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 Standing central within the story of God and humanity is the death of Jesus 

on the cross. Without the cross there would be no Christianity. The cross joins God 

and humanity together. The cross is about us and it’s about God.  

 I’m reasonably certain you already believe this, otherwise you wouldn’t be 

here tonight. Faith stirred by the Holy Spirit draws you once again to the foot of 

the cross. You know this is where you need to be. In hearing this story again the 

Holy Spirit works the miracle of faith. We mingle our prayers with Christians 

across both time and distance in praise of this holy mystery. 

 Throughout the ages people of faith discern multiple aspects to the event of 

Jesus’ death on the cross. No single description does it justice. The Bible itself 

presents several different ways to see the cross. The cross has been likened to a 

diamond with many facets, or to a piece of sculpture. Depending on where you 

stand, where you are in life, what you are experiencing at any particular moment, 

you will find in the cross a meaning you might not otherwise have seen.  

 The gospel writers themselves depict at least three different ways of seeing 

the same event of the cross. It’s not that any one of them is more true than the 

others. But each gives us a picture of the truth from a particular point of view. You 

are probably familiar with them, though you may not realize it. 

 First, there is the picture of Jesus who is utterly abandoned on the cross. 

Mostly seen in the Mark and Matthew’s gospel, Jesus’ intense suffering as a 

human being becomes almost too painful to bear. He is beaten and scourged within 

an inch of his life. All of his friends either betray him, deny him or abandon him, 

fleeing in fear and panic. In the end, hanging on the cross, Jesus utters only one 

cry, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” For anyone who feels alone, 

abandoned by others and even by God, this cry of Jesus can be a source of comfort 

and hope.  

 The second picture depicts Jesus going to the cross full of compassion for 

others. Last Sunday we heard this account from Luke’s gospel. Jesus still suffers at 

the hands of those in power, but always he shows mercy and love to others. Jesus 

consoles those who mourn for him. He asks his Father to forgive his tormenters for 

they don’t understand what they are doing. To the repentant thief on the cross Jesus 

tells him today he will be with him in paradise. And in the end, when Jesus is about 

to die he cries out, not in abandonment, but in faith; “Father, into your hands I 

commend my spirit.”  There are times in our lives when we need to hear and feel 

the compassion of God. Jesus’ prayer for forgiveness of those who crucify him is a 

prayer for us, because it’s true that our sin has also nailed him to that tree.     



 The third picture comes from John’s gospel which we heard again tonight. 

It’s the same story of Jesus dying on the cross, but in many ways it’s quite different 

from the other two. In the other two Jesus is swept along by the powerful forces of 

crowd and kings. Here John shows us a Jesus who is sovereign. He’s in charge. 

Earlier in John’s gospel Jesus announces, “I lay down my life, and I take it up 

again; no one takes it from me.” Throughout the events that follow Jesus goes to 

the cross willingly, with self-confidence and assurance. “You have no power over 

me,” he announces to Pilate, and Pilate is rightly afraid. For Pilate perceives he is 

in the presence of a king, the true king, which is the point of John’s depiction of 

the passion. Here Jesus is the king who arrives at the hour of his truth, the whole 

purpose of his life. Even Pilate acknowledges, “so you are a king.” He places a 

sign above the cross, solemnly stating “This is the King of Jews” royally 

proclaimed in three languages. Jesus does not die alone on Calvary, but at his feet 

stand the Beloved Disciple and his mother. He relates these two highly symbolic 

figures as son and mother, thus leaving behind a family of believing disciples. He 

does not cry out in abandonment, or even with a loud voice. Instead, his last words 

are a solemn declaration, “It is finished.” Even in death he dispenses life as water 

and blood flow from him, connecting his previous statements about being living 

water and finding life in his blood. He is buried, not unprepared as in the other 

gospels, but in a tomb with a hundred pounds of spices as befits a king.  

 In John the cross is not so much an instrument of torture as it becomes the 

throne from which this king now reigns. Suffering and evil and even death itself 

are shown to have no power over Jesus who lays his life down willingly for the 

sake of those he calls friends. The meaning here is clear; if suffering and evil and 

death have no power over Jesus then they also have no power over those who 

belong to him. This is the picture of Jesus triumphant over death and evil which 

has inspired those persecuted for their faith in Christ, who have suffered at the 

hands of power and who have given their lives, often willingly, rather than deny 

their Lord.  

 Which of these portraits of Jesus on the cross are true? The suffering and 

rejected Jesus as seen in Mark; the forgiving and compassionate Jesus in Luke, or 

the triumphant and kingly Jesus in John? I believe they are all true, for each one 

speaks to different needs and circumstances in the lives of believers. As Raymond 

Brown, an important Biblical scholar says, “It is important that some be able to see 

the head bowed in dejection, while others observe the arms outstretched in 

forgiveness, and still others perceive in the title on the cross the proclamation of a 

reigning king.”1 

 The one we worship suffered a sinner’s death. He reached out his hands 

from the cross to heal and forgive. And there, in a mystery of faith given to us by 

the Holy Spirit, we see the world’s true king reigning forever. Amen. 


