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Jesus is a God whom we
approach without pride
and before whom we
humble ourselves
without despair.

BLAISE PASCAL

PREFACE
After a long season of faith, I stepped away from God belief. I left, not
because I hadn’t experienced God’s work in my life, hadn’t read the
scriptures and found them compelling. Nor did I leave because I lacked
respect and love for people I knew who were Christians.
I walked away because American Christianity gave me no good reason
to think it was true, beautiful, or good. In fact, I found the opposite.
This community consistently offered up below average ideas, suggesting
below average insights about its extra-ordinary God, and the evidence
was everywhere. A while back, a large number of people spent millions
of dollars advertising that on a specific date the world would end. When
the date passed without fanfare, I heard one commentator say, “Making
fun of born again Christians is like hunting dairy cows with a high
powered rifle and scope.” This was my experience.
Christians held the most profound sets of insights into the human
condition ever composed and yet, despite their numbers and resources,
they consistently produced the most lack luster art, literature and
political thought available in popular circles. I was not alone in viewing
the “Christian Living” section of the local bookstore, with a few
1
noteworthy exceptions, a disheartening place where good brains went to
die. And I assume I would have continued walking away from this God—
there are other, satisfying options—but my path changed when I began
reading the work of historians who focused on the first century.
When I read those books I saw God again.
6

Historically anchored material displayed a divine personality far better
than any of the theology I consumed. It was the insurgent nature of
Jesus’ work, paired with the events of his last week that hooked me,
that said to me then—and continue to say to me today—that this is the
God I have been looking for.
And this is what I read.

7

CONTROL

In the sixth century BC, the Assyrians developed a new way to kill people.
Primitive people the world over would punish murderers and other scoundrels
by hanging them from a cursed tree, but the Assyrians realized when they
2

crucified someone, they commanded respect. The graphic sight of a crucifixion
inflicted fear and horror, which the Assyrians found much more valuable than
simply punishing a criminal. Crosses were able to mutilate and dishonor so
severely that everyone noticed, everyone was shocked, everyone adapted,
everyone was transformed by the power of a crucifixion.
If you lived in the ancient world, it’s very likely that you would have seen scores
of people crucified. If someone in your town was crucified, you would have
heard them die, seen their agony, and watched their bodies decompose on your
way to do business. Victims often wore signs around their necks displaying the
reason for their death, making it clear to all not only what activities ought to be
avoided, but also who was in charge.
8

On a Roman crucifix, the executed often hung for days until their organs failed
3

and their bodies succumbed to shock. With arms extended, victims were forced
to sit on a sedile—a small wounded peg—to prolong their breathing and their
agony. In order to maximize its gory effect, victims would often be severely
beaten before being tied, or even nailed to a cross.
After a victim died, the corpse was left to bake under the sun, to decompose,
and after a few weeks the mangled body of a man, woman or child would
simply rot and fall off the cross. Because crucifixion was not about killing someone.
Killing a person is easy. Crosses were billboards. Crosses unveil who is king.
In the ancient world the cross was a royal symbol of power and of glory. The
cross showcased for everyone who ruled the earth.
Because of its power, Alexander the Great adopted the practice and brought
crucifixion to the Mediterranean in the 4th century BC. The Phoenicians
introduced crucifixion to Rome a hundred years later, and Rome became an
empire because it perfected the art of crucifying people. One Roman scholar
and adviser to the emperor described the philosophy behind a crucifixion,
Whenever we crucify the guilty, the crowded roads are chosen, where most people
can see and be moved by fear. Our penalties are chosen not for retribution’s sake,
4
but for their exemplary effect.
Crosses were the nuclear weapon of the ancient world. Empires were first
created and maintained because of the cross. Such empires have affected
many cultures, but perhaps none so much as the people of Israel, the people
who wrote the Bible.
9

The Jewish homeland has been occupied by foreign powers more frequently
than any other piece of terrain on earth. One of the more important
occupations occurred in the year 586 BC, when armies from Babylon parked
outside the gates of Jerusalem and starved the people inside for two years.
During the siege, the Babylonians captured the king of Judah—the last
descendant of David to reign in Israel. Soldiers killed the king’s sons before
him, then cut out his eyes and carted him, along with the remaining aristocrats,
to Babylon in chains.
The destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon is paramount in the history of Israel,
for the Temple on Mt Zion—the space the early Bible writers described as the
dwelling place of God—was destroyed.
During this period, for the first time since their exodus out of Egypt, the Jewish
people began to believe that God had left them. A young priest named Ezekiel
described the presence of God departing from the temple just before the
Babylonians finally destroyed the city.

5

During these days of exile, much of the Old Testament was assembled, edited
6

and written. As such, two themes routinely emerge in the Jewish scriptures.
The texts often explore pain, struggle and failure on one hand, yet they are
balanced by passages of great optimism. Many of the Old Testament writers
anticipated a new day when the Hebrew God would return and set things right.
One example is note worthy.
In the days following the destruction of the temple, a writer named Zachariah
10

envisioned a new day of peace and freedom, of God speaking over Israel in a
new way saying,
Never again will an oppressor overrun my people,
For now I am keeping watch.
Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!
Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem!
See your king comes to you righteous and having salvation,
Gentle and riding on a donkey.
I will take away the chariots and warhorses from Jerusalem,
And the battle bow will be broken.
Your king will proclaim peace to the nations.
His rule will extend from the River to the ends of the earth.
Because of the blood of my covenant with you
7
All your prisoners will be free.
Zachariah did not live to see this day. Even though the temple was rebuilt in the
6th century BC, no king returned to the throne of Israel. Syria took over Israel
in 520 BC, Alexander the Great occupied Israel in 333, and after Alexander’s
death rule of Israel was split and eventually assumed by the Seleucid Empire.
Because of Israel’s continued oppression by foreign powers, many concluded
that God had not returned to his home on top of Mt Zion. It’s clear from
writings of the day that the Jewish people believed that these empires would
not have succeeded if God was in his temple, and by the first century AD
insurrectionists like John the Baptist were inviting the faithful out of Jerusalem,
8
away from the Temple Mount, to plead for God’s return.
11

A point of hope for the Jewish people had come a few years earlier in 164 BC
when a revolutionary named Judas the Maccabee —the son of a priestly
family—and his army pushed the pagan forces out of Jerusalem. Judas rode
into Jerusalem surrounded by his countrymen waving palm branches as he
descended into the city. The crowd followed him up onto Mount Zion, where
Judas turned over the pagan statues that filled the temple. Today the feast of
Hanukkah celebrates this cleansing of the temple.
The Maccabean revolt seemed like a time of restoration, a time when God
would return. But the revolution did not last. For the next 85 years, the
Hasmoneans, a family of kings sold out to foreign empires, governed Israel.
The Hasmonean Dynasty began as a kingdom grounded in faith and the spirit
of Judas the Maccabee, but their house quickly dissolved into religious
oppressors and mercenaries.
The last Hasmonean monarch to hold Palastine called himself “Jonathan the
9
King”. During his reign, a civil war broke out in Israel that lasted 6 years
and cost 50,000 lives. Jonathan ultimately won, and at the end of the war he
returned to Jerusalem in triumph with many of his countrymen in chains. The
historian Josephus tells us that “as Jonathan was feasting with his concubines,
celebrating the victory in the sight of his city, he ordered about eight hundred
of his former opponents crucified, and while those crucified were still living he
10
ordered the throats of their children and wives cut before their eyes.”
Because crosses were not about killing people. Killing a person is easy. Crosses
are billboards. Crosses unveil who is king. We see this most clearly in the
methods of the Roman Empire.
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Zechariah 9:8-11
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In fact, John, quoting the ancient scripture, saw himself as,
		
		
The voice of one calling in the wilderness,
		
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.
		
Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low.
		
The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.
		
And all people will see God’s salvation.’
		
(Mark 1:2-4)
In the first century, the people who wrote the Bible were not only waiting for 		
Zachariah’s king to come and bring peace. They likewise anticipated the return of
God, to occupy the temple and present himself in glory on Mount Zion.
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That is Alexander Jannaeus. Technically, he wasn’t the final ruler. His wife, Alex		
andra Salome, ruled as queen after him, and then her two sons (Aristobulus and
Hyrcanus II) squabbled back and forth (67-63) until Rome took over through
Pompey in 63 B.C.
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Josephus. Antiquities, 14:380. See also Paul Johnson. History of the Jews. New 		
York: Harper and Row, 1987. 108-109.
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ROME

11

Cicero called Roman crucifixion, “a most cruel and disgusting penalty.” He said,
“The very word “cross” should be far removed not only from each Roman
citizen but from his thoughts, his eyes, and his ears ... The very mention of
12

them is repugnant.”

In 63 BC, Rome violently swept into Israel, dominating its wealth and people.
Rome would control Israel for the next 400 years. Early on the Romans elected
a man they called “The king of the Jews” to rule the country, who history knows
as Herod the Great. Herod sold out to Rome so severely that he placed a large
golden eagle, the symbol of Rome, over the gates leading into the Jewish
Temple. Many were deeply offended. In 4 BC, after years of disgrace, a large
group of students cut the graven image down during midday prayers. Herod
13

was not amused. Forty of those responsible were burned alive a few days later.
During the Roman occupation, such protests followed by violent reprisal
were quite common.
14

In the first 35 years of the first century AD, thousands of Jews were
14
crucified by Rome in public displays of power, and if we are to understand
the events of the Bible it is vital to get into the heads of a common Jewish
person at this time.
The protests which occurred in 2011 in Egypt and North Africa give us an
excellent contemporary example of the mood of Israel in the first century. In
these protests, we saw people devoted to justice protesting the rule of corrupt,
violent leaders—people leaving their jobs and families, people who had lost
everything and could only cry out in revolt. Such feelings were pervasive in
the first century.
In 6AD, widespread protest broke out against the direct Roman rule imposed
after Herod’s death. In the 40’s, a large mob marched down the Jordan valley to
dispute Roman control. There was a third revolt in 54 AD when 4000 people
assembled on the Mount of Olives, crying for the walls of Jerusalem to fall like
Jericho’s. Finally, there was the great uprising of 66 AD in which extremists,
militants, and a large number of displaced Jews attacked a Roman garrison and
massacred all the soldiers within.
Rome responded harshly.
Titus Vespasian, a military man who would soon become emperor, led 60,000
soldiers into Israel, took control of the land surrounding Jerusalem, and starved
those in the city for two years. Once Rome broke through the gates, they utterly
destroyed the great temple on Mt Zion—which would never to be rebuilt—and
they crucified countless thousands of rebels outside the city. Everyone not
15

crucified was enslaved or carted back to Rome to die in the arena.

15

We should think of first century Israel as a place of pain and
disenfranchisement. It was a tinderbox for insurgencies. And it was in this
culture, just a few short years before the destruction of the temple, that a very
unique Jewish revolutionary lived, taught, and was crucified.
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ADVENT

If you have been around a church in late December you may have heard a story
about a star, and a manger, and a pregnant couple who can’t find a motel room.
One early historian sets up this story with these words:
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of
16

the entire Roman world.

The Christmas story begins with a king and an act of power—Caesar
displacing thousands of people in order to check the value of his empire and
remind everyone who rules the earth. Of course, the Christmas story pictures
something that would have been obvious to any Jew at the turn of the first
century. Rome controlled people so specifically that it could force poor,
pregnant teenagers to travel dozens of miles in the dead of winter in order to
assess how much they would contribute to Rome in taxes.
Describing the event of this first Christmas, the historian Luke says, “Everyone
18

went to their own hometown to register, so Joseph went up from the town
of Nazareth … to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the
17
house and line of David.”
This early Christian writer intentionally paired the image of Caesar with this
image of a child being born in the city of Israel’s great king—because the book
Luke writes is a revolutionary treatise. It is a work of subversion: subversion
of a whole empire, subversion of the violent systems at play in his world,
subversion of the categories in which human beings saw themselves. Luke tells
us about signs in the heavens, which often accompanied a royal birth, of an
angel appearing in the night sky and proclaiming the advent of a new king, of
a choir of angelic hosts suddenly singing over shepherds in a field announcing
that peace was coming.
Another biographer named Matthew tells a complementary story of Persian
rulers coming into Israel carrying royal gifts to Bethlehem, of signs in the
heavens that complemented the coming of a new sovereign, and of Herod the
Great unleashing his army to find and slaughter every male born in the area for
fear his throne might be in jeopardy.
The Christmas story is bigger than pine trees, flying reindeer, and ugly sweater
competitions. It’s a political story about restoration, about the hopes of an
oppressed people. Christmas is about a new kind of king. Jesus’ mother
celebrated the occasion with a song pointing toward the overthrow, not merely
of Rome but of oppression, slavery, and evil itself.

She sang,
19

My soul magnifies the Lord …
He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;
he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.
He has brought down rulers from their thrones
but has lifted up the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.
He has helped his servant Israel,
remembering to be merciful to Abraham
And his descendants forever,
18
just as he promised our ancestors.
Mary believed that something unique was going to happen through her son. Of
course, after seeing many of her countrymen and women executed and abused,
having been taxed to the point of desperate poverty, Mary’s song simply
advanced the question that would have been discussed over every glass of wine,
every dinner table, every festival and celebration of the past: how does God
want us to respond to Rome? How should we, the chosen people of God,
react to a violent, wicked tyrant? And of course there were three
19
answers that emerged.
Many of the wealthy advocated compromise with Rome. This was particularly true
of the Sadducees who controlled the temple on Mt Zion and those
employed as tax collectors in the villages of Israel. By cooperating with Roman
occupation, the compromisers were rewarded with wealth and power.
The second option was violence. This option, encouraged by both the political
party known as the Pharisees and by those who called themselves “Zealots,”
20

was a consistent temptation in first century Israel. Both parties taught the
people to cleanse themselves, become holy, sharpen their swords, and prepare
for a holy war. As such, those who would not become clean in the ways these
violent parties taught were often mocked and ostracized. Many—the sick and
insane in particular—were simply banished.
Finally, those who wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls, known as the Essences,
advocated escape. This movement invited the devote to leave the city, to let
the violent take the country, to retreat into the wilderness to pray that God
would descend in fire to destroy the wicked.
These were the three answer of the day, and of course, these are not answers
from a distant time. Watch the methods of power-brokers, turn on cable news,
read a recent apocalyptic novel—and you will see in our own day many of the
same arguments being advanced when someone asks, “How should we respond
to evil in our world?”
It is in this kind of climate that Jesus started an uprising by speaking about
a new kingdom.

21

notes
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Luke 2:1 is a book end. This historic proclamation from Rome launches Luke’s
two volume history. Another historic proclamation in Rome concludes Luke’s
work (Acts 28:30-31).
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Luke 2:4
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Luke 1:46-55
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For an extensive treatment see N.T. Wright The New Testament and the People of 		
God. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992. 167-214.
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INSURGENCY

After the imprisonment of his cousin John the Baptist, Jesus began teaching
and acting in politically seditious ways. Jesus had a simple message that he
communicated everywhere and that drove all he did. He said,
The time has now come.
The Kingdom of God is arriving.
Return and believe this good news.
“Good News”—evangelion in Greek—was a powerful term in the first century.
In the Jewish mind, the phrase was short hand for the elimination of evil. In the
Greco-Roman world evangelion was the announcement that a new ruler had taken
control of the world.
Jesus and the early Christians adopted and used the term frequently to display
their aims. Beginning with his works of power, Jesus showed his audience what
it looked like when God became king. But Jesus didn’t just act. Jesus paired the
24

message of his miracles with stories that displayed divine rule in a way that was
neither violent, compromising, or escapist. Jesus instead showed God’s rule
with category subverting stories.
The kingdom of God is like a farmer who sowed seed in a barren garden, and
the seed was so amazing the field exploded with new life.
The kingdom of God is like a man who found a treasure in a field, and in his
joy he went and sold everything he had to purchase that field.
The kingdom of God is like a wedding banquet, in which the father of the groom
20
invited everyone everywhere to fill his wedding halls to celebrate a new marriage.
These and other parables Jesus told complemented his miracles and announced
for all his listeners—the marginalized, the ill, the destitute, those who had
seemingly been abandoned by God—that things were no longer the way they
used to be. God’s reconstructive power was now at work; he was reclaiming the
world from the hands, not only of the wicked and violent, but from sickness,
dysfunction, and death. Each was a target of Jesus’ actions and teachings.
Unfortunately, our culture too often ignores Jesus’ focus. Our culture instead
domesticates him; it loves to make Jesus anything-but kingly, radical, or
intelligent. The Jesus we know is pitched more like an App. Plug in your
problem, and the Jesus-App will tell you what to do. Or we hear of Jesus-theinsurance-policy, assuring us of future protection (and neatly tucked out of
sight until the time we may face fire damage).
Worse still are the portraits of Jesus as a Mr. Rogers—who’s there to sing you a
25

song, punch you on the arm, and make you feel good about yourself, neighbor.
In my experience, Jesus is consistently stripped of his revolutionary agenda
by both churchmen and newsmakers alike, but a cursory reading of his
biographies reveals nothing less than a charismatic genius traveling to each
corner of his country, demanding that the dead world around him crumble
and a new one filled with life take its place—and apparently Jesus wanted
everyone, every where, to join him in this resurrecting work.
One is struck by how socially different and conflicting were the people Jesus
recruited—those employed by Rome, those committed to violent revolt, those
secure in their wealth, those hard working and poor, those deeply religious,
and those apathetic. Jesus recruited all of them. It seems he was quite happy to
invite a collection of dissimilar people to abandon all they loved in order to do
something extraordinary with their one and only lives. Such invitations to
greatness are few, but a recent example serves to display the spirit of Jesus’ call.
About a hundred years ago a man named Earnest Shackleton put forth a
challenge to his countrymen to go on what he sold as the last great adventure.
He wanted to be the first man to cross the Antarctic continent on foot. A few
days after posting a small flier, Shackleton had 5,000 men apply. The flier said:
Men wanted for hazardous journey. Low wages, bitter cold, long hours
of complete darkness. Safe return doubtful. Honor and recognition in
case of success.
Earnest Shackleton
This is the kind of call we hear from Jesus.
26

After speaking and healing, Jesus invited men and women to drop everything
they were doing and revolt—to go with him on the only journey that mattered.
To one would-be follower he said, “Sell your possessions, give them to the poor,
21
and then come and follow me.”
This kind of invitation from Jesus was not unique.
To one group, Jesus said, if your hand or your eye holds you back; cut them off.
At another time a man came up to Jesus and said, “I will follow you, but let me
first go back and say good-bye to my family.” Ever so sensitive and Mr. Rogerslike, Jesus said, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for
service in the Kingdom of God.”
To another, Jesus said, “Follow me.”
The young man replied, “First, let me bury my father.”
And in the measured, sane way you might expect from your self-help apps,
22
Jesus said, “Let the dead bury their own dead.”
Who says such things?
The answer is not “a holy man.” The answer is someone who is starting a
revolution—someone who is supremely interested in gathering a following to
overthrow an oppressive power and doing it right now. 23
Apparently, Jesus is cranked up and he thinks the lives of his audience are made
for something massive. Apparently, he wants kingdom builders (what we might
27

call “disciples”) to help him announce and fashion a whole new creation right
in the middle of this one—by bringing healing and peace; by going to people in
dead places and raising them to life. That is no small task. It is a calling which
would require everything from an aspiring follower, and as such Jesus said quite
straight-forwardly,
“Any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.”

24

In Jesus’ invitations we see someone completely sold out to a singular vision,
and there’s nothing difficult about understanding his strategy. Jesus saw the
kingdom of God as so valuable, so awe-inspiring, that it was worth setting
aside every other dream, every other pursuit, and dedicating every hour of
one’s life to see it realized. Jesus embraced this perspective to the end and
showed, in the most revolutionary way possible, what it looks like when
God becomes king.
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Luke 12:33

22

Luke 9: 57-62. Scot McKnight. One.Life.
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Actually, here’s a truth worthy of note. When a high priest of Israel was
consecrated—according to the book of Numbers—they had to skip all funerals,
even the funerals of their parents. Apparently, if you are preparing to be the kind
of person who canlead the rest of humanity to God, that task is so important you
are asked to skip even the funeral of your father or mother.
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Luke 14:33
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CORONATION

The week before he died, Jesus descended into Jerusalem for the annual
Passover celebration. On the way, Jesus mounted a donkey and rode into
25

Jerusalem to the waving of palm branches. By entering the city of David in
this way, Jesus’ pictured himself as the king displayed in Zachariah, the one who
would remove chariots and warhorses from Jerusalem. Word of his arrival and
its potential implications swept through the city where tens of thousands of
people had gathered to celebrate the Passover and God’s miraculous defeat
of a wicked tyrant.26
The religious elite and the city of Jerusalem then watched in horror as Jesus
walked into their temple (as Judas the Maccabee had done centuries before) and
began turning over tables where animals were sold. Jesus paired this protest with
words of condemnation, calling the temple nothing more than a hiding place for
those who had robbed the Jewish people of their identity and the world of the
27

sight and experience of God.
30

Jesus actions were then paired with teachings. Throughout the week Jesus told
the crowds derogatory stories which called the ruling class disobedient,28 wicked
shepherds of God’s people,29 men whose work—and whose temple—was like
a fruitless tree that deserved to be tossed away.30 In his trial later that week,
many of his opponents recalled Jesus’ saying, “Destroy this temple and I will
31
rebuild it in three days.” This was not only a declaration that Jesus thought he
was the king of the Jews—for only the king could build God’s temple. More
shocking was Jesus’ apparent belief that the destruction of the present temple
would be a good thing.
Given the unpredictable nature of Jesus’ work, his persuasive power, and his
antagonistic words, those in power were terrified. If Jesus instigated a war
against Rome, then calamity would be certain. Rome would do what Rome
always did. They would crucify everyone in the region and destroy the holy city.
So very early that week, the religious elite, defamed, humiliated, and fearful,
decided to kill any potential revolution with a murder.
On Thursday night, temple officials were able to find and arrest Jesus in a
garden on the east side of Jerusalem, and early Friday morning, when the
Passover lambs were prepared for sacrifice, Jesus stood in the dock before
32
Caiaphas the high priest and the assembly of religious leader. Caiaphas asked

Jesus if he was the Messiah—the expected king of Israel. Jesus said,
“I am, and you will see the son of man sitting at the right hand of the 		
33
mighty one and coming on the clouds of heaven.”

31

The answer, like everything else Jesus said to the compromisers and to the
violent, was deeply insulting. The chief priest tore his clothes, interpreting
the claim as blasphemous, and the temple authorities then pushed for
Jesus’ execution.
Unable to kill the man themselves, the religious elite took Jesus to Pontius
Pilate, the Roman governor over Israel. Pilate was Caesar’s official
representative in Israel, overseeing Rome’s interests and ensuring cash
flow from the occupied nation. Pilate commanded a thousand troops, and,
though he did not live in Jerusalem, he entered the city during festival times
to keep the peace.
The chief priests came to Pilate claiming that Jesus was a revolutionary who
stirred up trouble everywhere and declared himself the Christ, the heir of
David’s throne. Hearing the accusations, Pilate asked Jesus, “Are you the king
34
of the Jews?” The question, which all four gospels record and smacks of
historic accuracy,35 displays Pilate’s condescending approach to the whole affair.
The high priest sought to elevate Jesus’ status to that of a legitimate political
threat because this was the only charge that would result in an execution.
But Pilate saw Jesus as a weak man who Rome could destroy with ease. In
order to emphasize his perspective, Pilate made Jesus a toy with which to mock
the temple aristocrats, whom he hated. Pilate’s men beat Jesus severely, and
twisted together a crown made from a thorn bush to ridicule the high priest’s
charges. It’s as though Pilate thought, “If this man had any power at all I could
not do this. He is no threat to me. He is no threat to Rome, and if they had any
sense, they would know he is not a threat to them either.” After preparing the
insult, Pilate came out and said to the priests, “Look, I am bringing him out to
32

36

you.” Presenting Jesus, Pilate said to all assembled, “Behold, the man!”
Yet the insult didn’t dissuade the high priest and his entourage.

The religious elite pushed even harder for Jesus’ crucifixion.37 Moving to make
Jesus someone else’s problem, Pilate took an ad hoc vote of those outside his
stronghold. When the mob likewise called for an execution, Pilate gave up. In
38
a final act of mockery he said to the priest and the people, “Here is your king,”
and ordered the crowned man crucified.
The soldiers marched Jesus through Jerusalem to a hill outside the city. They
nailed a board to the top of Jesus’ cross displaying his name and his crime.
They then nailed Jesus there as well, lifting him high above the land so that all
could see his body from the roadway.
Over the following six hours Jesus slowly died with soldiers, a few female
followers and a young disciple nearby. His mother was there, and so, in a
profound sense, was his Father. But apparently his Father had trouble watching
Jesus die, for from his cross Jesus—alone and broken—began saying the words
to an ancient song,

My God,
My God
33

My God, my God why have you forsaken me?
Why are you so far from saving me?
I cry out but you do not answer.
Evil men have encircled me.
They have pierced my hands and my feet.
But you have not scorned the afflicted One.
Future generations will be told … and
They will proclaim … to a people yet unborn:
That he has done it.39
As the day drew to an end, Jesus drank a sip of vinegar wine. He said his final
words, and he bowed his head. Bystanders commented to one another about
how he died and most left to prepare for the coming Sabbath day of rest. At
dusk, one of Jesus’ affluent followers got permission and retrieved the corpse,
saving Jesus the shame of decomposing before the crowds. When Jesus’ body
was brought down that night it seemed that all promise of a new kingdom had
died with him—yet in God’s grandest irony Jesus’ death was not a defeat. Jesus’
death was a coronation.
Jesus had arrived Palm Sunday on a donkey—the symbol of Israel’s king. Jesus
spoke of the messiah being enthroned and God putting every enemy under his
feet. Jesus told stories of a son sent to reclaim all that had been stolen from his
Father. The symbols all built on what Jesus said before.
Jesus had spoken of a new power engulfing the world. He announced that the
kingdom of God was at hand, and he told parables displaying himself as king.
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Jesus described the kingdom of God like a treasure hidden in a field, that a man
found and filled with joy went and sold everything he had to purchase the field.
This parable is a self-description. The man in the story is Jesus himself, the field
is God’s world, and in that world Jesus found a treasure—and that treasure is
you, that treasure is me, and Jesus chose to go and give everything he had in
order to purchase that field. As one early Christian concluded, “God so loved
this world, that he lifted up his one and only Son, that who ever would see him
and believe might not perish, but have the everlasting kind of life.”
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On Good Friday, God reclaimed his world by enthroning his son.

It began with a military escort taking Jesus out before the people. The crowd
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shouted for him to take the throne. Soldiers crowned Jesus, knelt before him
42
43
and sang “hail!” Rome presented Jesus to all saying, “Here is your king.” When
asked by those in power why he was judging the house of God, Jesus confirmed
his identity to all, proclaiming, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will
rebuild it” – a task only the king could order. His opponents knew the gravity
of such claims. They knew a revolution was at hand.
When the high priest asked him, “Are you the messiah. Are you the king of the
Jews?” Jesus said, “I am.” Which meant, “Not only am I your king, but I am
your God—the God who has returned to Mount Zion, the God who has come
to set thing right.” Those in power saw such claims as both a capital offense
and a road out of a lethal, political situation—and so the temple elite initiated a
crucifixion. The aristocrats wanted him crucified. Rome wanted him crucified.
The empire had soldiers march the crowned man through the streets as the
city assembled to view the parade, cheering as the robed man ascended the
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hill to take a seat on his throne, the sedile of a cross. Those who lifted him up
then placed a large sign over his head proclaiming,
		
		

This is Jesus of Nazareth
The King of the Jews

Hovering over the earth, like the spirit of God over the ancient chaos, this
newly crowned king gave a royal proclamation. Looking at his killers, looking at
his family, looking at his Father’s world in disarray, rebellion and sin, Jesus said,
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“Forgive them all. They do not know what they’re doing.”
The words were an announcement of pardon; they’re a proclamation of
amnesty. From his cross, Jesus spoke as a prevailing monarch who, after a long,
brutal war, looks down on his land and commands healing through his own
reservoir of grace. Even more so, Jesus spoke divine words, the creation of
light over all that is empty and void. The speech pouring forth from the cross
instigates a new creation.
What does it look like for God to repair his world? What does it look like for
God to defeat evil? What does it look like when the God who has been
hidden for so long suddenly reveals his face? Maybe it doesn’t look like what we
thought it would. Maybe the move is not that of an angry deity scorching his
enemies in flame. Maybe God would choose to first seize the tool that had been
used for centuries to oppress, terrorize, and enslave his children and make it his
symbol of freedom.
For crosses are billboards. Crosses unveil who is king. The cross is a royal
symbol of power and of glory. The cross showcases for everyone who
rules the earth.
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Looking back on history one truth is certain. In the ancient world, crosses
communicated to everyone that the violent, the brutally ambitious, and the
merciless reign over the earth. Crosses were not just the way people died.
Crosses were instruments of slavery. Crosses announced the rule of death and
evil, dysfunction and despair. But this is no longer the case.
Because of this man, the cross is no longer an icon of death but a symbol of
everlasting life. The cross is no longer the tool of a dysfunctional world but the
sign that this world is being remade. The cross is no longer a picture of
oppression, of despair, of duress; the cross no longer screams out that God
is absent or that death is the future of all.
Because of Jesus, the cross has a different message.
The cross now announces that all that was once sick can be restored, that evil
will not have the last word, that God has not abandoned us like so much trash
but that he is near in a fundamentally new way. Above all, the cross will never
again be the sign that the wicked rule the world, for the cross displays that only
this kind of man is worthy of a title like “king.”
In him I see a new kind of power, a new kind of future. In Jesus, I see a new
kind of God—one who has taken what was most foul and disgusting in the
whole world—the crucified man—and through it has announced to everyone
his ability and intension to make everything new.
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Many pilgrims arriving for the Passover surrounded Jesus as he moved toward
the city, singing the psalms of festival time.

		“In my anguish I cried to the Lord, and he answered by setting me free…
		
The Lord is with me; he is my helper.
		
I will look in triumph on my enemies…
		
Shouts of joy and victory resound in the tents of the righteous….
		
Open for me the gates of righteousness; I will enter and give thanks to the Lord…
		
You have become my salvation.
		
The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone;
		
The Lord has done this and it is marvelous in our eyes….
		
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.
		
From the house of the Lord we will bless you.”
		(Psalm 118)
This psalm—sung on the Mount of Olives as Jesus descended into
Jerusalem—begins with the language of conflict and ends with pilgrims making
their way to the temple on Mount Zion to worship. It has heavy overtones of
war and God triumphing over a tyrant.
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26

The Passover was an annual celebration of the deliverance of Hebrew slaves out
of Egypt under the leadership of Moses.
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Mark 11:11–18; 12:1-11 and parallels. The act was a judgment aimed at the temple
itself—and judging the temple was something only the Jewish king could do.
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Matthew 21:28–32
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Matthew 21:33–46; Mark 12:1–12; Luke 20:9–19

30

On Monday, standing on the Mount of Olives Jesus said to his disciples, “If any
one says to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea’ and does not doubt
but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done.” The mountain they 		
could see to the west was Mount Zion, and the body of water they could see just a
few miles to the east was the Dead Sea. See Mark 11:12-26 and parallels.
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Mark 14:58, Matthew 26:612, John 2:19
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Often called the Sanhedrin.
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Mark 14:62

34

Mark 15:2, Matthew 27:11, 17, Luke 23:3, John 18:33
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Especially when one considers the stated charge over Jesus head at his crucifixion.
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John 19:5
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Matthew 27:22–23; Mark 15:12–14; Luke 23:20–22; John 19:6–7
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John 19:14
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Psalm 22

40

John 3:16, my translation. Or as N.T. Wright translates it in the Kingdom New 		
Testament: “So that everyone who believes in him should not be lost but should 		
share in the life of God’s new age.”
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Matthew 27:15–23; Mark 15:6–14; Luke 23:18–22; John 18:39–19:7, 15

42

Matthew 27:27–30; Mark 15:16–19; John 19:2–3. We may note that Luke has 		
Herod, “the king of the Jews,” enrobing Jesus (Luke 23:11).
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John 19:5, 14

44

Luke 23:34
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REAL
I have long believed that without pain love is impossible, because real
love requires sacrifice.
The love I have for my boys is manifest in my chronic back pain from
lifting them up over and over again. It is shown in my recent hearing loss
because I choose to hold them when they get hurt. I see it on hands
covered in morning filth, a depleted bank account, and the recent
45
massacre of my DVD collection. Love for my boys is shown in the fact
that they can hit me, and yell at me, and even say desperately mean
things to me, and I will still pick them up after they have hurt themselves
or wrap them in my shirt when their skin is cold. Love is not a picture on
the fridge or pleasant thoughts from time to time. Love must be tangible,
46
for without sacrifice “love” simply does not exist.
The problem with love is that it is a sacrifice of one’s self, and selfsacrifice is a kind of death. It can be a beautiful death. Sometimes we
gain inspiration when we watch a sacrificial figure give herself away for
the sake of those she loves. But apparently such love is not supreme.
When someone dies for another, death is the one fulfilled. In fact—the
reason self-sacrifice is so beautiful is because death has such power. We
know that the martyr gives all of herself away.
In a world without the real and tangible power of death, what we sacrifice
is love in its most raw, complete and beautiful form.
Human beings are experiential. We know what is real not through mere
platitudes, but through what we touch and see and endure. What we
40

would actually surrender if our world lacked pain is love—love of our
friends, love of our spouses, love of our children, love of strangers, but
even more so a real display of the love of God. In a world without
suffering there are no crosses. In a world without death, we could not
know the depths to which this God would subject himself to display, in
47
its fullest detail, the love he has for each human person. The cross is a
fully-committed act of love, for we live in a world in which we know that
hanging to death, body nailed to some beams beside a highway
would be horrific. And when this God says, “I love you” he does not
hold anything back.
No other philosophy, no other religious tradition has a story that I find as
compelling, that gives form to the things I instinctively value or glorifies so
many of the mysteries in which I find life.
This is why I am drawn to the Jesus story. For me, choosing to be a
Christian isn’t an easy intellectual step. My movement toward Jesus is a
step of desire, because I want to see all the mysteries of this life through
the prism of Jesus.
The cross speaks to me in a way nothing else does, for there I not only
see the kind of God who made our world. On the cross I see God’s
character and his aggressively self-giving choices.
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45

Don’t ask.

46

In similar ways, I experience my children loving me most when they choose to do
something they do not want to do—saying sorry, helping me clean up, hugging me
before they go outside—for my sake.
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Christians believe that through his cross, Jesus died in our place and brought about
our forgiveness. Christians believe that through the cross, Jesus heals us, shows us
the just consequences of sin, restores our humanity, opens the way for us to follow
God, and motivates us to live a new life by revealing God’s deep love.
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