Barabbas (John 18:40). This has led some to speculate that
these two men were connected in some way with Barabbas. Were they part of his insurrectionist
group? This theory makes sense when we remember that Barabbas was recently pardoned. So it
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seems as though Mark is reminding us that Jesus is replacing Barabbas, and that He is taking his
rightful place between his two co-insurrectionists. It's also notable that two men described as
“robbers” are being crucified. Normally the punishment for theft was repaying the victim many
times the value of the stolen item. Crucifixion was only used if the theft occurred in a religious or
royal building, or if the thief killed someone in the execution of the crime. So these men were
clearly guilty of more than just theft.

Verse 28 is a controversial verse because it is not included in many of the oldest bible manuscripts.
Some scholars suggest that this verse was originally added as a footnote by a scribe and was then
accidentally copied into later manuscripts becoming part of the actual text. This is why some bible
versions such as the NIV omit it completely. Others note that it's inclusion is dubious. It's slightly
unusual because Mark rarely notes that Old Testament prophecies are being fulfilled. In truth
whether Mark actually included this verse or not is something textual critics can argue over. What is
stated here is a matter of fact. The Lord Jesus did fulfil numerous OT prophecies and its good that
we are reminded of this reality. Here, we see a reference to Isaiah chapter 53 verse 12 which reads
as follows,

Therefore I will give him a portion among the great,
and he will divide the spoils with the strong,
because he poured out his life unto death,

and was numbered with the transgressors.

For he bore the sin of many,

and made intercession for the transgressors.
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29 And those who passed by blasphemed Him, wagging their heads and saying, “Aha! You
who destroy the temple and build i7 in three days, 30 save Yourself, and come down from the
cross!”

As I mentioned before crucifixions commonly took place alongside main roads and in prominent
places. This of course was intentional. The Romans wanted people to see, and be deterred from
causing trouble or opposing their rule. Therefore many people were walking past the cross and
looking up at the Lord Jesus as He suffered. We might imagine that they would extend Him some
sympathy or compassion. But sadly no, He was to receive only further blasphemy, mockery and
abuse.

It's interesting to think about how we might respond if such a system operated today. How might we
react if convicted criminals were displayed or tortured in public places? Perhaps we might be
tempted to mock or taunt them. We might say, well, you committed the crime, you brought this
upon yourself, you deserve this. Of course this could not be said about the Lord Jesus. He had led a
perfectly sinless life. He did not deserve to be in such a position. We see this reflected in the words
the passers-by say to Him. No one shouts, “You thief, you murderer, you swindler, you fake, you
phoney.” Instead, they pick up upon Jesus' own predictions about the temple. They naturally distort
His claims.

He had not said that He would destroy the temple but rather that if it were destroyed then He would
rebuild it again in three days (John 2:19). Their challenge goes further still. In effect, they are
saying, well if you really have the power and authority you claim use it and come down from the
Cross.

What they are saying is blasphemy because in their words they are showing contempt and a lack of
proper reverence towards God. They are calling into question what God can and cannot do. They
are questioning Jesus rightful authority and openly challenging His power. Jesus could have come
down from the cross if that had been God's will. He could have rebuilt the temple in three days if
He had wished. He hung upon the cross because that was part of God's redemptive plan.

We should not miss the irony in what these people shout. The Jews and the Romans were destroying
the true temple (Jesus' body) but as we know He did “come down from the cross” and “build it
again in three days” at His resurrection. So our Lord did come down and save Himself but not in a
way any of these passers-by could imagine.

Sadly this verbal abuse was not limited to the common people. The Jewish leaders also got
involved.
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31 Likewise the chief priests also, mocking among themselves with the scribes, said, “He saved
others; Himself He cannot save. 32 Let the Christ, the King of Israel, descend now from the
cross, that we may see and believe.”

Even those who were crucified with Him reviled Him.

The Greek scholar A.T. Robertson says that the mocking outlined here describes “Acting like silly
children who love to mock one another.”

Isn't that a shocking thing to imagine. That as our Lord and saviour suffered in agony bearing the
sins of mankind upon His shoulders that he was taunted and mocked by the religious leaders of
God's chosen people. These were religious men, men who should have known better. Look at what
they say. They admit that He was able to save others. No doubt they are referring here to the
multitudes in towns and villages across the land who had been healed and fed through Christ's
power. This was an indisputable fact and one they could not deny, the evidence was too great. And
yet despite knowing this they continued to plot against Him and are now revelling in His suffering.
Here He is, a figure ripe for mockery and ridicule, unable to save Himself. How wrong they were.
We should not forget that if Christ had saved Himself He could not have saved others. He sacrificed
Himself for us.

They then go on to say that if He were to come down off the cross they would believe that He truly
was the Christ and the King of Israel. How empty and hollow we know their words to be. We know
this because during His three years of ministry they had examined the evidence of the signs and
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miracles. These they had discounted and in fact ascribed them to Satan. In three days time He will
rise from the dead and then spend 40 days encouraging His followers. This too they would dismiss
and instead begin their persecution of Christ's followers. So to put it simply these men would never
be convinced. Their hearts were hard and turned against the truth. They would never believe.

Our account today concludes with Mark telling us that even the two robbers being crucified
alongside Him mocked him. Even these two miserable wretches sharing in His agonising fate
turned against Him. But I don't want to end the story there.

Mark and Matthew cut short the story of the two robbers. Luke fills in the missing details. He tells
us that although the two thieves started out mocking Jesus, one has a change of heart (Luke 23:39—
43). He rebukes his associate, pointing out that while they deserve their fate, Jesus is innocent.
Then, in a stunning act of faith, he says, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom"
(Luke 23:42). Jesus responds with, "Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise"
(Luke 23:43). The man's faith in Christ earns him the reward of eternal life.

What a wonderful way to end. The crucifixion was horrific. We must never lose sight of that. It was
a brutal and agonising way for a person to die. But when we peer through the blood, the pain, the
agony and tears something beautiful emerges. That beautiful something is our salvation. Christ died
that we may live.

Next time Lord willing we will look at the death of the Lord Jesus.

3URAAPEE S $YRAEE 15t o] 5P 238 G FRFAA Ar)E 7
84A) RFEE. 32 o]}, o 2etde] ¢ g 2wol, 33 ARAIA eish wole) e
$YE AW AG1 P B4 FESANE 5SS

T8 A AT EMESS 070 7] 2 2go] W 2E5]E Folshs o4 e
obol 5A 7 WEFFHE A BAGTEA LT

AR do] oldrta. -89 FAHFOIAIH vJ 2 E o7l g oA Al
C % F O A|THA] S EAIA glstal WA o] Fal A ExpEo Al H A<}
: Tl A EAHEC| A, s A P_E}—t— O ygkojol el
o] Tol= S HAL. 2EL 45 01 I=E= AWEQ A
@%HD} 4“6* vl §lo] 252 gk TS FI A
2 55 dAFsta syt o] Falsk 4= gl AR
Wl glz HH—E— l l‘%?é% T AAFYLE 28} o] AP S WA E
= I A Fe 2R S SV d5UTh o7
AR S Y S gloh el ER Y7 -
= Fatgohd gE AR ES ek 5 ldueE A
LIRS $-EE A8 A S A H Y
2 WY o] AR A Yt Fo® g Aako|al o] et g
Aolgha LU} g2l 259 Hol drp ¥ o%ffﬁl dych &
&2 71?‘44 SAE BY7] WiFel o] RS & JdFYh 25 o
4 *63 13}7 0471‘144 3Y Fo] RS FSoA
=]l A)

o
d
5]

o

=
ot -
N
mm

i o
o
w2 G
2 3
L )
2
uﬂf
3
min
m
(e}

= =2
== Hldp
0 g
O

[ do Mz

Rul:) o 2
> 1
[>
HU

oy 1%

il b N ro i

N
pr
P
-L
E
Ho |4

-

0 oo 4 2 b o
U 32 1x g o of

=

o

[ o 1 o
N
:?L_'l

AC)
Ir
§
AC)
>
2

|
R v
s
2|
x
o X
oift

r2 § & W o w 2 oo
offf >
o
y =
o

> O > L, o

2 H 3%
uu "
—101' “ F
3 m
1o, o

e offt 3 —|—‘
rS
|
r—{u:
L
2
of
gi
ﬂlﬂ
Y
_V&
)
Mz
P
ins
A
IS
|
ﬂllﬂ
rlo
o,
P

N H—I
—d

o [
A

Lo ¢
)

o
—rr‘

71 whobok st B A Al R ukE R i
2k % 1528 £l FAE o] HFI T AL
O~

AU AR A o714 o] ojop/]E Euja 44 eyt

off » fo  § L > gtk ! 10 oo [

o (o nfr mo & O o ul w go

mwmg sy 2 R



Mark 72 — Sermon notes Page 15

S}l vhel s el olok) g &) Bl e SR ok ek AR AR E o
T 18 F R0} 50 S 288 AGEA T AR vhgol uhuglnka B
ElCr7b & 23:3043), 1 ThE S FAon TEE e 1w ST o5

AN E Ausiaths A& AT 39 g T Hehe MEe PEoR o,
FAIS] Lhebel ek Wo] L 71918t (7S 23:42) 23 S ek, ol A ¢
7P RAR A o= 23 E U S 80l oA 2 AR
Utk 22 ARE B Algte] Wge Toli] A e AT FU.

b} A AP AU A BAUGI L S A3 T HS QoA E o FY]
O F7)o] URUbE BeIS wE s Aol 5T Set Selvh L Aok
N2E, B ) Bolth wu obEThe Rlo] Sl 1 okEthe o] HE §

o FAYUT T 2mAMNE S A S QRS Fo gy,

e Az F o g Fee 4un G,

Things to think about
I have two comments to make on today's passage of scripture.
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1 Taking up our own cross

We read today about how Simon was compelled to carry Christ's cross. He didn't volunteer to do so,
and it certainly wasn't a request made to him. He did it literally at the tip of a Roman sword.

In Matthew's gospel Jesus told His disciples,

“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow
me.”

Unlike Simon this is not something that we are forced into doing. It's something that we decide to
do because we love the Lord Jesus Christ and want to be loyal and obedient followers. We take up
our cross and follow Christ. I'm sure you have heard, or even used this expression to describe your
Christian walk. It's part of the language of “Christianize” that we all sometimes use unthinkingly.
Allow me to take a moment to explain what Jesus did not mean before I tell you what He really did
mean.

Many people interpret the “cross” used here as some burden they must carry in their lives. This
might be a difficult relationship, a thankless job or a physical illness. It's not easy such a person
might say, I have a job where I'm not valued or appreciated, but that's the cross I have to carry.
That's not what Jesus meant.

When a person carried a cross in Jesus day what did it mean? As we saw in today's passage it meant
that they were going to be crucified. Obviously in Jesus case Simon carried the cross on behalf of
Jesus but this was a unique exception. To carry a cross was to face head on one of the most painful
and humiliating means of death human beings could devise.

Two thousand years later, Christians rightly view the cross as a cherished symbol of atonement,
forgiveness, grace, and love. But in Jesus’ day the cross represented a barbaric and painful death. .
Therefore, Jesus’ command to “take up your cross and follow Me” is a call to self-abasement and
self-sacrifice. Dying to self is an absolute surrender to God. To take up our cross and to follow
Christ means being willing to give up our own plans and desires if necessary. Ultimately it means
being willing to die in order to follow Jesus. Are you truly ready and willing to take up your cross
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and to follow Christ?
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2 Be prepared for mockery and ridicule

When I was at school we regularly had school assemblies. On at least two mornings during the
week all of the students would file into the hall and be given a talk or lecture. At the time we all
groaned and found them to be interminably boring. On odd occasions a member of the local clergy
would make a visit. He would give us a moral lesson, or recite a story from the bible. We would
listen politely and attentively because back then church leaders held a place of honour and respect
in the community.

This extended beyond other Christians and encompassed the community as a whole. People listened
to, and took their lead and guidance from what they heard.

Sadly in the intervening years things have changed. Today few look to the church for leadership and
guidance. Church leaders and even regular Christians are frequently mocked and ridiculed. They are
frequently seen as being old fashioned and out of touch with reality.
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You too may have experienced mockery and ridicule for your faith. You may have been criticised or
laughed at for having views that that are regarded as archaic today. For example try explaining to
the average person in a western country why people ought to get married before they have sex, that
people should not live together without being married, that gay marriage is wrong or that abortion is
murder. You will be looked at as if you are a dangerous nutcase. Most people will find your views
highly offensive and you can expect to find yourself ostracised.

There is of course nothing shocking or controversial about these views. They are in line with God's
revelation. They are what God who designed us and knows us best prescribed for happy and
fulfilling lives. So don't fear or shy away from mockery and ridicule. When you stand upon God's
Word you must expect it. It's not something we look forward to or enjoy but if, or when it comes we
can look back to the life our Saviour. He endured it, and we should be joyful to follow in His
footsteps.
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