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What do Lady Gaga, Justin Bieber, and the Pope all have in common? They all wear a cross.

Gangsters, rappers, trendy teens, a lot of people wear crosses. 

(In fact there is a pair of cross earrings in the office that someone lost.)

The other day I was waiting in line at the store. The woman behind the cash register was talking to the customer in front of me.

She was going on and one about how much she hated her job and with some rather colorful language she was making it clear what a loser her boss was.

When I got up to the register I commented on how beautiful her cross was and asked if it had some special meaning to her.

“Oh no,” she said, “I just think it’s pretty and I wear it all the time.

Charles Haddon Spurgeon once said: “There are no crown-wearers in heaven who were not cross- bearers here below. 

On at least three separate occasions Jesus says to His disciples, “If you are going to follow me, you have to take up a cross.”

When Jesus said this, for the first century Jew, this was like saying, “Come and bring an electric chair with you. 
Take up the gas chamber and follow me.” 

Jesus did not have a beautiful gold cross in mind—the cross on a church steeple or on the front of your Bible. Or some diamond studded pendent.

Jesus had in mind a place of execution.

Listen to what one commentator wrote:

“The twentieth century has forgotten how cruel and hideous crucifixion really was. 

We have perhaps unwisely and sometimes unconsciously glamorized the cross. 

Jewelry and steeples alike are often ornamental and attractive but carry nothing of the real story of crucifixion. 

It was the most painful method of public death in the first century. The victim was placed on a wooden cross. 

Nails were driven into the hands and feet of the victim, and then the cross was lifted and jarred into the ground, tearing the flesh of the condemned and racking his body with excruciating pain. 

Historians remind us that even the soldiers could not get used to the horrible sight, and often took strong drink to numb their senses." 

Jesus, beaten, flogged, and exhausted carried His cross to Gethsemane where He endured 6 hours of such anguish for us so that we might be forgiven of all our sin! 

So that we might become followers, true disciples of Jesus, our Lord and Savior, we need to count the cost of discipleship.

We need to understand just what Jesus meant when He said, pick up your cross and follow Me.

Of all the images Jesus used when calling His disciples to commitment, none was more powerful than the image of the cross. 

He warned His disciples that “anyone [who] would come after me … must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). 

If the message of the Cross is at the center of the Christian faith, it is the life of the Cross that is at the heart of true discipleship. 

All of God’s word is important and inspired by God. However, as I have said before, anytime you find something repeated in the Bible it is a clue that God really wants you to pay attention.

The Bible records the call to take up your cross three separate times. This is not just one event recorded three times.
Jesus gives this call on three separate occasions. This is important! Jesus wants to make sure you get this and so do I.

The first call to pick up your cross and follow Jesus was given when Jesus sent the Twelve out to preach throughout Judea. 

(This is found in Matthew chapter 10)

This initial mission was much more limited in scope (Matthew 10:5–6) than the commission Jesus would give to the disciples after His resurrection. 

Both commissions, however, would provoke the same reaction. 

Some would accept the message gladly and become disciples themselves. Others would reject the gospel and oppose those who preached it. 

Jesus warned that in some cases His disciples would find that their closest relatives had become their worst enemies (Matthew 10:17–18, 21–22, 34–36). 

It was in this context that He warned: “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 38 And whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” (Matthew 10:37–38). 

The second time Jesus gives this call to take up the cross is found in Luke 14:26–27. 

Although its similar with the one recorded in Matthew 10:38, there are some significant differences. 

In Matthew 10:38 the charge is made to the Twelve. In Luke’s account, the saying is addressed to the large crowd that was following Jesus. 

The language Luke is slightly stronger than Matthew’s: 

Luke 14:26-27 “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. 27 Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple.”

This does not mean that we regard our parents, brothers and sisters, or spouse as unimportant. 

We continue to have an obligation to love and respect them. 

The “hatred” spoken of in this passage is by way of comparison. 

It is hyperbole [speaking over the top to make a point] meant to drive home our obligation to love Christ more than any other and to defer to Him in all our decisions. 

The command to take up the cross involves a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that takes precedence over everyone and everything else. 

It calls us to cherish Christ more than any other human bond. 

I can’t imagine loving anyone more than I love Dana. But do I love God more than Dana. Think about it. 

As New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce explained, “The interests of God’s kingdom must be paramount with the followers of Jesus, and everything else must take second place to them, even family ties.” 

Family members may not understand or even approve of your commitment to Christ. They may be disappointed with your choices and disagree with your priorities. 

While you must not be callous toward them, neither should you let their opinion alter your decision to choose the way of the Cross. 

Even Jesus experienced similar misunderstandings with those in His human family (Mark 3:21). 

Luke’s account of the call to take up the cross is also coupled with a warning to count the cost of discipleship. 

Jesus compared the disciple to a man who builds a tower or a king who plans to go to war with another king (see Luke 14:28–32). 

Luke 14:28-32 “For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it? 
29 Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock him, 30 saying, ‘This man began to build and was not able to finish.’ 

31 Or what king, going out to encounter another king in war, will not sit down first and deliberate whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? 32 And if not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends a delegation and asks for terms of peace.

Both would estimate the potential cost before they start. 

Those who answer the call to discipleship must do so thoughtfully. Christ is not looking for rash decisions that are made in the heat of the moment and then easily abandoned. 

Those who answer the call must know what Christ requires—He asks for everything. 

“So therefore” Jesus warned, “any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.” (v. 33). 

But when Jesus said this, did He really mean to imply that we can “pay” the cost of discipleship? 

The examples Jesus used suggest that we cannot. 

The danger for the man who builds the tower is that he may lay the foundation and not be able to finish it (vv. 29–30). 

The king described in Jesus’ example only has an army of ten thousand and is contemplating battle with an army of twenty thousand. 

The implication is clear. Those who count the cost will realize that they do not have the resources in themselves to be faithful. 

C. S. Lewis quoted fantasy writer George MacDonald when he said that “God is easy to please, but hard to satisfy.” 

Jesus demands far more than our best effort. He is not satisfied with anything less than “everything.” 

His goal for us, although it will not be fully realized until eternity, is nothing short of perfection. 

“To shrink back from that plan is not humility;” warned Lewis, “it is laziness and cowardice. To submit to it is not conceit or megalomania; it is obedience.” 

The third time Jesus calls His disciples to carry the cross was when He revealed to the Twelve that He would go to Jerusalem and there be killed. 

Deeply troubled by this, Peter took Jesus aside and began to rebuke Him (Matthew 16:22). 

Jesus’ response was as blunt as it was swift: “Jesus turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.’” (v. 23). 

Then Jesus addressed the disciples and said: Matthew 16:24-27 “Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 

25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul? 

27 For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done. 

On the previous occasion Jesus had warned that discipleship might mean that those who follow Him will be disowned by those who are closest to them. 

Here Jesus revealed that it would mean breaking ties on an even more intimate level. 

Being a disciple is fundamentally a matter of denying self. 

This is a choice I make. I do not have any control over whether my family members disown me. I do choose whether I will have more regard for “the things of men” than for the things of God. 

Ironically, saying no to self is also the safest form of self-interest. 

Jesus warned that the one who tries to save his life will lose it and promised that those who would lose their life for His sake will find it (Matthew 16:25). 

“Must Jesus bear the cross alone, and all the world go free?” asks the old hymn. “No,” the hymn writer replies, “there’s a cross for everyone, and there’s a cross for me.”

We don’t hear these words sung much in the church today. 

Perhaps that is because we think its message is not upbeat enough for modern audiences. 

Yet Jesus makes it clear that every disciple must bear the cross. 

In the Roman world, the cross was an instrument of torture and execution. It was a symbol of shame (Hebrews 12:2). 

When Jesus called upon those who would follow Him to take up their own cross, He gave notice that the disciple’s lot would be one of self-denial and death to the old nature. 

Most of the original apostles eventually suffered martyrdom as a result of their commitment to Christ, but the kind of cross-bearing that is commanded of all disciples is more enduring.

It is not a single event but something that Christ calls us to practice every day. 

Conclusion

Jesus used the cross as an illustration of following Him.

Carrying a cross is noticeable.

You can’t hide a cross you’re carrying when you follow Jesus in your daily life. People will see it.

Carrying a cross is uncomfortable.

If we say “yes” to the new life of Jesus, we’ll say yes to some uncomfortable situations. To follow Jesus means some changes will need to be made in our conversations, decisions and lifestyles.

Carrying a cross is personal.

Following Jesus isn’t a group decision that might have personal implications. It’s a personal decision that leads to a difference in our relationships, friends and families. 

You cannot depend on your parents’ faith or your friends’ faith; you’ve got to have your own faith in Jesus.

Have you made the choice to have your own faith? 

Carrying a cross is permanent.

The people carrying crosses didn’t come back down off the cross; it meant certain death. 

If we say “yes” to Jesus, there is some permanence to the decision we make. 

Our lives and circumstances will change, but we can be permanently connected to this decision to follow Jesus.

Carrying a cross is public.

The decisions you make are in public. The biggest decision you can make is following Jesus and saying “yes” to Him, which will impact your family. It will change the way you pursue a career, lead your family, treat other people and spend your money and time.

Jesus carried the cross for the joy set before Him. 

He knew His resurrection would give us joy, hope and purpose. 

If you’re following Christ, you’re not doing it for your salvation; you’re doing it from your salvation.

Is it easier to listen to Jesus and do what He says because you feel obligated, or as a grateful response to Him?

“Don’t just say it with your lips; say it with your life that Jesus is risen.”

Have you decided to follow Jesus? Say “yes” to His love and salvation, and ask someone to help you get to know Him better.

Have you gone public in following Jesus? If you haven’t yet, talk to me about getting baptized to go public with Jesus.

Does someone you know need to say “yes” to Jesus and the new life He brings? 

Share how God is changing your life, invite them to church, and don’t give up on that person.
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