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What Do You See? 
 
What do you see – and feel – and think -- when you look at the Cross?  
 
We discovered two weeks ago that when Paul looked at the Cross, one thing he saw was the 
culmination of the Jewish sacrificial system, that day when Christ became the final atoning 
sacrifice for human sin. We recalled last week that in the Cross Paul also saw God making 
peace, both between people and God and between Jews and Gentiles – and therefore, between all 
divided human groups. We remembered that the ground is level at the foot of the Cross. Two 
meanings of the Cross: atoning sacrifice, and peacemaking.  
 
Cross as Moral Example and Invitation 
 
Our passage for today takes us from Paul to John, and adds yet a third meaning of the Cross – the 
Cross as moral example and invitation. God is inviting us to a certain kind of life, which 
somehow looks like the Cross. Jesus is setting an example for us, which climaxes at the Cross.  
 
So instead of looking away from the Cross in terror and anguish at the suffering that Jesus bore, 
we are called to look to the Cross in search of what God wants to teach us through it.  
 
Our text this morning is from 1 John. Others could have been selected, because this theme is 
found in various places in the New Testament. But we rarely dive into the lovely mystical 1 
John, so here goes:  
 
7-8: Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God. Everyone who loves is born of 
God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. 
 
Love. It is the central moral exhortation of the Christian faith. Jesus chose to make it central 
when he said that the entire Jewish Law could be summed up as Love God, Love Neighbor (Mt 
22:34-40). And in the Gospel of John Jesus says in his long farewell to his disciples that he is 
giving them a new command: “love one another, as I have loved you” (Jn 13:34). 
 
And so 1 John 4:7 begins by simply exhorting us to love one another. If we love, we show that 
we are born of God, that we are God’s children and know the God we claim to know. If we fail 
to love, the opposite is suggested – we don’t even know God, because God is love.  
 
We could camp out here awhile. For 1 John, love is everything, and it is the test of everything. 
Want to find God? Look for a person who loves. Want to find the absence of God? Look for a 
person who does not love. Many of us were taught to draw a great Red Line between Christians 



and non-Christians. Maybe the line we should draw is between people who love and people who 
don’t love, whether or not they claim to be Christians. But I digress.  
 
9-11: God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so 
that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and 
sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we 
also ought to love one another.  
 
We have been told to love. Okay. Got it. But what is love? What does love look like?  
 
1 John has an answer. Love is what God does. So watch what God does. And so we move toward 
the Cross.  
 
Love looks like God the Father sending God’s only Son into this world to give us abundant and 
eternal life. It’s not so special that we love God, says John. The standard of love is not set by us, 
but by God. And that standard of love is fully revealed at the Cross. And so, the passage 
concludes, since God loved us so much, we ought to love each other.  
 
So this is our third meaning of the Cross: The Cross teaches us how to love. It is the ultimate 
example of love, which we are called to imitate. It is a standing invitation. Love like this.  
 
This is certainly not the only place in the New Testament where the Cross sets the standard for 
Christian living. This statement from Jesus is decisive:  
 
If anyone wants to come after me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. 
For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the 
gospel’s will save it (Mk 8:34-35 NASB).  
 
The life of Christian discipleship is a life of following Jesus. Following Jesus involves taking the 
path that he took – here that path is described as self-denial all the way to the Cross. It is 
interesting that this was not one of the first things that Jesus said to those who were following 
him. It was something that he said as he “set his face toward Jerusalem” (Lk 9:51) and the Cross 
that he knew waited for him there. If you want to continue to follow me, he said, you will need to 
ready yourself to follow me to Jerusalem, to the rejection, suffering, and death that awaits me 
there.  
 
As a moral example and invitation, it is a stern one. This is not “easy believism,” as Bonhoeffer 
called it, but instead the hard way of discipleship. And still the invitation is offered. It’s 
something like this – if you want to follow Jesus, if you want to be a Christian, look to what God 
did in sacrificing his Son at the Cross, look to what Jesus did in bearing that suffering at the 
Cross, and imitate this most sublime love. Love like this.  
 
Love Like This 
 
For the remainder of this message I would like to venture just a few examples of actions that I 
think show an acceptance of God’s invitation to love like this. Each illustrates a different aspect 



of Cross-shaped love. Each shows us that it really is possible to live in the Way of the Cross, to 
say yes to the invitation God offers us there.  
 
(1) Consider a marriage. Let’s place the couple as 75 years old. There were many good days in 
this marriage. They married young, raised a family, enjoyed life together. Let’s call them Sarah 
and Michael.  
 
Michael has been afflicted by Alzheimer’s. It began slowly, with only the smallest memory 
lapses and odd moments. But over time it has worsened considerably, and now Sarah hardly 
recognizes Michael’s personality. For Sarah the quality and joy of the relationship has almost 
entirely deteriorated. There is no more travel, no more reminiscing, no more romance, and no 
more carefree, unworried moments. An equal partnership has gradually evolved into a caregiving 
relationship that is almost parental.  
 
But each day, Sarah summons herself and again takes up the task of caring for her Michael. Each 
day, in a marriage increasingly marked by sorrow and sacrifice, Sarah digs deep and just does 
what is required. Michael gradually loses the ability to offer anything to Sarah. He’s hardly there 
anymore. But Sarah takes up her cross and follows Jesus.  
 
(2) Consider a church. Frank is chair of the personnel committee. He finds out that a very 
popular minister with a very loyal constituency is guilty of gross misconduct and must be 
dismissed. Frank concludes, along with the personnel committee, that the reasons for the 
dismissal of the minister must remain confidential. Frank becomes the object of intense criticism 
in the church, some of it quite painful and personal, and all of it unfair. Like Jesus, Frank bears 
scorn, derision, and contempt silently and without retaliation.  
 
(3) Consider a large and diverse public high school. Muslim kids are becoming the object of 
bullying, derision, and contempt. Christian kids Veronica and William were recently especially 
disturbed by an incident in class where a teacher attacked and humiliated their friend Ayesha. 
Veronica and William immediately and publicly protested to the teacher that this was not right. 
They were disciplined in class that day, and now they notice punitive grading on their 
schoolwork. Veronica and William, in standing in solidarity with their Muslim friend Ayesha, 
and paying a price for doing so, are taking the Way of the Cross.  
 
(4) Now consider this story:       
 
The famous Dutch Christian rescuer Corrie ten Boom, to whom we shall return later, related the 
illuminating story of a Dutch pastor’s response to her request that he offer help to Jews.  A 
Jewish woman and her infant were hiding in the ten Boom house and needed a more secure place 
to stay.  The Dutch minister came into her father’s watch repair shop one day in search of a part 
for his watch.  Corrie took the pastor aside and asked him if he would be willing to take a Jewish 
mother and baby into his home.  His initial response was a strong rejection: “Miss ten Boom!  I 
do hope you’re not involved with any of this illegal concealment and undercover business.  It’s 
just not safe!”  But then Corrie went to the other part of the house and brought the new baby 
down for the pastor to see with his own eyes: 



Back in the dining room I pulled back the coverlet from the baby’s face. 
There was a long silence.  The man bent forward, his hand in spite of 
himself reaching for the tiny fist curled round the blanket.  For a moment 
I saw compassion and fear struggle in his face.  Then he straightened. 
“No.  Definitely not.  We could lose our lives for that Jewish child!” 
Unseen by either of us, Father had appeared in the doorway.  “Give the  
child to me, Corrie,” he said.  Father held the baby close, his white beard 
brushing its cheek, looking into the little face…. At last he looked up 
at the pastor.  “You say we could lose our lives for this child.  I would 
consider that the greatest honor that could come to my family.”  The  
pastor turned sharply on his heels and walked out of the room. 

Caspar ten Boom and several members of his family did in fact end up laying down their lives 
for Jewish babies and mothers and grandpas and a whole lot of other people. And it was indeed 
the greatest honor that ever could come to a once obscure family that will always be remembered 
for taking the Way of the Cross.  
 
Implications 
 
Let’s see how all of this comes together.  
 
1 John 4 says that God is love, that Christ’s people must love, and that if you want to know what 
love looks like, look at the Cross.  
 
So we try to look a bit harder at the Cross. We see an innocent person, the God-Man Jesus, 
making a fundamental decision to deny himself and do God’s will. We see him in his ministry 
teaching and embodying God’s will, in such a radical way that he earns for himself criticism, 
rejection, and threats. We see those threats finally being enacted as he is unjustly arrested at 
night, mocked, tortured, and finally crucified as a criminal. And we are taught – Love Like This.  
 
Like Sarah, Love Like This in caring faithfully for your husband (or child or mother or friend) as 
they fade away before your eyes.  
 
Like Frank, Love Like This in absorbing unjust and angry criticism from those who do not 
understand your personnel decision and cannot be told the reasons why. 
 
Like Veronica and William, Love Like This in standing in solidarity with outcast people who are 
mistreated.  
 
Like Caspar ten Boom, Love Like This in being willing to sacrifice your very life to rescue the 
innocent in obedience to God’s will.  
 
Self-denial. Absorbing unjust criticism. Paying a price to stand with the outcasts. Even dying for 
Jesus, if that is what is required of you.  
 



The Cross of Jesus Christ sets the ultimate moral example. And there God offers the ultimate 
invitation. Love Like This.  
 
That’s what we signed up for when we got baptized. We were volunteering to die, choosing a 
voluntary death to self so that we could live for Jesus. Do we know it? Sisters and brothers, at 
God’s invitation, and following Christ’s example, let us take up our cross and follow Jesus.  


