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When I selected this text for today’s sermon, several weeks ago, I didn’t quite realize what a 

veritable minefield of potential bad theology it was. As I said to the Monday morning Bible 

study this week, this passage probably has at least 30 sermons’ worth of material, not just one. In 

these seven brief verses, we’ve got Jesus predicting his own death and Peter’s rebuke; Jesus’ 

well-known admonition to Peter to “Get behind me, Satan!;”1 another well-known reference to 

carrying a cross; the nearly inscrutable saying about losing your life in order to save it; and 

nothing less than the Second Coming. Since we only have time for one sermon this morning, I’m 

going to narrow our focus to the one verse that called to me when I chose this text: “Then Jesus 

told his disciples, ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 

their cross and follow me.’”2  

 

I was attracted to this verse partly because I am always wrestling with my own understanding of 

the meaning of the cross in Christian theology and practice. We often hear people talk about 

“carrying a cross” or “a cross to bear,” and yet Jesus very rarely talks about the cross himself. 

There are only five times he mentions the cross across all four gospels, and each reference is 

some version of this passage. I wanted to explore what Jesus means in this verse, and what that 

means for our contemporary community of faith. 

 

As usual, I think some context in helpful for beginning to understand this passage. As Sandy 

mentioned in her introduction, Jesus has just asked the disciples, “Who do you say that I am,” 

and Peter has declared that Jesus is the Messiah, which Jesus affirms.3 This is a significant 

revelation, and the place that it occurs is also significant. We are told that Jesus and the disciples 

are in the region of Caesarea Philippi, which was a rather controversial place, politically. It was a 

city some miles north of Galilee and was named by Philip, the son of Herod the Great, after 

Caesar Augustus and himself, and was therefore associated with imperial power and oppression.  

 

To use a very timely analogy, it’s as though Jesus had traveled to the national convention of the 

opposing party, where he accepted the nomination as leader of his people, then, instead of 

listening to his campaign manager, he told everyone that he was going to go up against the 

Empire and get himself killed for it. No wonder Peter is horrified. Nevertheless, Jesus insists that 

not only does he need to confront the Empire, but so does everyone else, at least if they’re going 

to consider themselves his followers.   

 

When I asked the Bible study group what their associations were with this phrase, their responses 

were along this line: “carrying a cross means bearing up under the weight of the burdens that life 

gives us. They might be burdens that we willingly take on, like having children, or caring for a 
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frail family member; or they might be unasked for burdens, like a chronic illness, or an accident 

or difficult family relationship. A further understanding is that you are a better person—a better 

Christian, even—if you carry this “cross” without complaining about it.  

 

An additional layer to all this is the extra burdens that Patriarchy places on women in particular. 

The whole notion of “denying yourself” got a lot of pushback in Bible study; throughout history, 

women especially have been forced to deny their own visions, dreams, and goals and instead live 

for and serve the needs of others. And they have been told that this is what it means to be a 

faithful Christian woman. 

 

Forgive me, but I’m just going to say right now that this whole interpretation of this passage—of 

denial of self, and taking up a cross, and following Jesus as being about oppression—is well… 

baloney. Jesus never asked his disciples to live under oppression; that’s the exact opposite of 

what he saw as his purpose on Earth. At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus quotes from the 

prophet Isaiah: 

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    because he has anointed me 

        to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

    and recovery of sight to the blind, 

        to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”4 

 

Jesus was about liberation and reconciliation, not about oppressive authority and self-abdication. 

I believe that when he calls his disciples to “deny themselves,” he is calling them not to the 

subjugation of the self, but the transformation of the self. As my favorite theologian Marcus 

Borg puts it, “The way of the cross involves dying to an old identity and being born into a new 

identity, dying to an old way of being raised to a new way of being, one centered on God.”5 

Denying ourselves is in other words aligning our purpose with God’s purposes, rather than 

aligning ourselves with anything that is not God. 

 

Another way that our common understanding of “taking up the cross” is wrong is the idea that 

the cross Jesus refers to is a burden given to us by our life circumstances. Those sorts of burdens 

are what we endure by being human, by living in a world that is both beautiful and chaotic. No, 

the cross that Jesus is talking about is something that we choose to bear. Notice that Jesus says to 

“take up” your cross, not carry the unasked-for cross someone else gives you. We can choose to 

carry it, or we can choose to walk away. But if we’re going to follow Jesus, we have to choose 

the cross. 

 

And here’s where we get to the heart of this passage, where we must wrestle with the meaning of 

the cross and its relationship to our lives as Christians. To do this, it is helpful to scrape away the 
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 5 Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), 
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hundreds of years’ worth of paint that have accumulated on the cross and talk about the earliest 

layers of meaning for this fundamental symbol of our faith.  

 

First of all, when Jesus talks about the cross, before he’s talking about it as a symbol, he’s 

talking about it as a literal instrument of torture and execution that Rome used to terrorize the 

people under the Empire’s authority. At this base layer, taking up a cross means being willing to 

defy the powers that oppress and subjugate, even to the point of giving up one’s life. For the 

earliest Christians, following Jesus meant literally risking death on the cross. The cross, then, 

was a symbol of that willingness to follow Jesus without regard to what it might cost. 

 

Early Christians also saw the cross as a symbol of “the way” or the path that one takes when one 

follows Jesus. It was the transformation that I spoke of earlier—the transformation of the old self 

into a new life in the Spirit.6 Taking up a cross, then, is about discipleship. “Discipleship, [or] 

following Jesus,” as Marcus Borg notes, “is not about believing a correct atonement theology. It 

is about following the way of the cross—commitment to the path of personal transformation as 

symbolized by the cross, and commitment to the path of confrontation with domination systems, 

equally symbolized by the cross.”7 

 

It’s important to say here, since we’re talking about the cross as an instrument of execution, that 

I do not believe that Jesus thought that the purpose of his life—his reason for being on Earth-- 

was his suffering and death. And we shouldn’t believe that suffering and death is our purpose, 

either. Jesus’ purpose was rooted in those words he quoted from Isaiah, rooted in what he was 

doing as “a healer, wisdom teacher, social prophet, and movement initiator. His death was a 

consequence of what he was doing, but not his purpose.”8 

 

When I ponder what a modern example of discipleship might look like, I can think of no better 

example than that of the late, great John Lewis, whose death we have mourned and whose life 

we have celebrated so recently. Lewis was exemplary of the type of discipleship Jesus is urging 

his disciples to have in this passage from Matthew. For his entire life, John Lewis’s actions were 

rooted in his Christian faith. He willingly followed the path of transformation of self. He 

willingly stood up to the powers of domination and oppression. and he willingly put his life on 

the line for liberation and justice. May we all, following the lead of John Lewis, take up our 

cross, and follow Jesus. Amen. 

 

 
 6 Borg, 112. 
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