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 “Understanding the Cross;” a curious sermon title; but Pastor Vaughn doesn’t everyone understand the cross? I am becoming of the opinion that may few Christians really do understand what the cross is all about.

Paul says in Galatians 6:14, “But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.”

It was on the way to Damascus that the life of Saul of Tarsus was forever changed when the long awaited Messiah revealed Himself as the one who was crucified over 3-1/2 years previous. To Paul the cross became the center and heart of Christ’s message, not just a part.

Our modern world knows little to nothing about the cross. To the ancient world it was “foolishness” or a “stumbling block.” 1 Corinthians 1:24 “But we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks foolishness;”

Paul wrote in Galatians 5:11 “And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? then is the offence of the cross ceased.” It was an offense to Paul’s world and they fought it. 

But the world today is apathetic to the cross. Rather than fight it as Paul’s world did, the modern world lies in lifeless ignorance of it. Did you hear what I said? I said rather than fight it as Paul’s world did, the modern world lies in lifeless ignorance of it. And why is that? The fact is that it was at the cross that Satan was defeated and his complete depravity was revealed to the universe; ringing his death knell. 
When Jesus ascended to heaven the adversary no longer had direct access to the Savior of man; but he would devise plans to blot the knowledge of the cross from the understanding of mankind. He set up the “abomination that maketh desolate” Dan. 12:11 (the Papacy) forging a counterfeit of the true Christianity; while a counterfeit of the gospel wrought a “transgression of desolation” Dan. 8:13 in the human heart. To fasten people in his deception, Satan caused the sign of the cross to be worshipped to the exclusion of the truth of the cross. 
There is a 19 story high cross in Groome, Texas on highway 40, there are specially designed crosses for different denominations, crosses on stained glass windows, they have been placed on church steeples, and have become a charm, an emblem worn about the neck, while the genuine thing, the principle of the cross is unknown.

So confident is Satan of his plans that he freely permits talking about the cross, praying about it, singing about it, wearing it, using it as an architectural emblem, even worshipping it, just so long as he can thwart any attempt to understanding what it really means.

Listen carefully to John the Baptist’s words that have echoed down through the centuries, “Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.” Here is what God asks us to do in Isaiah 45:22, “Look unto me, and be ye saved,”
Many multiplied millions spend their idle time in the theaters, looking at the TV, their I Pods or computers. There is an urge to behold sights unseen or something ultimate, something yet to be revealed, a reason You Tube is so popular. Here is what is not understood however; what we all long to see is the cross of Jesus, for when we have truly beheld the cross, then like Paul, we will “glory” in nothing else, for nothing else can satisfy the soul.  

I would like to suggest that Jesus Himself taught us three lessons as to the meaning of the cross. We must understand that the doctrine, or the principle of the cross, is the central theme of the gospel. 
It seems a mystery to us that Jesus made only an occasional reference about His death during the early and mid part of His ministry as we see in John 2:19 with “the temple” being destroyed and raised again in three days and in John 3:14 of His being “lifted up” as the brass serpent and John 6:51 giving His flesh for the life of the world and Matthew 12:39, 40 of the sign of the prophet Jonah being in the whale’s belly three days and three nights and in Matthew 9:15 when the bridegroom shall be taken from the children of the bridechamber, yes it seems a mystery that Jesus delayed so long telling the disciples about His death and instructing them accordingly. He waited until a few months before His death while in Caesarea Philippi to inform them. 

It was at that same time that Jesus had waited to ask them who they thought He was. It was through trial and experience that the faith of the disciples needed to be matured. 

Multitudes of the former disciples chose not to follow Him any longer when He spoke on the Bread of Life in John 6:53-66, telling them that they must eat His flesh and drink His blood. Peter was pretty good at sticking his foot in his mouth, but He rose to this occasion when Jesus asked the 12 if they too would go away. John 6:67-69, “Then said Jesus unto the twelve, Will ye also go away? Then Simon Peter answered him, Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast the words of eternal life. And we believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the living God.”  
Now that the disciples were convinced of His divinity, He was ready to tell them of His death. Matthew 16:21, “From that time forth began Jesus to show unto his disciples, how that he must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised again the third day.”
To the Jewish minds, it was an extraordinary thing to learn that the God they always believed to be a single entity, had a Son; and now the thought that the Son of God was to die was just incomprehensible. A crucified Messiah in the place of a glorified, crowned, world ruling one was not acceptable, for it brings an end to their plans. Now they were confused and confounded.

Impetuous Peter who had been first to confess Jesus as the Son of God; was now going to be the first to deny His cross. Well meaning Peter was determined to jar Him from such morbid imaginings. “Then Peter took him, and began to rebuke him, saying, Be it far from thee, Lord: this shall not be unto thee.”  Matthew 16:22 Peter wanted Jesus to know that the cross was for criminals, certainly not the Son of God. Thus was the cross a “stumblingblock,” “foolishness” and an “offense” to the first disciples; and so it is even today to our human nature.

Our unaided human thinking is just as blind to the truth of the cross as were the first disciples. We may think we are wiser, living in a more enlightened age, but if we do, we have missed the whole point of the gospel. Peter rejected the revelation of the cross ignorantly, but we are in danger of rejecting it knowingly. Peter was expressing the thoughts of our own hearts today, that the thought of God dying on the most cruel form of execution ever devised by man as being repugnant foolishness.

Peter’s rebuke to Christ was an interruption that was both disrespectful and irreverent. He had laid hands on Jesus as he would a fellow fisherman. Jesus then lovingly gave a stinging rebuke to Peter in verse 23, “But he turned, and said unto Peter, Get thee behind me, Satan: thou art an offence unto me: for thou savourest not the things that be of God, but those that be of men.” Those things “that be of men” which blinded his understanding, is blinding our understanding today. Peter was not Satan, but his attitude reflected the character of Satan. It is highly possible that Satan may have understood the principle of the cross, but what He did not understand was the divine love God had for His created ones, revealed in the incarnate Christ, that led to the voluntary supreme sacrifice.
Let us remember that Satan’s original sin was exalting himself to where he wanted to be above the throne of God, as we read in Isaiah 14:12-14. “How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! [how] art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations! For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God: I will sit also upon the mount of the congregation, in the sides of the north: I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most High.” 

While still in heaven the only way back to reinstatement in his former position was a cross on which Lucifer must die to self. All of his pride, his precious ego and his darling “I” must perish willingly of his own free choice so that only truth, righteousness and holiness might live. He came so close to yielding to this one way back, but instead he decided that there would be no cross for him and he rejected the idea. Instead he would introduce in opposition to the way of the cross, the way of the “I” and self seeking. Lucifer then became Satan. We must understand that anything Satanic is anti-cross and so it follows that anything anti-cross is Satanic.

Self-interest, self-concern, self-preservation were the uppermost thoughts of this mighty fallen angel. So the first lesson that Jesus is teaching us today is the fact that the seeds of rebellion that originated in the heart of Lucifer, are in the hearts of most Christians today; and the thought of a cross where all self and all love of the world along, with the “things that be of men,” must die; is equally repulsive to the Christian as it was to Satan.

We should never have a heart attitude of superiority over poor Peter. It would do well to remember that he was a church member, ordained to the ministry by Christ, and that he even cast out demons.

Let us now learn the second lesson that Jesus teaches us about the meaning of the cross. Here is the real point of what it means to follow Jesus in Matthew 16:24, 25, “Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any [man] will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it.”
Now listen carefully, as in effect, this is what Jesus was really saying to them and to every child of God since who calls themselves Christian, which includes you and I. It’s as if He were saying, “Don’t be astonished that I the Son of God must go to My cross and die; but you yourselves, if you will follow Me, must each one surrender to die upon his/her cross with Me; for we are in this thing together and the law of the cross is binding upon us all.” When Jesus said “whosoever” He meant it as all-inclusive. Neither God nor man would be an exception.

You see back in eternity before the world was made, the Father and the Son made a solemn agreement, an everlasting covenant if you will, that if man were to sin, the Father was to give His Son, and the Son was to give Himself, that the universe might be saved from the ruin of self seeking; and in the end, God would share His throne with all who choose to share the cross of Christ. So Jesus became the “…Lamb of God…” John 1:28 “…the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world.” Revelation 13:8.  
When Jesus left the halls of eternity and entered the world of time as an infant child, He had to learn from scratch all about His mission on earth. A Godly mother homeschooled Him and when capable, He did much of His own research. He learned through the minor prophet Micah 5:2 the fact that His birth would be in Bethlehem; he learned of His crucifixion in Psalm 22, written by David a thousand years earlier, how His hands and feet would be nailed to a cross and through Isaiah of His rough treatment, rejection and scourgings in chapter 53, and many other facts concerning Himself throughout the scriptures. He learned of His pre-existence with the Father, and of their covenant to save man at the expense of His own life. It dawned on Him that all the sacrifices of animals for millenniums, were unable to make him that did the service perfect, that they served only as shadows and that He was the substance. Knowing that one day when grown, He would be crucified for whomsoever will. How thrilled He was to know the depths of His loving Father in heaven.

Jesus teaches us that there are two crosses. The one He died on and the one that you and I must die on, with Christ, as did the penitent thief. There was a third cross at Calvary, but there was no redemption for the impenitent thief, who soundly rejected the only plan of salvation. He represents the billions who would never yield self to the last breath, captives of Satan, they will perish with him in the second death.

Oh brethren, it is through understanding His cross, that we can discern our own and find the strength to bear it gladly. The beautiful Hymn says it all:
When I survey the wondrous cross,  On which the Prince of glory died,
My richest gain I count but loss, And pour contempt on all my pride.

Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a present far too small;
Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all.

   Who better than Paul understood the cross as we read from his writings, first in Romans 6:3-6 “Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be also [in the likeness] of [his] resurrection: Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with [him], that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin. For he that is dead is freed from sin.”

And in Galatians 2:20 “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.”   
Much of what Paul has written shows us that the cross is the only way to bring about a change in human nature. In Romans 6 he used the term “our old man.” The sinful nature stems from the existence of the self or ego, and is not only demonstrated by sinful acts, but also sinful thoughts. Sin is the “transgression of the law.” 1 John 3:4. But we must remember that transgression is much deeper than outward acts. Lucifer’s first sin was in cherishing the “I” in his heart and our sin is the same. In trying to understand who “our old man” is, Paul introduces “the body of sin” that must be destroyed. Some mistakenly think this pertains to the physical body but it does not. (click) But it is the root or source of sin.
So get the picture. The “old man” is simply the “I” or self or what we might call the sinful self. The love of self is the source of all sin; and self cannot be dealt with by mere punishment, beatings or self denial. (click)  It must be crucified; and self can never be crucified except with Christ. When “self,” our “old man,” has been crucified, then the “body of sin,” the source or taproot has been dealt with.

It is in seeing and understanding our perfect example, Christ crucified, that ultimately leads to self being crucified. The way of the cross is not difficult as long as we behold Christ on the cross. Seeing Christ crucified leads to self being crucified with Him. He said, “And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me.”   John 12:32 

Satan’s favorite scheme is to envelop the cross in a hazy mist of confusion so that we cannot understand what happened there. What foolishness the idea of the cross is to the modern, competitive world. What a ridiculous thought, to crucify one’s self. Without the clear vision of Christ crucified, there is nothing any of us can do but live unto and exalt self.
But let Christ’s cross emerge out of the mists, and it becomes the “power of God” to all who appreciate its worth. 1 Cor. 1:18 “For the preaching of the cross is to them that perish foolishness; but unto us which are saved it is the power of God.” 
It is Christ who was lifted up that draws us, it is Christ that takes the load of life destroying guilt from off of us, along with all the fruits of selfishness and bears it for us. The “old man” along with the “body of sin” is dead.
Is the battle for the soul over? No, no, it is a daily war that has been declared on every sincere follower of Jesus; and like Paul we must die daily. Only as the selfless love of Christ on the cross reigns in the heart will it be certain that sin can never appear again.
The third thing that Jesus teaches us about the cross is the danger of neglect, apathy, indifference and stagnation which could lead to a resurrection of the “old man” along with all the old, undesirable traits of evil character. He gave us three illustrations. First Luke 14:28-30, “For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the cost, whether he have [sufficient] to finish [it]? Lest haply, after he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to finish [it], all that behold [it] begin to mock him, Saying, “This man began to build, and was not able to finish.””
The point of His illustration is obvious. There would be many a person who was moved by their emotions at what was done on their behalf and they to try to build a Christian character, without understanding the cost is the cross on which self is to be crucified if there is to be an enduring Christian character. An unfinished tower can only result in the grief of heaven, the scornful derision of the world, and a painful shame of disillusionment for the builder. Pride, impatience, selfishness and envy constitute the ruins of an unfinished character. Christ is dishonored.
The second illustration Christ gave was of the unequal battle in Luke 14:31-33. “Or what king, going to make war against another king, sitteth not down first, and consulteth whether he be able with ten thousand to meet him that cometh against him with twenty thousand? Or else, while the other is yet a great way off, he sendeth an ambassage, and desireth conditions of peace. So likewise, whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath, he cannot be my disciple.”

No king would want to go up against an army that had twice as many men, as a sure defeat would occur. He would choose to yield and be slave to the stronger.

And so Jesus is telling us not to underestimate the strength of the enemy, who is the “old man;” for if your will to crucify self is only half as strong as the will of the “old man” to survive, you will seek a truce and continue to be slave to him and the Christian experience is neither hot nor cold, but a Laodicean lukewarm. It is neither radiantly alive, nor dead, but in between, pitifully weak.
When I was a much younger man, I heard a young fiery preacher on the radio named Billy Graham say that Christians need to fear 3 things: 1. Communism, 2. Catholicism and 3. Materialism. Although an old Billy Graham has flip flopped on Catholicism, it is Materialism, or love of the world, that has been Satan’s gigantic trap for the end time Christian world.

Jesus said through John, “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.”  1 John 2:15.   Christians of all denominations will read this verse and somehow believe this does not apply to them.
The prevailing attitude is that I can do as I choose, watch what I want, wear what I want, and eat whatever I want; and please don’t tell me I have to give up anything. Is this the Spirit of Christ or anti-christ? Does this person understand the cross?

Christians today want a cross-less, sacrifice-free religion that teaches love and prosperity, without archaic sermons on sin. Even many Seventh-day Adventists want to be comfortable and entertained, while they sink deeper and deeper into apostasy. Wait a minute Pastor Vaughn, you’re talking about things I love. Well I love these things too. But exactly what did Jesus mean when He said “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” Is it possible that our love is misplaced or possibly divided? Could Satan have us loving the very things that could cause the love of the Father from being in us? Are we serving two masters? I ask these questions because if we love the things of the world, than we are failing to understand the cross. Looking at this slide, did something on that picture say in your heart, I’m not ready to give it up. And please understand that I am not saying you have to give it up. How you live your faith is between you and the Holy Spirit as it is with mine. The Lord has laid this on me and I am just a messenger trying to help my brothers and sisters see we need a wake up call. Would we want our last breath to happen while we are loving the world? A split second can be between life and death. If my brother Curbie had gone into that truck in front of him, I would have done his funeral last week. He made the right split-second decision to go into the embankment when the brakes failed. Satan wants us to believe that we have lots of time, yet someone’s heart may stop tonight.
Jesus sees His end time church as WRETCHED, MISERABLE, POOR, BLIND, BLIND AND NAKED. Rev. 3:17.
We cannot remain in this condition for long for it is an impasse. We must choose the road leading to Egypt, the world and apostasy, or the other leading to the way of the cross and eternal victory.

The third illustration Christ gave was in Luke 14:34, 35, “Salt is good: but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be seasoned? It is neither fit for the land, nor yet for the dunghill; but men cast it out.”

Jesus is saying that salt is good, but if it loses its taste, there is no way to make it good again; making it no good for the earth or the manure pile. As it pertains to His church, he is saying that Christianity is good, but if it has lost the principle of the cross, what is it good for?
The good people who make up God’s last day church are indeed the salt of the earth. Moral corruption and decay may be gaining control of the world, but what is needed is the saltiness of God’s people to arise and preach as well as to live the principle of the cross.

It is not genuine Christianity that the world so ignores, but merely the cross-less imitation of it. Jesus finished His sermon in verse 35 with these words: “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.”

Now let us review the three things Christ taught us about the cross:

1.        The first lesson Jesus taught is that the seeds of rebellion that originated in the heart of Lucifer, are in the hearts of most Christians today; and the thought of a cross where all self and the “things that be of men” must die, is equally repugnant to the Christian as it was to Satan. If we are not aware of that fact, our Christian experience can be nominal at best and self will not be denied.
2.        The second lesson Jesus taught is that the “old man” or “self” must be crucified with Christ along with the love of the world, so that the “body of sin” will be dead to the world. The “old man” must die daily. 
3.        The third lesson Jesus gave us in three differing illustrations: 
a. First we need to count the costs of being a Christian as Jesus will be dishonored by a world loving, disobedient so called Christian.
b. Second the will to crucify self must be stronger than the will of the old man to regain control, which otherwise would result in a compromising, lukewarm, Laodicean experience. 
c. Third, we should ever understand that we are a people who should be living the principle of the cross every moment.

There is only one safe road for the genuine Christian to follow and that is the way of the cross. Self surrendered and crucified with Christ. It won’t be long now and He who said He would come….will come.

There will be those who choose the cross-less road of easy religion, only to find that it was the sure way to eternal death. But there will be those who follow their Master wherever He leads, and when He comes they will say, “This is our God, we have waited for Him….and He has come to take us home.”

If you understand the real meaning of the cross, and you wish to make that total surrender to Him Who made eternal life a reality for us, and if you wish to seal your commitment to serve Him faithfully in your remaining days that He is giving you, then join me here at the altar for a closing prayer.  
