Cross Principles, 1

Cross Principles

Mark 8:34-9:1

May 13, 2007 – Grace Covenant Baptist Church

Last week we looked at the first of three instances where Jesus tells His disciples of His impending death and resurrection.  Peter was not at all satisfied with Jesus’ announcement and with a genuine though ill-guided concern he pulled Jesus aside and rebuked Him.  This was one of Satan’s last-ditch efforts to get Christ to deny His purpose on this earth, to give up the Cross.  For Satan, the Cross spelled his doom.  In that context we set forth the importance of the Cross of Jesus Christ for the salvation of the world.  If there was no Cross of Calvary, then not only was Satan doomed to eternity in hell, but all of mankind with him.  That was what Peter still failed to grasp.


However, Jesus perfectly fulfilled His calling as appointed by the Father.  He was crushed by the Father, smitten of God for the iniquities of all who would trust in Him and His atoning work on the Cross.  At the Cross, He who knew no sin became sin for us, taking our sins upon Himself and bearing the wrath of God for us.  He paid a debt He did not owe, we owed a debt we could not pay.  And for all of those who trust Christ as Lord and Savior, the wrath of God for their sins has been fully appeased in Christ.  That was the purpose of Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection.  That was the purpose for the Cross.


What we see in our text this morning is that the Cross of Jesus Christ makes demands on those who truly are the children of God.  There are Cross principles that must guide the person who has truly received the merits of Christ’s finished work at the Cross.  This text directly refutes the false gospel of ease and comfort popular in Christianity today.  While some preach a gospel of health, wealth, and prosperity, focusing on self-esteem, self-image, self-love, and self-gratification, the gospel of Christ focuses on Him alone who is supreme and deserving of all of our life.  What we learn from Christ this morning is not only are His disciples not promised health, wealth, and prosperity, but just the opposite is true.  Discipleship is a call to suffer all things for the sake of Christ.  That is the cross that all who are truly in Christ must be willing to bear.
I.  The Principles Stated (8:34)

Immediately following His confrontation with Peter, Jesus “summoned the crowd with His disciples” and shared with them principles that would mark the life of a true disciple.  We note that Mark emphasizes that Jesus addressed the crowd as well as the Twelve on this occasion.  The principles He demanded were not just for the Apostles but for all Christians in all ages.  This is what a Cross-centered life will look like.


1.  A will to follow Christ


Jesus begins by emphasizing the cost of following Him.  He begins with the will or the desire of those who claim the name of Christ.  Jesus does not take anything for granted in addressing the crowd.  Jesus reasserts that at a minimum a person who is a true Christian “wishes to come after” Him.  And this desire is consistent through thick and thin.  It is a desire that has been wrought by the Spirit of God the moment one comes to saving faith in Him.  This desire is the product of regeneration and conversion.  In other words, a person who is truly born again, who has had their heart turned from darkness to light, will desire to live in the light and not in darkness and live in accordance to these principles.


A will to follow Christ is the first principle of the Cross.  There are those that have sporadic desires for Christ.  They are perhaps a product of cheap grace and easy believism that is so popular today.  They follow Christ because they are told that if they follow Him He will meet their needs.  Jesus is set forth as nothing more than a therapist who can cure them or a mechanic who can fix everything.  But while this person’s desire might be moved by a sermon or a testimony or some emotionally charged singing, their desire quickly fades when faced with the persecution of the world or their materialistic tendencies.  Or, once the trial that they were in subsides, they no longer have a sense of need for Christ.  


But that is not the type of “wishes” that Jesus describes here.  In accurately translating the Greek, Phil Newton notes, “The present tense of ‘wishes’ combined with the aorist infinitive ‘to come,’ insists upon an ongoing desire upon a settled aim – to follow after Jesus Christ.  You might falter in that aim but the desire remains.”
  In other words, the true follower of Christ is like the seed that was planted in the good soil and grew to maturity and produced fruit.  They are not sporadic followers like the seed that fell on the shallow soil and wilted from intense heat and lack of nourishment.  They remain steadfast through trials and tribulations, receiving their nourishment from Christ.  They are not flippant followers like the seed that sprouted up among the thorns and was choked out.  They are ever-satisfied in Christ and Christ alone and focus on the things above and not on the things of this world.  So the first principle of the Cross is to will, to desire, to wish to come after Him by wholly submitting to His Cross.


2.  Denial of self 


Having submitted to Him, and only then, Jesus gives the second principle of the Cross.  The true follower of Christ “must deny himself.”  The importance of regeneration is understood when we recognize that man by nature is utterly incapable of denying self.  All of his tendencies are to gratify the flesh.  Denial of self seems an absurdity to one who has not had their will or desires changed by God.


But for those who have been changed by God, denial of self is at the very heart of following Christ.  One cannot follow Christ while hanging on to the desires of the flesh.  But while that is easily read or said, it is often unheeded.  The very heart of sin is born out of not denying self.  When we sin, we show that we would rather temporarily gratify the flesh than eternally nourish our spirit.  But if our desire is to follow Christ, then the denial of self is a necessity.  


This being true, then we must know what it means to deny self as Christ defines it.  What did Jesus mean by “deny himself”?  Hear the insights of those that are much more capable of setting forth this principle.

Matthew Henry – “They must not be indulgent of the ease of the body; for ‘Whosoever will come after me’ for spiritual cures, as these people do for bodily cures, ‘let him deny himself,’ and live a life of self-denial, mortification, and contempt of the world; let him not pretend to be his own physician, but renounce all confidence in himself and his own righteousness and strength.”

John Broadus – “As the Jew denied the Messiah (Acts 3:14), so his follower denies self, will not have himself as his ruler or his aim. He determines not to live according to his own inclinations, but to do and bear whatever may be necessary in the course he has undertaken. He must resolve to live not for pleasure, but usefulness; not for inclination, but duty; not for self, but for God.”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer – “The disciple must say to himself the same words Peter said of Christ when he denied him: ‘I know not this man.’ Self-denial is never just a series of isolated acts of mortification or asceticism. It is not suicide, for there is an element of self-will even in that. To deny oneself is to be aware only of Christ and no more of self, to see only him who goes before and no more the road which is too hard for us. Once more, all that self-denial can say is: ‘He leads the way, keep close to him.’”


What we see from the commentary of these men is that “deny” means to completely disown oneself or to separate oneself from someone, as the Jewish leaders and Peter did in denying Christ.  It is to renounce self and recognize that we are not our own because we have been bought with a price, the price being the blood of Christ (1 Cor. 6:19-20).  It is finally comprehending what we heard from our parents at some point in our life as a child that “the world does not revolve around you.”  But further, it is believing that the world exists because of and revolves around Christ and Christ alone, for He “is all and in all” (Col. 3:11).  It is submitting to the truth that because of Him “we live and move and exist” (Acts 17:28).  A person who is not willing to “deny himself” cannot claim be a disciple of Christ.  This was what Paul meant when he wrote, “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come” (2 Cor. 5:17).  It is to confess as Paul did that “nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not” (Rom. 7:18).  John MacArthur summarizes all of this well, “To deny self is to have the sincere, genuine conviction that one has nothing in his humanness to commend himself before God, nothing worthwhile to offer Him at all.”
  


Christ, not self, must be at the center of life.  Have you denied yourself this morning?  Is Christ central in your life?  Only Christ can change your heart so that you gladly deny yourself.

3.  Embracing a cross


The third principle of the Cross is the taking up of our own, personal cross.  We all have a cross to bear.  Cross bearing is not simply some irritation or trial in life.  Taking up the cross involves the way of the cross.  It is a picture of a man who has already been condemned and sentenced to death, carrying his own cross on the road to his execution.  “Take up his cross” meant that the person was going out to die.  In Jesus day, this ultimately referred to martyrdom, those who died for their persistent faith in Him.  Many in His day were martyred, willingly crucified for the name of Christ.  Stephen, along with most of the Apostles who heard Jesus on this occasion, were unjustly killed for their faith.  Hebrews chapter 11 gives the names of numerous others who bore their crosses, some dying, some not, but all suffering for the sake of Christ.


When Christ commands us to take up the cross, He is calling us to assume the shame and suffering we will have in this life because of our relationship with Him.  The only way of escape is to deny Him.  That is why we must deny self before we can take up our cross.  He demands our allegiance.  His true disciple must follow Him even if it means death on a cross.  It means renouncing our “rights.”  Leon Morris comments, “Jesus was speaking about a death to a whole way of life; he was talking about the utmost in self-sacrifice, a very death to selfishness and all forms of self-seeking.”
  It is a call to die to those areas in our life that hinder our walk with Him.  It is voluntarily accepting the pain, shame, and persecution that could be yours because of your loyalty to Christ.  Notice I said yours.  We are not commanded to take up Jesus’ Cross, Peter’s cross, Paul’s cross, Luther’s cross, Calvin’s cross, Spurgeon’s cross, or Carey’s cross.  We are not called to take up another’s cross, only our own.  


Again, we see quite a contradiction between this and the syrupy, fell-good-about-yourself gospel that never mentions this demand of the Cross.  Suffering never enters into the theology of many in the Church today.  As a matter of fact, some believe  that if you are suffering then there must be some issue in your life that is causing it because it is not God’s will for His children to suffer.  But according to this text, which is at the very heart of what it means to be a disciple of Christ, nothing could be further from the truth.  I encourage you to read any number of John Piper’s books that expound on the theology of suffering for the glory of God.  Suffering comes with biblical discipleship.


Further, taking up your cross does not mean withdrawing from the world so that the suffering and shame will be less.  Again, if Christ commanded us to take up our cross of suffering and shame, then to run from it or hide from it is also to go against His teaching.  Jesus prayed to His Father that He not remove His disciple from the world, but leave them in it.  God has purposely placed and saved the believer in this world, and He has left them here for a purpose.  It is so that others might be sanctified by, in and through our sufferings and that He might receive the glory.  Running from your cross is not to deny yourself.  The believer is to deny himself and take up his cross in this world.


4.  Christ-like following


The last principle is “and follow Me.”  Having come to faith in Christ, the desire is to come after Him.  To come after Him means to deny yourself as He denied Himself, to take up your cross as He took up His, and to follow Him.  This is not a summons to physically walk behind Him as is often pictured.  Following Him is to acknowledge that everything the Bible says about Him is true.  He is King of kings and Lord of lords come to rule His people.  He is the Good Shepherd come to lead His people.  He is the Savior come to save His people from their sins.  Therefore, we are to follow Him because He is our a fitting leader, our example to imitate.  This following is to be continual.  It is not something that we can do on Sunday and not the rest of the week.  Luke’s account has Jesus saying that we are to do these things “daily” (9:23) in referring to taking up our cross.  The idea is that as we deny self and take up our cross, we are following Him.  As one writer remarks, “‘Following’ in this context does not possess the technical meaning of ‘discipleship,’ but refers to that common commitment to Jesus which distinguishes all Christians from those who fail to recognize him as God’s appointed Savior.”
  It is following Him that distinguishes the true believer from the false, the genuine from the fake, the wheat from the tare.  


Let me conclude this section with a word of caution.  Jesus is quite clear that there is a progression in these principles.  In other words, one cannot follow Him if they have not first taken up their cross.  They cannot take up their cross unless they have first denied self.  And as we saw earlier, by nature they cannot deny self unless they have a regenerate heart wrought from above.  Does this describe your discipleship today?  Are you truly following after Him, denying yourself and accepting your cross of suffering and shame?
II.  The Principles Illustrated (8:35-37)


Many of you are familiar with the life of Jim Eliot.  Many questioned his passion to take the gospel to tribal Indians in Ecuador.  Eliot’s life ended at the end of the spear of one of those Indians.  The world looks at this and calls it tragic.  But not Jim Eliot.  You see, he knew his cross was to go to those people.  His justification in doing so is seen in his now famous words, “He is no fool who gives up what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose.”  Those words come from the illustration that Jesus gives concerning following Him.

1.  Eternal life and death (v. 35)


Jesus says in v. 35, “For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it.”  The first part of this describes a person who is the antithesis of v. 34.  Their “wishes” are to continue on the path of destruction while not recognizing that they are on that path.  Their concerns are for the things of this world and they hang onto those things with every bit of their energy in hopes of saving them and consequently themselves.  They are like the rich young ruler whose desire was to follow Christ on his own terms rather than forsaking all to follow Him as He demanded.  


There is an interesting play on words in our text.  “Self,” “life,” and “soul” are used interchangeably by Jesus to describe the real you.  Jesus said that those who continue to cling to the things of this world, their earthly, physical life will in the end lose it all.  His treasure is on this earth and there his treasure will remain.  You might have heard it said, “He who dies with the most toys still dies.”  And the Bible is clear, “It is appointed for men to die once and after this comes judgment” (Heb. 9:27).  Those who attempt to save their own life will lose their physical life and all opportunity for eternal life.  They face eternal death.


Conversely, “whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it.”  Of course, Jesus is not saying that a man is capable of saving his own soul.  “Whoever loses his life” comes in “devoting oneself completely to Christ, to the service of those in need, to the gospel.”
  Losing one’s life means making a clear and definitive break from the world and its ways and turning to Christ.  It is to live today in His kingdom, serving Him as King, whatever the cost.  John MacArthur summarizes it as follows:

The true disciple is willing to pay whatever price faithfulness to the Lord requires. The price might mean suffering martyrdom as Paul did or enduring physical exhaustion and illness in Christ’s service as Epaphroditus did. Whatever the particulars of a believer’s cross-bearing may be, it requires the willingness to abandon safety, security, personal resources, health, friends, job, and even life.


That is exactly what Jim Eliot did.  He forsook all for the cause of Christ in his life.  While he lost his physical life at the end of the spear, his life was really just beginning!  Have you forsaken all for the sake of Christ this morning?  Hear Christ’s warning, “Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it.”

2.  Eternal profit and loss (vv. 36-37)


Jesus reinforces this truth by asking two rhetorical questions in vv. 36-37, “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul?  For what will a man give in exchange for his soul?  Imagine if you can that you were able to have everything you ever wanted and then more, “the whole world.”  Of what use would it be, Jesus asks, if in gaining these things you forfeited your soul, your eternal life?  Those things are of no value whatsoever when you stand before God in judgment.  Living for the world and gaining the world is nothing more than fool’s gold.  It is nothing short of selling your soul to the devil.  It is to be spiritually bankrupt for all eternity.  And by the way, just as you cannot take the things of this world to heaven, you cannot take them to hell.  There is this misguided notion that life will go on in hell just as on this earth, one big party with all your friends and such.  But that is not the biblical picture of hell, a place where the eternal wrath of God will be constantly and continually poured out, a place of utter torment and complete loneliness, a place of always longing for another opportunity to taste God’s goodness and experience His love.


Conversely, those who abandon the things of this earth for the sake of Christ and the gospel will be rich forever.  Jesus put it this way in the Sermon on the Mount, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Mt. 6:19-21).  Where is your heart?  Where do you invest your life today?

III.  The Principles Evaluated (8:38-9:1)


In these verses Jesus announces that He will judge all men according to these very principles.  There will be a separation of those who refuse to deny self, take up their cross, and follow Him and those who choose to obey Christ.


1.  Punishment for ignoring the principles (8:38)


Those who refuse these principles of the cross prove themselves to be ashamed of Christ.  They fear the shame and suffering of their cross.  They are ashamed both of Christ Himself and His “words.”  They are so proud that they want nothing to do with Him or His teaching.  They are too busy trying to save their own lives.  Jesus calls them an “adulterous and sinful generation.”  They are spiritually unfaithful to their covenant relationship with God and morally reprehensible.  


Of these that are “ashamed” of Him, Jesus says He will be “ashamed of when He comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels.”  Those who disown Him will be disowned.  Here Jesus gives the first explicit promise of His future return in glory, when all will be judged and set right.  Then, these that are seeking to save their lives will lose them because they refused to live according to these principles of discipleship.  When Jesus returns as the unmistakable ruler of the world He will not come to seek and save the lost, but in judgment as the rightful King of kings and Lord of lords.  And no one will escape His judgment.  Those who deny Him will be denied His presence forever and ever and sentenced to eternal judgment under the wrath of God for all eternity.


2.  Reward for heeding the principles (9:1)


Jesus adds a word of encouragement for those who were having difficulty persevering, particularly in the immediate context of not having witnessed the death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of our Lord.  “Some,” Jesus says, “will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power.” “Will not taste death” was a common phrase in Judaism which simply meant “die.”  Some of them would not die before they saw “the kingdom of God after it has come with power.”  This is certainly not a reference to the first coming of Christ because Jesus had already taught that the kingdom and the King was already in their midst.  It cannot refer to the second coming of our Lord, His future return, unless we play some interpretive gymnastics with the term “will not taste death.”  The more likely interpretations are 1) the transfiguration, 2) the resurrection and ascension of the Lord, 3) the church in its infancy beginning at Pentecost, or 4) the destruction of the Jerusalem in A.D. 70.  While all of these are viable, I take this to refer to the transfiguration, which served as a glimpse of the coming of the kingdom with power.  Two things support this interpretation.  First, Matthew, Mark, and Luke all have this verse immediately preceding their transfiguration accounts.  Second, the terms “kingdom of God” and “with power” both refer to the majesty of Christ.  In 2 Peter 1:16-18 Peter proclaimed, “We were eyewitnesses of His majesty. For when He received honor and glory from God the Father, such an utterance as this was made to Him by the Majestic Glory, ‘This is My beloved Son with whom I am well-pleased’ – and we ourselves heard this utterance made from heaven when we were with Him on the holy mountain.”  This is a clear reference to the transfiguration by Peter, who as we will see next week was one of the “some” present on the mount that day.  Given that Peter probably informed much of the gospel of Mark, this adds to the interpretation that this refers to the transfiguration.


So what does this mean for those who would witness this event?  They would get a glimpse of the future eschatological kingdom when Jesus will exercise His reign.  The transfiguration served as a surety of His return in His glory, when all of the sin and corruption of this world will be reversed.  While these were struggling with Jesus announcement of His death, they would be comforted in seeing this glimpse of the glory of Christ and what awaited them at His return.  So Jesus tells them that “some” of them would witness the transfiguration which served as a picture of what await all who deny themselves, take up their cross, and follow Him when Jesus comes to receive His bride.

Conclusion


The call to salvation is a call to deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Christ.  When God truly saves a person, He will produce this kind of follower.  He will conform them to the image of His Son and the Son will come again for His bride.  We are to live our lives today as if we are already in heaven, setting our hearts and minds on the things above, because our citizenship is in heaven.
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