
TEXT:  Matthew 16:24-28                 August 30, 2020 

TAKING UP YOUR CROSS:  A COST/BENEFIT ANALYIS 

I have copies of virtually every sermon I have ever preached over the past forty years that 
have transpired since I was first ordained.  That’s a lot of sermons.  Hundreds.  Most of them 
have had texts taken from the lectionary, the three-year cycle of scripture readings that 
features lessons from the gospels, the book of Psalms, the epistles and the Hebrew 
scriptures.  Four readings every Sunday.  So, our reading from Matthew has come up at least 
a dozen times.  I went back through my notebooks and files of past sermons, and can’t find 
one that takes on this text.  And no wonder, I suppose.  For it is a very challenging passage 
which uses language we mainline Christians tend to avoid.  “Take up your cross,” says Jesus, 
after he has made it clear that in his owncase, he means cross quite literally, “Take up your 
cross, and follow me.”  (16:24c) 

It's not that we reject the cross as a symbol of our faith.  After all we have a lovely cross right 
here at the front of our sanctuary.  Many of us, self-included, even wear crosses hung around 
our necks on a necklace.  But I suspect we a rarely think about its deeper significance.  
Instead it has become like a registered trademark of our religion. 

I once heard a preacher comment that maybe it would be more meaningful if we all wore tiny 
gold replicas of an electric chair on necklaces.  That would make it much harder to ignore the 
reality that the symbol of our faith wasn’t just something pretty to look at on Sunday 
morning or each time we got dressed. 

Certainly, crosses over the course of history have been abused and misused.  Instead of the 
cross being a metaphor in the way Jesus intended it has sometimes become a symbol of war, 
hatred and domination.  The Roman Emperor Constantine converted, at least in a manner of 
speaking, to Christianity, and then had a cross emblazoned on his shield as he went into 
battle.  The Crusaders carried crosses at the front of their troop formations.  And perhaps 
most notoriously, the Ku Klux Klan burned crosses on the front lawns of those they wished to 
intimidate.  All too often the cross has been used as a weapon to bludgeon people into 
submission.  But that is not what Jesus had in mind.  Not at all. 

Just prior to our reading this morning, Jesus has warned his disciples that the day will be 
coming soon, when he will face great suffering.  In fact, he will be put to death.  His radical 
message of inclusion, his willingness to reach out to all people, even those outside the 
normally accepted bounds of society, has been increasingly challenged by religious and 
political authorities, and he intuitively knows it will not end well.  He will die at the hands of 
his enemies. 



Peter, ever the cheerleader, challenges Jesus.  “God forbid it, Lord!  This must never happen.”  
But instead of politely thanking Peter for his words of support, Jesus balks and then chastises 
him.  “You are setting your mind not on divine things, but human things!”  Or as Eugene 
Peterson paraphrases it, “You have no idea how God works!”  (The Message, 1777) Which no 
doubt confuses poor Peter.  I was just trying to show my support, he must have thought.  He 
can’t possibly mean God planned for him to be killed, can he?  And like Peter, we too, must 
wonder the same thing when we read Jesus’ response.  Indeed, I’ve heard that question 
many times over the last forty plus years.   

There are, of course, many Christians who believe just that.  Christians who argue God 
intended for Jesus to die.  It was, so goes the argument, a necessary death.  The wages, the 
penalty, for sin, goes the theory, is death.  We have sinned mightily as humans, and if we are 
to avoid eternal punishment, someone has to pay the price.And that someone has to be sin-
free, spotless, perfect.  Jesus was just such a person, and his willingness to be sacrificed on 
the cross on our behalf, makes it possible for us to be saved.  Had he not died on the cross, 
humanity would be eternally doomed and damned.  It’s called atonement theology--
substitutionary atonement theology. Human sin is so great, goes such thought, that the only 
way we could be saved from ourselves was if someone died in our place. 

George Bernard held to that theology.   

Born in Youngstown, Ohio in 1873, Bernard had a difficult adolescence.  His father died when 
George was only a young teenager, and so he took on many family responsibilities, working 
at first as a coal miner, even as his father had. 

At the age of twenty-four, Bernard had a conversion experience at a Salvation Army rally.  He 
and his wife joined the church--remember the Salvation Army is a church, not just a provider 
of thrift stores and relief services--and became brigade leaders within their local 
congregation.  Later they left the Army and joined the Methodist Church and in time Bernard 
became a traveling evangelist. 

At one of his rallies Bernard was heckled by local youths, and later reflecting on his 
experience of standing upfor his beliefs, he wrote “The Old Rugged Cross,” the most popular 
of his over three hundred hymns. Atonement theology is perfectly captured in that the well-
loved hymn  “On a hill far away,” it famously begins, “stood an old rugged cross, the emblem 
of suffering and shame; and I love that old cross, where the dearest and best for a for a world 
of lost sinners was slain.”  And, in answer to the hecklers, he concluded “To the old rugged 
cross I will ever be true, its shame and reproach gladly bear.” 

It is not mine to judge George Bernard, or any of the millions and millions of other Christians 
who over the centuries have subscribed to atonement theology.  And certainlyit is one way to 



make sense of the brutal death Jesus suffered on the cross.  But I think our passage offers 
another way to interpret it.  For after chastising Peter for his seemingly supportive words, 
Jesus goes on to say what’s happening to me must also happen to you.  “If any want to 
become my followers, then let them deny themselves, take up their cross and follow me.” 

Again, I don’t think it should be taken literally.  The Romans had those who were to be 
crucified carry the horizontal piece of the cross to the execution site, where it would be 
affixed to a thick pole already planted in the ground and then used for the crucifixion.  As the 
condemned marched to the place of execution they would be taunted and heckled, by 
bystanders.  Carrying one’s own cross was tortuous physically, emotionally even spiritually.  
But that’s not what he’s talking about.  When he says take up your cross, he is being 
figurative.  As one scholar writes, “The disciple who ‘takes up the cross’ is the one who is 
willing to surrender pride, ego status, comfort and even life for the sake of the kingdom of 
God.”  (Reddish, FTW, A4, 23)  

Taking up your cross, in other words, means being willing to set aside your ego and your self-
interests, so that you might live as Jesus did. So that you might give of your very self to 
others.  So that you might be a healing presence in the world.  It means loving God and your 
neighbor--no matter who that neighbor may be, no matter what the cost.   

Make no mistake, the cross of Jesus, reminds us, the cost may be steep, the price may be 
great.  For there are forces afoot in the world today, even as there were in Jesus’ day, that 
work against the inclusion of all people; forces that seek to convince others that some folks 
are inferior and can be cast aside.  And if you argue with those forces too strenuously, if you 
push against them, if you speak too loudly, if you act too publicly, you just might pay the 
ultimate price.For it is in taking up ones cross that one will be transformed.  That is the 
ultimate meaning of the resurrection of Jesus.  When we truly follow the way of Jesus, 
regardless of the cost, right will prevail.  Goodness will triumph.  Love will win. 

It is said that during the Civil War Abraham Lincoln was once approached by a gentleman who 
asked if Lincoln thought God was on the side of the Union.  The president didn’t blink, and 
responded, “Sir, my concern is not whether God is on our side; my greatest concern is to be 
on God's side, for God is always right. “ 

Take up your cross, said Jesus, and follow me, whatever that cross may be.  Follow the way of 
love, he says, no matter where it takes you.  Speak up for those who are impoverished.  
Champion the refugee.  Work for the day when all voices, white, black brown, gay, straight, 
transgendered, rich, poor, are heard and respected.  Be willing to give up your privilege so 
that others might have any hope of success.  Take risks for others.  Like Jesus did.  In his 



willingness to give up even life itself, he showed us how to live.  For the way of love is always 
the right way.  Always.         Amen 
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