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Series: “The Journey to the Cross” 
#2:  “The Burden of the Cross” 

Luke 9:18-24 
By John Gill 

 
I’m sure you all have heard the old story about the boy who came home from Sunday School one day 
and his father asked him what he had learned.  The boy said they had learned about “Gladly.” His dad 
was a little confused . . .  “Gladly?  Who’s Gladly?  There’s no Gladly in the Bible.” 
 
The boy replied, “Sure there is!  You remember – he had trouble seeing?”  Now his father was REALLY 
bewildered:  “I don’t remember the Bible mentioning any person by that name who had problems with 
his eyes.  Son, are you sure?”   
 
“Yes, dad, but it wasn’t a person – it was a bear.”   “A bear?”  “Yea, we even sang a song about him:  
‘Gladly the cross-eyed bear.’” 
 
It’s OK for us to laugh about “cross-eyed bears named Gladly,” but we dare not make light of “bearing 
the cross” of Jesus Christ!  As we just read in our lesson for the morning, bearing the cross is no 
laughing-matter. 
 
This is one of the most familiar texts in all the Bible, one that I even referred to in last Sunday’s message.   
If we’ve been in church for any time at all, somewhere along the way, we have heard sermons preached 
on it, studied it in Sunday School or Bible Studies, or sung about it in our hymns.  With all that exposure 
to this passage, you would think that we all would have a clear understanding about what Jesus is 
talking about here.  You would THINK that, but you’d be wrong. 
 
Ironically, most people (including many Christians) mis-understand and mis-interpret this saying of 
Jesus.  What do we think of when we hear the phrase, “Take up your cross?”  How do we use the 
phrase?  Well, when trouble comes and just won’t go away, we say, “Oh, that’s a cross I’ll just have to 
bear.” 
 
Most people believe that “bearing a cross” refers to the burdens that fate casts upon us – troubles and 
difficulties we face in life that we have to live with.  Like the Old Testament character, Job, many of us 
feel like fate has dealt us a bad hand, and we just have to play the hand we’ve been dealt.  Our troubles 
are our “crosses to bear” – things we just have to grit our teeth and endure:  someone will have a health 
problem that the doctors are unable to do anything about (a difficulty or painful condition we have no 
choice but to live with), and we’ll call it “our cross to bear.”  For others, their “cross” may be a difficult 
spouse or family member – someone who is not likely to change.  They are our “cross,” we say.  Often, 
its our circumstance in life – caring for an invalid parent or spouse, or a handicapped child, or trapped in 
any number of life-circumstances that seem beyond our control.   
 
Yes, we all face some kind of trials and difficulties that we want to label as a “cross to bear.” 
 
Now, don’t get me wrong . . . I’m not trivializing the challenges and obstacles we face – far from it.  
Certainly there is virtue in the way we deal with our trial and tribulations in life – that was the theme of 
last week’s message, you may recall.   Few things make a more powerful witness to our unbelieving 
friends and family members than when they see how we, as Christians, confront the difficulties of life. 
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The Apostle Paul certainly had his share of troubles in life – even physical ailments that tormented him.  
Yet, Paul gave God praise for, what he described, as a “thorn in the flesh” he had to endure – a physical 
condition that plagued him all the days of his life, and so we can take courage from his example as we 
suffer with our own “thorns.” 
 
Another wonderful example of someone who has dealt victoriously with the circumstances of her life is 
Joni Eareckson Tada (pronounced “Johnny” after her father).  You might remember her.  In 1967, she 
became a quadriplegic after a divining accident - unable to stand, walk, or even use her arms and hands.  
Most of us would have given up in despair and cursed God – just as Job’s friends tried to convince him to 
do.  But not Joni. 
 
She became victorious over her condition.  No – just like Paul, she wasn’t healed – but in many ways she 
has had a more productive and rewarding life than if she had never had the accident.  Joni now is a well-
known and respected Christian author (45 books), a speaker who is in great demand, has had her own 
television show, “Joni and Friends,” has established a retreat for handicapped kids and their families, is a 
singer recording several CD’s – she even is an accomplished artist, having taught herself to paint, holding 
the brush between her teeth!   
 
Yes, if anyone could claim that their unfortunate circumstance in life was their “cross to bear,” it would 
be Joni.  But you know, she wouldn’t describe her paralysis as a “cross” because she understands this 
scripture passage better than most of us.  This is what she has said:  "I prayed every prayer to be healed, 
but God obviously had other plans.  Once I delved deeper into scripture, I began to see God's plan 
unfold for my life.  He was using my disability to push me into the arms of Jesus.  I can honestly say that I 
would rather be in this chair knowing him, than to be on my feet without him."  Talk about dealing 
victoriously with the circumstances of life! 
 
You and I may label our unavoidable troubles as “crosses” to bear, and I suppose, in some sense, it’s OK 
to think of them that way.  But that’s not what Jesus is talking about in this text.   Notice that Jesus 
doesn’t say, “endure your cross and follow me…”  He says, “take up your cross…”  That’s a huge 
difference. 
 
What does it mean to “take up” a cross?  The difference is this:   Our “cross” is NOT just some situation 
that is thrust upon us by the cruelties of fate – something over which we have no control that must be 
endured because we have no other choice.  No, when Jesus tells us to “take up a cross,” he’s referring to 
a burden we CHOOSE to willingly “pick up” for the sake of the Kingdom of God – answering a call to 
ministry or to serve others in Christ’s name – a burden that could easily have been avoided.  That’s why 
he insists that taking up our cross will always require us to “deny ourselves” – to surrender our own will 
and desires for the sake of God’s will and desire – to be willing to suffer, or even die, for Jesus’ sake.  
And, as always, our model is Jesus. 
 
When I was in seminary, I had the blessing of studying under one of the greatest preachers of the 20th 
Century, Dr. Fred Craddock (who since has passed away).  We had chapel every week and a different 
professor would preach each week.  When Dr. Craddock was scheduled, attendance always sky-
rocketed.  Everyone loved to hear him preach. 
 
Dr. Craddock had a quiet conversational style of delivery that was very disarming – you easily were 
mesmerized by his folksy delivery, unaware that, all along he was setting you up for a fall – for a twist of 
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thought right at the end that would force you rethink everything he had said up to that point in the 
sermon. 
 
Even after more 36 years, I remember one sermon he gave during the season of Lent.  For the first 
fifteen minutes of the sermon, Dr. Craddock skillfully presented how Jesus was victimized by 
circumstances in his final weeks on earth.  He described how the crowds turned against Jesus, how he 
was betrayed, deserted, and denied by his closest friends, how he was arrested, tried, and convicted on 
trumped-up charges, and how he suffered the most humiliating and painful execution known to the 
Roman Empire. 
 
By this time, he had us all wagging our heads and saying to ourselves, “Poor, poor Jesus – you had such a 
horrible string of bad luck.  You suffered such a terrible fate – at the hands of a cruel and unjust world.”  
You see, Dr. Craddock had us just where he wanted us!  He had convinced us that Jesus was the 
“ultimate victim” of circumstance. 
 
Then, in classic “Craddock” style, after he had gently taken the entire student-body of the seminary 
down this theological primrose path – like the Pied Piper leading unsuspecting mice to their doom – he 
suddenly sprang the trap.  “Jesus was no victim” he roared (we all almost fell out of our seats!).  “Jesus 
was not a victim of circumstance.   The Bible makes it very clear – Jesus CHOSE to go to the cross!”  As 
Jesus said in John (10:17-18), “For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to 
take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” 
 
Then Dr. Craddock reminded us that Jesus was always in control of his destiny.  He could have easily 
avoided his crucifixion.  At any point along the way, he could have stopped the march to his death:  In 
his ministry, he could have NOT claimed to be the Messiah; He could have AVOIDED conflict with the 
religious leaders;  He could have chosen NOT to go to Jerusalem that week.  And, even at the time of his 
crucifixion he could have chosen to call down legions of angels to come to his aid. 
 
No, Jesus was no victim.  Jesus made the decision to willingly, voluntarily, and deliberately “take up his 
cross” for the sake of the Kingdom of God – and for our sake!  And he calls all those who would follow 
him to be willing to do the same. 
 
But what would that mean?  Does Jesus mean LITERALLY that we should die (or be willing to die) for 
him?  Or is he talking about how we should live for him?  The answer is – Yes – and Yes.  You know, it’s 
interesting when you compare this passage as it appears in the first three Gospels.  The texts are almost 
identical in most respects, except for one small addition in Luke.  While Mark and Matthew report Jesus 
saying, “Take up your cross and follow me,” Luke has Jesus say, “Take up your cross DAILY and follow 
me.”  Why the variation?  And what difference does it make? 
 
As you may recall from my sermon series last year on “Who the Gospel Writers say Jesus Is,” most 
scholars agree that Mark was the first of the Gospels to be written.  Mark wrote his Gospel at a time of 
terrible persecution.  Christians were quite literally dying for their faith.  So Mark remembers this quote 
of Jesus without “daily” – emphasizing that, just as Jesus was faithful unto death, any of his followers 
must be prepared to die, as well.  So, yes, the text IS calling us to be willing to die for Christ. 
 
Those same Bible experts believe that Luke may have written about 20 years after Mark.  By that time, 
the persecution of the church had stopped, at least for a while.  At the time Luke was writing, being a 
follower of Jesus no longer meant a certain death-sentence.  So Luke remembers Jesus’ admonition 
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about taking up the cross to include the word “daily.”  In other words, while it IS important for us to be 
prepared to DIE for Christ, it is just as important that we are prepared to LIVE for him, as well. 
 
In the song, “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” there is a phrase that captures the dual meaning of the 
“burden” of the cross we are to bear.  There are two versions of this song that also vary by one word.   
The original lyrics contain the phrase, “As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free.”  At a 
time of war (this song was written in 1861), these words are stirring and powerful.  But at times of 
peace, some songbooks have changed the phrase to this:  “As he died to make men holy, let us LIVE to 
make men free.” 
 
As Paul wrote in his Letter to the Church at Philippi, “Christ will be exalted now as always in my body 
whether by life or by death.  For me living is Christ, and dying is gain.” (Phil. 1:20-21) 
 
The Burden of the Cross is that we must choose to suffer for the sake of Christ, no matter what the cost 
– living for Jesus, yes – and even willing to die for him, if needs be. 
 
Jesus never said following him was going to be easy.  He took up HIS cross, so that we might be given a 
chance at eternal life.  And he challenges us as his disciples to take up our cross, as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prayer: 
Lord, give us the courage to take up our cross and live for you.  When our days are accomplished on 
earth, may we die as those who go forth to live, so that, living or dying, our life may be in you.  Amen. 


