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There is no getting around the cross. Two weeks ago, as we entered into another year of grace in the church calendar, we 

were reminded of that. We begin the season of preparation for our Lord’s nativity in Holy Week. We fix our eyes upon 

the infant Lord in the creche, but not at the expense of gazing upon Him crucified. He came to die; to be the perfect and 

final sacrificial Lamb. John the Baptist testified to this in the words of his mighty sermon which we take up as our own 

confession at the beginning of every Holy Communion: Christ is the Lamb of God that takest away the sin of the world. 

The cross is the only way we are saved. And so Advent and Christmas must yield to Lent and Holy Week. Even as we sing 

of the Child who sleeps on Mary’s lap, we sing “nails, spear, shall pierce Him through, The cross be borne for me, for 

you.” 

 

There is no getting around the cross. Not just that of Jesus, but also our own. John confessed the truth, particularly about 

holy marriage, and he sits in prison for it. The cross is imposed upon him, coming through the hands of those who do not 

want to hear what he has to say. Herod would rather lock God’s prophet up in prison than repent for his sin of living with 

a woman who is not his wife. Herod will later rather save face and shear John’s head off, than fulfill his duty as a king and 

protect the innocent and honor God’s Word. 

 

And so also countless Christians suffer at the hands of others for the sake of what we believe and confess. We do not 

choose to undergo mockery and jeers. Christians throughout the world do not rush towards persecution and martyrdom. 

It comes upon them. This is what Jesus speaks of in the Beatitudes; “Blessed are you when others revile you and 

persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on My account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward 

is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matt 5:11–12). That is how it is when 

you are Christ’s. 

 

The apostle Peter later writes: “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, 

as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that 

you may also rejoice and be glad when His glory is revealed. If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are 

blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you” (1 Pet 4:12–14). 

 

This can be avoided of course. John could have apologized to Herod and Herodias, promise he’d not talk about such 

touchy things as their adultery and fornication, and been set free. All the prophets before him and the apostles after could 

have been not so confrontational, so insistent that what they proclaimed was true, and they would have been spared. And 

you can avoid the pressures of poor reviews, appointments with human resources, the snickers of classmates, mockery 

from your own family, and whatever government oppression and inconveniences, if you will just stay silent, not confess 

the truth, and go along with the cultural current, giving your quiet consent. 

 

But do you really want the approval of people who only give it because you agree with them? Is worldly peace, success, 

and praise of greater value to you than the honor that God gives to those who suffer for confessing His truth? Let John, 

the prophets, and the holy martyrs encourage you by their boldness. Let the Holy Spirit teach you zeal for His Word, and 

give you willingness to bear the cross of suffering from the hands of the world. 

 

It does not stop there. The cross of suffering comes in other ways. A Christian is not spared from sickness, strife in the 

workplace. Christians mourn those they love, who sometimes are taken suddenly. We are not spared the stresses of life, 

the depression stoked by the absence of the sun in these short days and far too early nights.  

 

The world’s wisdom will say, “Hey, this is all just a part of life, there’s no rhyme or reason to it, don’t think about it too 

much.” Solace and distraction will be offered by copious amounts of food, drink, binge-watching sappy Hallmark 

Christmas films, or zoning out on the glowing screen of your choice. Or there’s what is on the rise today: a total despair, a 

giving up on any hope or joy. So when the terminal diagnosis comes, as soon as things get too tough to bear, a final 

injection is offered, life is ended. Denial, avoidance, escape, management. The problem with these approaches is that 



comfort is tied solely to this world. It’s either worldly remedies to cope, despair when there seems to be no point to this 

life, or a God who is active in the lives of His saints, working all things to their eternal good is totally out of the picture.  

 

These crosses are given and used by God to teach us to put our faith and hope in Him, to not cling to the things of this 

body and life as the be-all end-all. There is something better that is yet to come. We as Christians know and believe that, 

the problem is our sinful flesh which always clings to us, doesn’t. We need to constantly be taught that this world is not 

our home, that money and possessions can’t make you happy. A perfectly healthy body won’t save you from death or hell. 

Few things teach this truth better than the pain of the cross. It is not life’s joys that make us long for the life to come, it is 

life’s sorrows that teach us to die to this world. 

 

Accompanying either the cross of persecution that is placed upon us by unbelievers, or the crosses of suffering that we 

bear because we live in this fallen world, and sometimes coming all on its own, is the cross that is placed upon the soul, 

the conscience of the Christian. John doesn’t ask Christ about getting out of jail, wondering how he got there. He asks if 

Jesus really is the one he needs to hope in. 

 

In John we see a reflection of ourselves. We may not necessarily be cast into prison for our faith. God in His fatherly 

mercy may spare us much of the sorrow that comes with life in this world. But there are always the attacks of the evil one 

on our conscience; the temptations and afflictions that come because of our sins. And so also, the Holy Spirit’s inspiration 

graciously provides John as an example of the patient bearing of the cross, looking in faith to Jesus, and in hope to the 

Day of the Lord. 

 

In midst of his affliction, John goes to Jesus with his question. This is what the Christian does under the cross of 

affliction, of whatever kind. Flee to Christ. Be unashamed with your pain, your fear, your questions. He can take them. 

Jesus does not spurn John, does not disown him. He answers with His Word. He refers to the words of the prophet 

Isaiah. Isaiah had described John’s job as the voice crying out to make ready the way of the Lord. Isaiah also foretold what 

the Christ would do when He came, that is what Jesus is referencing by listing His works, He points John to that. He then 

goes to the end of the Old Testament, the closing prophecy given through Malachi. John was the messenger who went 

before the Lord to prepare His way. Jesus is that Lord, the Messenger of the Covenant, the bringer of the New Testament 

that is established in His own blood. He came to purify His people, to refine them. Not to destroy them, not to drive 

them to despair, but to purify, strengthen, and save them. 

 

How does that happen? What does it mean to be pure, to be strong, to be saved? To be in Christ, to trust in Him, above 

and beyond all other things. John doesn’t need to be set free from prison to be free; He needs Jesus. John doesn’t need 

life in this world until a ripe old age in order to live; He needs Jesus. Jesus is the one needed both by John and you. We 

know that because of what Jesus does. That is what Jesus points us to: “Look at what I am doing: ‘the blind receive their 

sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have 

good news preached to them.’” There is no one else who has done these things. There is no one else who has died and 

brought Himself to life again, a fact testified to by many, the apostles, and many other thousands, many of whom suffered 

unto death, shedding their blood for the sake of their witness to this. 

 

And look at what He continues to do. The works of Christ are not limited to the past. Those once blind, ignorant of 

Christ, come to see Him for who He is. Those whose lives were a mess, wayward and astray, now walk in His ways. Those 

defiled by their own sins and those committed against them are cleansed, given a clean conscience. Those once unable to 

hear God’s truth, their ears are opened and they are given understanding. And as Jesus describes the prodigal son who 

returned, those once dead are made alive. All this continues to happen as the good news, the Gospel, is preached.  

 

The final thing Jesus says to John’s disciples before they return back to him with Jesus’ answer is “blessed is the one 

who is not offended by Me.” John and we need a reminder that the way of Jesus is the way of the cross. His own 

lowliness is a stumbling block to many of His fellow Jews, they were unable to comprehend a suffering and dying Messiah. 

And yet that is our salvation. The offense of our sins against God has been satisfied. We are pleasing to Him. He is our 

Father and He loves us.  



But it is also a needed reminder to not be scandalized when our life looks like that of our Lord. That even as He suffered 

rejection, hatred, the burdens of life in this world, and the pangs of bearing our sins, so that is our life. We are made to be 

like Him, not to save us, but rather because we are saved, united to Christ, we are throughout our lives conformed to His 

image. We grow up into Him, that even as He followed our childhood’s pattern as our Savior, growing like us day by day, 

suffering and dying, so now we follow Him, His life, His death, His resurrection, and unending glorification as our 

Brother. 

 

That is what He is doing in whatever cross we bear. He is bringing us to repent of our sins, to recognize that He and His 

cross alone can save us, to train us to love our life with Christ in God, which is hidden now, but will be revealed in glory. 

That is the source of our joy, true Christian joy, not just today, but always.  

 

Come, Lord Jesus, come quickly! 


