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Lent Sermon Series:  Journey to the Cross 
Sermon #1:  The Way of the Cross 

Matthew 16:21-23  NRSV 
By John Gill 

 
This morning we are starting a journey with Jesus that will take us down that long and 
winding road that leads to the cross of Calvary.  That’s why today we are beginning a 
seven week sermon series that I’m calling “Journey to the Cross.”  Each week, we will 
look at the cross of Jesus Christ from a slightly different angle and see what inspiration 
we can glean from it as we travel our own life’s journey. 
 
You know, when various people look at the cross, they can have very different 
understandings of what it signifies – very often shallow or mistaking understandings.  To 
some, it’s just the “corporate logo” of the church and organized religion.  For others, it’s 
an outdated relic of the ancient past that has no relevance for our lives today.  For still 
others, the cross holds some magical power that they think they can manipulate to their 
own advantage. 
 
I’m convinced that people who see the cross as “magical” must have learned their 
theology from old horror flicks.  Do you remember all those old “B” grade vampire 
movies?  How do they tell you to protect yourself from an attacking vampire . . .?  Why, 
you hold up a cross, of course, and he’ll fee from your sight and leave you alone! 
 
For too many people, that’s how they view the cross – it’s nothing more to them than a 
good luck charm, like a rabbit foot, or a horseshoe nailed above their door, or a four-leaf 
clover to ward off danger and to ensure prosperity.  It’s obvious the cross has absolutely 
no meaning for their daily lives.  They likely never go to church or read their Bibles or 
pray, but they still insist on wearing that beautiful gold or silver cross, just to make sure 
the “boogie man” doesn’t’ get them. 
 
This shouldn’t come as a surprise because their attitude about the cross is only an 
extension of their attitude about the Christian life in general.    Lots of people (even 
many in the church) have gotten the mistaken notion that one of the by-products of 
Christian faith is that our lives will somehow be easier – that, just because we have 
prayed a certain prayer and joined the church, we will automatically be protected from 
any adversity that might come our way in life.  They believe that, once you have 
accepted Jesus as your Savior and Lord, then God is somehow obligated to guarantee 
you “the good life.”  That’s the reason, when we DO face trials and adversity (as we 
inevitably will) so many of us get angry with God, as though God had reneged on his part 
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of the “bargain.”  We think God has promised us a rose garden, and we complain when 
we discover that roses come with thorns. 
 
But you know, we can’t really blame them for this attitude because that is exactly what 
many of us have been taught to believe.  There are certain preachers – some on TV – 
who preach a “prosperity Gospel,” that says, in effect, that if you accept Christ and 
faithfully follow him, then God is going to take care of you.  Now, I believe that.  I 
believe that when we place our trust in God, he will supply all our needs and watch over 
us.  (That’s God’s promise to us, after all.) 
 
But those “prosperity preachers” don’t stop there.  No – God’s not just going to take 
care of you – he’s going to make you healthy, wealthy, and wise.  He wants you to have 
more money – he wants you to get a big promotion – he wants you to have that luxury 
car, or the extravagant house, or the fabulous jewels – he wants you to be spared health 
problems, or business difficulties, or family crises.  In other words, some preachers have 
tried to tell us that God is our insurance policy against adversity. 
 
Well, frankly, that’s “theological malpractice!”  I don’t know where they come up with 
all that stuff . . .  but they must be reading a different Bible than I read! 
 
Just look at the evidence in scripture.  Name me one person who accepted God’s call on 
his or her life who was guaranteed an easy life and spared adversity?  You can’t do it!  
Every Bible character who surrendered to God’s claim on her or his life paid a great 
price. 
 
Just consider the Disciples of Jesus.  When they left their families and began to follow 
Jesus, did their lives suddenly become EASIER?  Were they made rich or successful?  Did 
they avoid adversity and trouble?  Absolutely not!  In fact, their trials and tribulations 
were just the beginning.  Following Jesus turned out to be tough, and it would only get 
tougher – until most of them ended up being persecuted for their faith, and dying a 
martyr’s death.   
 
No, the Christian life does NOT guarantee that our life’s journey will be easy.  If 
anything, the road we travel will be filled with hardship and danger.  The cost of 
following Jesus is very high, indeed! 
 
And we shouldn’t be surprised.  Look at Jesus himself.  His own journey in life was no 
picnic.  Our text this morning is a watershed moment in Jesus’ life.  Jesus had taken his 
disciples north out of the country for a little retreat where he could teach them one-on-
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one.  While on this retreat, he asked them, “Who do you say that I am?”  And Peter got 
the answer right:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  
 
And very soon after that exchange, Luke tells us in his Gospel (9:51) tells us that Jesus 
“set his face” to go to Jerusalem.  In other words, up until that point in his life’s journey, 
the road was pretty easy going – everybody loved him!  Large crowds were gathering 
wherever he went.  People were coming to be healed and to hear him teach.  And in this 
text, even his disciples seemed to finally understand who he really was.  It seemed that 
everything was going right for Jesus. 
 
But now, all that would change.  Jesus’ life and ministry would take a tragic turn.  He 
would travel down a different road – a road that was filled with dangers and heartache.  
He would “set his face” to go to Jerusalem, even though he knew what awaited him 
there – unbelief, desertion, betrayal, denial, humiliation, torture, crucifixion, and death.  
And, while he later prayed that “this cup” of suffering would be taken away from him, 
he knew that it was his Father’s will that he endure the Cross in order to fulfill God’s 
master plan of redemption. 
 
And so, he began to prepare his followers by telling them exactly what to expect.  But 
they couldn’t understand. 
 
Just like those of us who follow Jesus today, they didn’t’ want to hear the journey they 
were on would lead to a cross.  Instead, they rejected Jesus’s teaching, that doing the 
will of God always costs a price.  They wanted (and we want) – a road without potholes, 
- life without adversity, - and faith without a cross. 
 
But the truth of the Christian life is that you can’t have one, without the other.  That’s 
because we follow a crucified Messiah who has called us to walk in his footsteps.  We 
shouldn’t expect our lives to be easy when HIS was so hard. 
 
The Christian life has its wonderful rewards, yes – that’s true.  But the Christian life is 
NOT a life of ease and comfort – but is, in fact, a guarantee that we WILL HAVE 
adversity!  Jesus warns his disciples to be prepared for trouble.  He says that, when you 
are facing persecution from the world and attacks from the Devil, THAT is when you will 
know that you are truly following him! 
 
In Matthew, chapter 10, Jesus says:  “…they will hand you over to the councils and flog 
you…  you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me…  you will be 
hated because of my name…  Whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not 
worthy of me…”   
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No, Jesus never said “Follow me, and I will make your life easy.  He said, Take up your 
cross, and follow me.” 
 
We might as well get used to it.  We WILL suffer adversity in this life, in spite of (or 
maybe, because of) our Christian faith.  So we had better give up our fantasy that the 
Christian life is supposed to be a piece of cake.   
 
You see, the real test of the Christian life is NOT how well we can avoid adversity, but 
how well we deal with and face adversity. 
 
Again, we should take our cue from Jesus. How did he face adversity as he prepared to 
endure the cross?  I think its not by accident that the key things for which Jesus is 
remembered and revered are not his great miracles (although he was a great miracle 
worker… ), nor is he remembered primarily for his teaching (there have been many 
great and wise teachers…).  Jesus is most precious to us because of the courage, dignity 
and grace with which he faced the ultimate adversity – the cross.  And, what was the 
reason he was able to live victoriously in the midst of adversity?  Because Jesus had full 
confidence in the promises of God. 
 
He knew that, even though God may not deliver him (or us) out of our trials and 
tribulations, he always walks with us through the difficult times.  As an old Arab proverb 
says it:  “If you walk with God in the daylight, He will walk with you in the storm.” 
 
And that’s the secret of the cross’s power.  It’s also the reason we are taking this 
Journey to the Cross as we “set our face to go to Jerusalem” with Jesus during this 
season of Lent – not that we can use the cross like a magic wand to ward off evil or 
trouble, but that, because God has walked with us along our life’s journey of pain and 
heartache – even enduring the pain and death of the cross – you and I will never have to 
walk alone.   
 
“If you walk with God in the daylight, He will walk with you in the storm.” 
 
That’s the way of the cross.  And that, my friends, is very Good News! 


