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1

WHAT MAKES THE OLD 
CROSS SO RUGGED?

Take Up Your Cross
Luke 9:23

If we’re supposed to follow Jesus, we’d better 
make sure we know what His cross is like.

© 2018 Douglas M. Newton. Published by David C Cook. All rights reserved.

© 

Cop
yri

gh
ted

 M
ate

ria
l



31

Do we really think the best way to prove God’s love is to splash 
blood all over the crucifixion story? We essentially do all year 
long but especially during the Easter season. When preachers 
want to hammer home the enormity of Jesus’ sacrifice, they 
often resort to giving detailed descriptions of His suffering. 
They try to do verbally what Mel Gibson did visually in his 
2004 blockbuster The Passion of the Christ. Who could watch 
without wincing? Gibson took us inside Jesus’ torn flesh deeper 
than we wanted to go. Sermons can’t match cinema.

But we try. Preachers describe the whips that tore Jesus’ 
flesh. They point to where the nails were likely driven in—
through the wrists, not the palms—and why: Jesus’ body weight 
would have ripped His hands loose between His middle and 
ring fingers. Attempting to add visual emphasis to the verbal 
explanation, they demonstrate with their bodies how being 
hung in that fashion would have constricted His airways. In 
order to take a breath, Jesus would have had to push down on 
the nails driven through His feet. Excruciating.
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32 FRESH EYES ON FAMOUS BIBLE SAYINGS

Some drag out the description to simulate the length of 
Jesus’ suffering, until they finally talk about the spear and the 
watery blood gushing as the spear’s tip penetrated the peri-
cardial sac, adding notes of medical science to make it sound 
more believable, more factual. All this is designed to attract the 
listener to God’s love through the most repulsive image of death 
imaginable.

You’ve likely heard similar descriptions as well. Ironically, 
such painful portrayals have helped create a severe misunder-
standing of the nature of the cross we are supposed to “take 
up” in order to follow Jesus. To a degree, understanding what 
a crucifixion really involved—and what Jesus likely endured—
may help some listeners both grasp God’s love and understand 
something unfamiliar to our culture. As such, preachers who 
teach this way do so with commendable motivations. However, 
a heavy-handed, unbalanced focus on Christ’s suffering can lead 
to some significant, though unintended, misunderstandings. 

NOT JUST ANY KIND OF SUFFERING

When preachers belabor the many horrific elements of Jesus’ 
death, it is understandable that people primarily equate the cross 
with suffering. Consequently, we tend to perceive any unwanted 
or unfair suffering as our “cross to bear.” Whether we encounter 
a thoughtless person at work or a traumatic experience, we may 
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WHAT MAKES THE OLD CROSS SO RUGGED? 33

pray about such things, but most of us still think there’s simply 
nothing to be done about them. It’s injustice that God wants us 
to learn from. Didn’t Jesus warn us there’d be trials? 

Yet suffering in and of itself, even for godly reasons or with 
a godly attitude, does not necessarily constitute the cross of 
Christ. Perhaps you are finding it hard to imagine a Christian 
even saying this. How can this be?

Simple. Something is missing. The true cross has a specific 
purpose: accepting the burden of suffering in order to provide a 
remedy for the suffering of others. Jesus paid the penalty for our 
sin by taking our place. When Jesus was sentenced to death, He 
had committed no wrong. He deserved no punishment. We, 
on the other hand, owed God an unpayable debt because of 
our many, many sins committed out of negligence, ignorance, 
disobedience, and rebellion. The death sentence hung justly 
over our heads. When Jesus hung on the cross, He suffered the 
consequences of our failures, pure and simple, so we could be 
forgiven. Our sin wasn’t His fault, His problem, or due to His 
neglect. Yet He paid the price. He exchanged places with us. He 
provided the remedy at great personal cost. As Paul put it, “God 
made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).

This is the true character of the cross. It can be stated simply: 
something isn’t a cross until you are paying a personal price to 
provide a remedy for someone else’s suffering whether due to sin, 
foolishness, or misfortune. So when a person crosses the street to 
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34 FRESH EYES ON FAMOUS BIBLE SAYINGS

help a neighbor through a financial crisis after getting fired from 
his job or when missionaries cross the ocean, taking their kids 
away from grandparents and familiar surroundings, to serve an 
unreached people group, they are following the way of the cross.

Only when we give up something rightfully ours or put 
ourselves in harm’s way or jeopardize our security for another is 
it like Jesus’ cross—and even then, it only faintly reflects what 
He endured. 

The unsettling thought is that Jesus seems to expect us to do 
this—daily! Even if we could, do we honestly have that many 
opportunities? I believe we do. There are sometimes dramatic 
ones, but more often, there are simple daily interactions. But 
they’re always divine moments.

THE CROSS MAY SOMETIMES BE 
DRAMATIC

As a college freshman, I became our college newspaper’s assis-
tant editor. I wanted to be the editor in my sophomore year, but 
underclassmen weren’t allowed to hold that position. I appealed 
for an exception and was granted approval, provided I study 
under the editor that year—a college senior.

In a bewildering turn of events, he made a bizarre sexual 
request of me. I refused, and he threatened suicide if I did not 
grant his request. Frightened but resolute, I refused again.
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WHAT MAKES THE OLD CROSS SO RUGGED? 35

Later that week, with the editor present, I informed the 
faculty adviser of my decision to resign, forfeiting my oppor-
tunity to be editor. I remember that night vividly. The adviser 
was frustrated because he had gone to bat for me to get the rules 
changed. “Why?” he wondered.

But I wouldn’t say why. I knew it was a sacrifice. The edi-
tor was agnostic, and I knew his reputation would be ruined 
if I shared. So I remained silent. But the editor jumped in and 
bitterly “explained” that my change of heart was due to imma-
turity and other severe character flaws.

The adviser turned to me, bewildered. “How can you just 
sit there?” he asked. “If someone was saying about me what he’s 
saying about you, I’d hit him in the mouth.”

Wanting to be Christlike in that moment, not sure I was 
doing the right thing—and even though speaking up is often 
critically important—I believed in this case my silence and 
sacrifice, even if ultimately unnecessary, would honor Jesus and 
He could use it somehow. So I entrusted myself to the One 
who judges justly and renounced my position on the college 
newspaper staff.

I completed my college career with a cloud over my head, 
my reputation damaged. But ten years later that editor wrote 
me a letter apologizing and sharing his newfound faith, attribut-
ing it largely to my testimony of silence under false accusation. 
And although I thought that episode derailed my track toward 
journalism, twenty years later, with no further journalistic 
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36 FRESH EYES ON FAMOUS BIBLE SAYINGS

experience, my denomination unexpectedly asked me to be 
the editor of its national magazine. It was like a resurrection 
took place, which mirrored what taking up a true cross should 
ultimately produce, though often no such direct restoration for 
our sacrifices seems forthcoming.

THE CROSS OCCURS DAILY

I share that dramatic story to offer hope. We don’t always know 
what to do or whether our decisions for Jesus’ way will even 
matter in the end. But we face choices every day to give up 
something we may never regain (time, money, credit) to pro-
vide something others may never deserve (grace, forgiveness, a 
second chance). That’s the cross. 

How do you know when you’ve arrived at one of these daily 
“take up your cross” moments? Your insides will resonate and 
moan with a single question: Why should I have to be the one? We 
hear this voice in small ways every day.

No one ever takes a class to learn this line. Kids aren’t taught 
it in kindergarten like the Pledge of Allegiance. Yet there’s prob-
ably never been a human being who hasn’t said those words 
exactly, word for word, in his or her native language: Why should 
I have to be the one?

Just as a streak of lightning illuminates your home for a 
split second, your internal sense of justice instantly highlights 
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WHAT MAKES THE OLD CROSS SO RUGGED? 37

the unfairness: I wasn’t the one who made the mistake. I’m not 
the one to blame. We reasonably fear enabling mistreatment 
and worse. 

I’m always having to make up for what she doesn’t do.
I’m the one always bending over backward.
He never says he’s sorry. If we ever make up, it’s because I 

initiate it.
She almost always misses her deadline; then I’m left with too 

little time and look bad.
But there is no way around it. The true cross of Jesus calls 

you to lose what you may never regain to give what others may 
never deserve. And perhaps—but only perhaps—others will see 
the love of God demonstrated through your grace.

These kinds of situations happen every day, particularly 
ones involving your use of time and resources. The cross is 
accepting unfairness. It’s receiving poor treatment. It’s not 
fighting back.

THE CROSS WILL ALWAYS BE DIVINE 

Taking up the true cross can also mean taking on others’ pain 
when they’re victims of improper treatment or have made inno-
cent mistakes.

Years ago, my wife took some city kids on a field trip to the 
country to expose them to the wonders of nature. She led them 
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38 FRESH EYES ON FAMOUS BIBLE SAYINGS

high and low through the woods, spying plants, tiny flowers, 
birds, and bugs. They carved names on tree fungus and made 
hiking sticks. It was a wonderful couple of hours, until she got 
back to the landowners’ home. When she told them where 
the kids had gone, they gasped. “Oh no, you took them right 
through undergrowth full of poison ivy!”

My wife felt heartsick. To think that her desire to inspire 
them to love nature might actually leave them stricken with ter-
rible allergic reactions and a fear of nature! But in that moment, 
a hope shot through her—an impression of something, maybe 
the only thing she could do. Pray. And not just any prayer, but 
a costly one. “Lord,” she prayed, “please protect the kids. If any 
of them got poison ivy, put it all on me so none of them suffers 
with it.”

Wouldn’t you know, the next day poison ivy welted her 
arms and legs—the worst case she ever had—but none of the 
kids ever broke out. I don’t pretend to understand how and 
why the Lord chooses to work as He does. But I did wonder, 
If He could do that, couldn’t He have rid poison ivy from them 
all without my wife breaking out? Such questions are hard to 
answer definitively. However, the apostle Paul pointed us in 
the right direction when he shared that he thirsted to know 
Jesus to such a degree that everything else in his life amounted 
to nothing more than garbage in comparison. As he saw it, 
“knowing Christ” involves experiencing resurrection power. 
But it also includes the other side of the coin: “I consider 
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WHAT MAKES THE OLD CROSS SO RUGGED? 39

everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.… 
I want to know Christ—yes, to know and the power of his 
resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death” (Phil. 3:8, 10).

I know no one more Christlike than my wife. I believe 
Jesus made her that way. He’s making all of us that way. When 
we suffer for others’ sake—whether innocent victims or guilty 
villains—we enter into His suffering and become like Him. 
Why would Jesus want to short-circuit that?

It doesn’t take preachers splashing blood to make the cross 
a wonder to behold. It just takes people like my wife showing 
what the cross is like.

20/20 FOCUS

1. When we suffer in the place of another person, 
we are truly taking up the cross of Christ. But 
that doesn’t mean other times of suffering are 
pointless. What other reasons may God have 
for allowing us to suffer?

2. Why do you think we tend to miss the central 
nature of the cross—taking on someone else’s 
suffering—when it comes to carrying our cross?
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40 FRESH EYES ON FAMOUS BIBLE SAYINGS

3. This chapter mentions a few examples of daily 
opportunities to take on the consequences of 
other people’s neglect or mistakes. Can you 
think of a few examples from your own life or 
the life of someone you know? 

Lord, now that I have a sharper focus on the 
nature of the cross I am supposed to carry, I realize 
why You mentioned self-denial first. I never will 
be able to take up a cross like Yours unless You 
fulfill the purpose of Your cross in me: set me free 
from selfishness and fill my heart with Your self-
sacrificing love. Amen.

VISION CHECK

A secondary element in a Scripture passage or biblical event that 
has come to dominate our attention can sometimes overshadow 
a passage’s main point as in this case, in which the popular 
emphasis on the violence done to Jesus has come to overshadow 
the purpose of His suffering. Always ask yourself, What is the 
primary element in this text or event?

Read the creation account in Genesis 1, noting its chrono-
logical structure. For years the question of a six-day creation 
process has dominated people’s attention. Debates rage and so 
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WHAT MAKES THE OLD CROSS SO RUGGED? 41

do people over this issue. Is this a secondary or primary issue in 
the biblical account? What else might deserve to be raised to a 
primary position of attention and application? If you make that 
the issue of greatest importance, do you see the creation account 
in a new way? See my discoveries by going to dougnewton.com 
or the Fresh Eyes app.
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