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Getting the Most Out of The Cross




Every religion and ideology has a visual symbol that illustrates a significant feature of its history or beliefs. The lotus flower, though used by the ancient Chinese, Egyptians and Indians, is now particularly associated with Buddhism. Ancient Judaism avoided visual signs and symbols for fear of infringing on the second commandment, but modern Judaism has adopted the Shield or Star of David. Islam is symbolized by a crescent, at least in West Asia, originally depicting a phase of the moon.


The secular ideologies of the twentieth century also have their universally recognizable signs. The Marxist hammer and sickle represent industry and agriculture. The swastika was adopted by some German groups as a symbol of the Aryan race; then Hitler took it over, and it became the sinister sign of Nazi racial bigotry.


Christianity is no exception in having a visual symbol. A universally acceptable Christian emblem would obviously need to speak of Jesus Christ, but there is a wide range of possibilities that could have been used. Christians might have chosen the manger in which the baby Jesus was laid, or the carpenter’s bench at which he worked as a young man in Nazareth, or the boat from which he taught the crowds in Galilee, or the apron he wore when washing the apostles’ feet, or the stone that was rolled away from the mouth of his tomb, or a throne symbolizing divine sovereignty, or a dove symbolic of the Holy Spirit sent from heaven on the Day of Pentecost. Any of these would have been suitable as a pointer to some aspect of the ministry of the Lord.


But instead, the chosen symbol came to be a simple cross. The early Christians wished to commemorate as central to their understanding of Jesus neither his birth nor his youth, neither his teaching nor his service, neither his resurrection nor his reign, nor his gift of the Spirit, but his death, his crucifixion.


No theology is genuinely Christian that does not arise from and focus on the cross. The cross is at the center of the historic biblical faith, and the fact that this is not always everywhere acknowledged is sufficient justification for preserving a distinctive evangelical testimony. Evangelical Christians believe that in and through Christ crucified, God substituted himself for us and bore our sins, dying in our place the death we deserved to die, in order that we might be restored to his favor and adopted into his family.


This is not a study on the atonement only, but on the cross. After three introductory studies, we come to the heart of the cross, looking at forgiveness of sin and emphasizing a truly biblical understanding of the notions of satisfaction and substitution. Then we move on to the three great achievements of the cross: saving sinners, revealing God and conquering evil. The final four studies grapple with areas often omitted from books on the cross: what it means for the Christian community to live under the cross. The cross transforms everything. It gives us a new worshiping relationship to God, a new incentive to give ourselves in mission, a new love for our enemies and a new courage to face the perplexities of suffering.


In daring to write (or read) a book about the cross, there is a great danger of presumption. What actually happened when “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ” is a mystery whose depths we shall spend eternity plumbing. In addition, it would be most unseemly to feign a cool detachment as we contemplate Christ’s cross. We are involved. Our sins put him there. Far from offering us flattery, the cross undermines our self-righteousness. We can stand before it only with a bowed head and a broken spirit. And there we remain until the Lord Jesus speaks to our hearts his word of pardon and acceptance, and we, gripped by his love and full of thanksgiving, go out into the world to live our lives in his service.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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The Centrality of the Cross


Isaiah 53







From Jesus’ youth, indeed even from his birth, the cross cast its shadow ahead of him. His death was central to his mission. The church has always recognized this truth. The fact that the cross became the Christian symbol and that Christians stubbornly refused, in spite of ridicule, to discard it in favor of something less offensive can have only one explanation. It means that the centrality of the cross originated in the mind of Jesus himself. It was out of loyalty to him and the suffering he experienced that his followers clung so doggedly to this sign. It is our greatest comfort when we face our own times of difficulty.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. People often say “If I’d only known. . .” Think of a time when you went through great difficulties. If you had known in advance how bad things would be, would you have gone through with it (assuming you had a choice)? Explain why or why not.


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. When has a seemingly bad time turned out for your good or the good of others you know?






 


Jesus knew that he was going to die, not in the sense that all of us know we will have to die one day, but in the sense that he would meet a violent, premature yet purposeful death. From Isaiah 53 Jesus seems to have derived the clearest forecast not only of his sufferings but also of his subsequent glory. From this chapter more than any other he learned that the vocation of the Messiah was to suffer and die for human sin, and in so doing, be glorified. The person portrayed in these verses is commonly referred to as the Servant from the preceding portion of Isaiah (Isaiah 52:13). Read Isaiah 53.




1. What would you say is the central experience of the Servant in this passage?











2. How does the Servant presented here compare with the person you envision when you think of Jesus Christ?











3. The writer seems to assume that the message of these words will not be believed (v. 1). What would make this image of Christ unexpected and difficult to believe?











4. How is the Servant at odds with prevailing ideas of personal power (vv. 2-3)?











5. What purposes are fulfilled by the Servant’s suffering (vv. 4-6)?











6. What various words does Isaiah use to describe those who benefit from the Servant’s suffering (vv. 4-6)?











Isaiah repeatedly uses the pronouns we, our and us (vv. 2-6). How do you see yourself in this Scripture passage?











7. How does Isaiah change the sheep metaphor between verse 6 and verse 7?











8. What is unjust about the Servant’s fate?











9. The mood of Isaiah’s writing changes in verses 10-12. Question 5 looked at the purposes that were fulfilled by the suffering of the Servant. How do verses 10-12 expand on those purposes?











10. How will the Servant be vindicated at last?











11. We cling to the work of the cross as the center of our faith. What do you think most people consider the heart of Christianity?











12. How does the cross give you comfort in times of difficulty?











13. Spend a few minutes in quiet, reflecting on the cross of Christ and this study. How has this study challenged or confirmed your opinion about the heart of Christianity?









 


Thank Christ, the Suffering Servant, for humbling himself and bearing your sin.




Now or Later


Divide the group into two parts and read Isaiah 53 responsively. You may read alternating verses or divide each verse into two parts.


Ask people both in and outside your church fellowship this question: “What would you say is the heart of Christianity?” Compile answers and bring them next week. Note how frequently (or infrequently) people answer “the cross of Christ” or something similar.
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Why Did Christ Die?


Matthew 27:11-26







In any trial by jury, prosecutors and defense attorneys question prospective jurors closely. The lawyers know that each person, no matter how good a citizen, will come into the trial biased in certain ways. Some who are summoned for jury duty will have already made up their mind before they hear any evidence. Counsels for the prosecution and defense hope to exclude jurors who seem predisposed to vote against their clients, and they hope to keep those who seem sympathetic to their clients. One attorney or the other may have an uphill battle to win certain jurors over. When Jesus was brought to trial, there was no possibility of a just verdict. Everyone’s mind was made up in advance. Everyone involved was predisposed to find him guilty.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Think of the three moral failings of greed, envy and cowardice. In your opinion, which is the most destructive, and why?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. Think of a time when you had to make a hard decision, one in which you were influenced both ways by different factors. Why and how did you choose the way you did? Do you think now that it was the right decision? Why or why not?






 


While the Roman procurator, Pilate, was convinced of Jesus’ innocence, he made ingenious attempts to avoid having to come down clearly on one side or the other. Pilate wanted to avoid sentencing Jesus (since he believed he was innocent) and at the same time avoid exonerating him (since the Jewish leaders believed he was guilty). How could he contrive to reconcile these irreconcilables? We watch him wriggling as he attempts to release Jesus and pacify the Jews, that is, to be just and unjust simultaneously. Read Matthew 27:11-26.




1. While Pilate has Jesus in custody, he has several opportunities to let him go free. What are those occasions, and what does Pilate decide at each point?











2. Based on what you read here, how would you describe Pilate’s character?











3. What fears does Pilate display?











4. Pilate asks “What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is called Christ?” (v. 22). How do his attempts to avoid responsibility in Jesus’ trial parallel ways that people try to avoid submitting to Christ as Lord?











5. Pilate detects envy as the true motivation for the Jewish leaders’ hostility to Jesus (v. 18). For what reasons might they be envious of Jesus?











6. When have you found the authority of Jesus in conflict with your own authority? Think especially of times when you have been called to inconvenient obedience.











7. What is Pilate trying to accomplish by his display of washing his hands (v. 24)?











8. In verse 25 Matthew writes that “all the people” said to Pilate, “Let his blood be on us and on our children.” What do you think made them respond so forcefully here, when it seems they were undecided about Jesus just minutes before (see v. 20)?
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