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May thy cross be to me
as the tree that sweetens my bitter Marahs,
as the rod that blossoms with life and beauty,
as the brazen serpent that calls forth the look
of faith.
By thy cross crucify my every sin;
Use it to increase my intimacy with thyself;
Make it the ground of all my comfort,
the liveliness of all my duties,
the sum of all thy gospel promises,
the comfort of all my afflictions,
the vigour of my love, thankfulness, graces,
the very essence of my religion;
And by it give me that rest without rest,
the rest of ceaseless praise.
—The Valley of Vision
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Preface

“For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but
to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”
1 Corinthians 1:18

I

’ve often found myself in churches that made more of Mother’s
Day than Palm Sunday, with little focus given to entering into
the passion of Jesus in an intentional and meaningful way as
Easter approached. Too many years I’ve found that I have rushed
from Palm Sunday into Easter morning, from palm branches to
the empty tomb, without giving my mind and my heart over to
thoughtful contemplation of the cross. If you can relate to my lament, then I hope you will join me as we turn our gaze toward the
cross through the pages of this book.
Oh, what we miss out on when we rush past the cross of Christ.
Oh, the richness and reward when we stop to linger before it, when
we take the time to “consider him who endured from sinners such
hostility against himself ” (Heb. 12:3). In a culture where crosses
have become commonplace as architecture and jewelry, how we
need to truly gaze upon the cross of Christ in all of its ugliness
and beauty, in its death and in its healing, in the painful price paid
there, and in its free gift of grace. Jesus, keep us near the cross.
9
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Preface

In the pages that follow, gifted theologians and Bible teachers
will help us to stop and linger at the cross. I’ve drawn from the
writings and sermons of classic and contemporary writers and
teachers to create meditations that will draw us into an experience
of the passion of the cross and the power of the resurrection.
How we need to have our hearts broken again by our sin that put
Jesus on the cross. How we need to have our confidence grounded
by what Jesus accomplished on the cross. And how we need to have
our hope anchored in the promise of resurrection. I pray that is
what you will experience as you read this book. May Jesus draw
you and keep you near his cross.
Nancy Guthrie
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1
True Contemplation
of the Cross
Martin Luther

“Looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the
joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame,
and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him
who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that
you may not grow weary or fainthearted.”
Hebrews 12:2–3

L

et us meditate a moment on the passion of Christ. Some
do so falsely in that they merely rail against Judas and the
Jews. Some carry crucifixes to protect themselves from
water, fire, and sword, and turn the suffering of Christ into an
amulet against suffering. Some weep, and that is the end of it. The
true contemplation is that in which the heart is crushed and the
conscience smitten. You must be overwhelmed by the frightful
wrath of God who so hated sin that he spared not his only begotten
11
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Son. What can the sinner expect if the beloved Son was so afflicted?
It must be an inexpressible and unendurable yearning that causes
God’s Son himself so to suffer. Ponder this and you will tremble,
and the more you ponder, the deeper you will tremble.
Take this to heart and doubt not that you are the one who killed
Christ. Your sins certainly did, and when you see the nails driven
through his hands, be sure that you are pounding, and when the
thorns pierce his brow, know that they are your evil thoughts.
Consider that if one thorn pierced Christ you deserve one hundred thousand.
The whole value of the meditation of the suffering of Christ lies
in this, that man should come to the knowledge of himself and
sink and tremble. If you are so hardened that you do not tremble,
then you have reason to tremble. Pray to God that he may soften
your heart and make fruitful your meditation upon the suffering
of Christ, for we of ourselves are incapable of proper reflection
unless God instills it.
But if one does meditate rightly on the suffering of Christ for a
day, an hour, or even a quarter of an hour, this we may confidently
say is better than a whole year of fasting, days of psalm singing, yes,
than even one hundred masses, because this reflection changes the
whole man and makes him new, as once he was in baptism.
If, then, Christ is so firmly planted in your heart, and if you are
become an enemy to sin out of love and not fear, then henceforth
the suffering of Christ, which began as a sacrament, may continue
lifelong as an example. When tribulation and sickness assail you,
think how slight these are compared to the thorns and the nails
of Christ. If you are thwarted, remember how he was bound and
dragged. If pride besets you, see how the Lord was mocked and
with robbers despised. If unchastity incites your flesh, recall how
his flesh was scourged, pierced, and smitten. If hate, envy, and
vengeance tempt you, think how Christ for you and all his en12
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emies interceded with tears, though he might rather have avenged
himself. If you are afflicted and cannot have your way, take heart
and say, “Why should I not suffer when my Lord sweat blood for
very anguish?”
Astounding it is that the cross of Christ has so fallen into forgetfulness, for is it not forgetfulness of cross when no one wishes
to suffer but rather to enjoy himself and evade the cross? You
must personally experience suffering with Christ. He suffered for
your sake, and should you not suffer for his sake, as well as for
your own?
Two texts in the Old Testament apply to Christ. The first is, “Thou
art fairer than the children of men” (Ps. 45:2), and the second is,
“He hath no form nor comeliness” (Isa. 53:2).
The whole value
Evidently these passages must be understood in
differing sense. To the eyes of the flesh, he was of the meditation
of the suffering
the lowest among the sons of men, a derision,
of Christ lies in
and to the eyes of the spirit there was none fairer
this, that man
than he. The eyes of the flesh cannot see this.
should come to
What, then is the nature of this beauty? It is wisdom and love, light for the understanding, and
the knowledge
power for the soul, for in suffering and dying
of himself and
Christ displayed all the wisdom and the truth sink and tremble.
with which the understanding can be adorned.
If you are so
All the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hardened that you
hidden in him, and they are hidden because
do not tremble,
they are visible only to the eye of the spirit.
then you have
The greater and the more wonderful is the
reason to tremble.
excellence of his love by contrast with the lowliness of his form, the hate and pain of passion. Herein we come to
know both God and ourselves. His beauty is his own, and through
it we learn to know him. His uncomeliness and passion are ours,
and in them we know ourselves, for what he suffered in the flesh,
13
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we must inwardly suffer in the spirit. He has in truth borne our
stripes. Here, then, in an unspeakably clear mirror you see yourself.
You must know that through your sins you are as uncomely and
mangled as you see him here.
If we consider the persons, we ought to suffer a thousand and
again a thousand times more than Christ because he is God and
we are dust and ashes, yet it is the reverse. He who had a thousand
and again a thousand times less need, has taken upon himself
a thousand and again a thousand times more than we. No understanding can fathom nor tongue can express, no writing can
record, but only the inward feeling can grasp what is involved in
the suffering of Christ.

Adapted from Martin Luther’s Easter Book, edited by Roland H. Bainton. Copyright © 1962 by W. L.
Jenkins. Used by permission of the estate of Roland Bainton.
Scripture quotations are from the King James Version of the Bible.
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2
He Set His Face
to Go to Jerusalem
John Piper

“When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face
to go to Jerusalem.”
Luke 9:51

L

uke describes the arrival of Jesus in Jerusalem at the beginning of that last week of his earthly life:

As he was drawing near—already on the way down the Mount of
Olives—the whole multitude of his disciples began to rejoice and
praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works that they had
seen, saying, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!
Peace in heaven and glory in the highest! (Luke 19:37–38)

There is no doubt what was in the disciples’ minds. This was the
fulfillment of Zechariah’s prophecy given centuries earlier:
15
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Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!
Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem!
Behold, your king is coming to you;
righteous and having salvation is he,
humble and mounted on a donkey,
on a colt, the foal of a donkey.
I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim
and the war horse from Jerusalem;
and the battle bow shall be cut off,
and he shall speak peace to the nations;
his rule shall be from sea to sea,
and from the River to the ends of the earth. (Zech. 9:9–10)

The long-awaited Messiah had come, the king of Israel, and not
just of Israel but of all the earth. Jerusalem would be his capital city.
From here he would rule the world in peace and righteousness.
What a day this was! How their hearts must have pounded in their
chests! And must not their hands have been sweaty like warriors
in readiness just before the bugle sounds the battle! . . .
To be sure the disciples’ understanding of Jesus’ kingship at
this point is flawed. But hastening events will correct that soon
enough. In essence they are correct. Jesus is the king of Israel, and
the kingdom he is inaugurating will bring peace to all the nations
and spread from sea to sea. The book of Revelation pictures the
final fulfillment of Palm Sunday in the age to come like this:
I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no man could number,
from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages,
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white
robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a
loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne,
and to the Lamb!” (Rev. 7:9–10)

16
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The entry into Jerusalem with waving palms (John 12:13) was a
short-lived preview of the eternal Palm Sunday to come. It needed
to be said. If the disciples hadn’t said it, the rocks would have.
But if Jesus had taken his throne on that first day of palms, none
of us would ever be robed in white or waving palms of praise in
the age to come. There had to be the cross, and that is what the
disciples had not yet understood.
Back in Luke 9, as Jesus prepared to set out for Jerusalem from
Galilee, he tried to explain this to his disciples. In verse 22 he said,
“The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the
elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third
day be raised.” And in verse 44 he told them, “Let these words sink
into your ears: The Son of Man is about to be delivered into the
hands of men.” But verse 45 tells us, “They did not understand
this saying, and it was concealed from them, so that they might
not perceive it. And they were afraid to ask him about this saying.”
Therefore, their understanding of Jesus’ last journey to Jerusalem
was flawed. They saw him as a king moving in to take control. And
he was. But they could not grasp that the victory Jesus would win
in Jerusalem over sin and Satan and death and all the enemies of
righteousness and joy—that this victory would be won through his
own horrible suffering and death; and that the kingdom which they
thought would be established immediately (Luke 19:11) would, in
fact, be thousands of years in coming.
And their misunderstanding of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem results
in a misunderstanding of the meaning of discipleship. This is why
this is important for us to see, lest we make the same mistake.
In Luke 9:51 we read, “When the days drew near for him to be
taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.” To set his face toward
Jerusalem meant something very different for Jesus than it did for
the disciples. You can see the visions of greatness that danced in their
heads in verse 46: “An argument arose among them as to which of
17
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them was the greatest.” Jerusalem and glory were just around the
corner. O what it would mean when Jesus took the throne!
But Jesus had another vision in his head. One wonders how
he carried it all alone and so long. Jerusalem meant one thing for
Jesus: certain death.
He was under no illusions of a quick and heroic death. He predicted in Luke 18:31–33, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and
everything that is written of the Son of Man by the prophets will
be accomplished. For he will be delivered over to the Gentiles and
will be mocked and shamefully treated and spit upon. And after
flogging him, they will kill him. . . .” When Jesus set his face to go
to Jerusalem, he set his face to die. . . .
If we were to look at Jesus’ death merely as a
Jesus’ journey
result
of a betrayer’s deceit and the Sanhedrin’s
to Jerusalem is
envy and Pilate’s spinelessness and the soldiers’
our journey, and
nails and spear, it might seem very involuntary.
if he set his face
And the benefit of salvation that comes to us
to go there and
who believe from this death might be viewed as
die, we must set
God’s way of making a virtue out of a necessity.
our face to die
But once you read Luke 9:51 all such thoughts
with him.
vanish. Jesus was not accidentally entangled in
a web of injustice. The saving benefits of his
death for sinners were not an afterthought. God planned it all out
of infinite love to sinners like us and appointed a time. Jesus, who
was the very embodiment of his Father’s love for sinners, saw that
the time had come and set his face to fulfill his mission: to die in
Jerusalem for our sake. “No one takes [my life] from me [he said],
but I lay it down of my own accord . . .” (John 10:18). . . .
Here is a question put to every believer by this text: does discipleship mean deploying God’s missiles against the enemy in righteous
indignation? Or does discipleship mean following him on the Calvary
road which leads to suffering and death? The answer of the whole
New Testament is this: the surprise about Jesus the Messiah is that
18
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he came to live a life of sacrificial, dying service before he comes a
second time to reign in glory. And the surprise about discipleship is
that it demands a life of sacrificial, dying service
Jerusalem meant
before we can reign with Christ in glory.
one thing
Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem is our journey,
and if he set his face to go there and die, we
for Jesus:
must set our face to die with him.
certain death.
One might be tempted to reason in just the
opposite way: that since Jesus suffered so much and died in our place,
therefore, we are free to go straight to the head of the class, as it were,
and skip all the exams. He suffered so we could have comfort. He died
so we could live. He bore abuse so we could be esteemed. He gave
up the treasures of heaven so we could lay up treasures on earth. He
brought the kingdom and paid for our entrance, and now we live in
it with all its earthly privileges. But all this is not biblical reasoning.
It goes against the plain teaching in this very context. Luke 9:23–24
reads: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take
up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will
lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.”
When Jesus set his face to walk the Calvary road, he was not
merely taking our place; he was setting our pattern. He is substitute
and pacesetter. If we seek to secure our life through returning evil
for evil or surrounding ourselves with luxury in the face of human
need, we will lose our life. We can save our life only if we follow
Christ on the Calvary road.

Adapted from “He Set His Face to Go to Jerusalem,” sermon by John Piper, Bethlehem Baptist Church,
Minneapolis, April 4, 1982. The complete text of this sermon is available at: http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Sermons/ByDate/1982/339_He_Set_His_Face_to_Go_to_Jerusalem/.
Used by permission.
Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®.
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