
Sunday 19th April 2020 
The Cross at Work 

 
The last words from the lips of Jesus on the Cross before He gave up His spirit were 
these, John 19.30. ‘It is finished.’ The work of Christ on earth to secure the salvation of 
mankind is completed. It might be worth mentioning that the finishing of this work was 
pain-filled and bloody. It would be wise to consider what may be the lot of those who 
follow after Christ. Are we to expect a bed of roses? After the Cross do we just go back 
to things as normal? Do we go on to live life as before but only now with God being our 
chum? If we think like this, we do not understand the most important event in the history 
of the world, redemption. 
 
Christ finished the work that had to be done to reconcile us to God, this is what has 
been completed. The way back to God has been secured, the path to heaven has been 
opened, but that is not the end, by any means, of the story of salvation. Look at Romans 
8 verse 30. 
 
‘Those he predestined, he also called; those whom he called; he also justified; those he 

justified, he also glorified.’ 
 

The cross enabled this to happen, but after the work Jesus accomplished for the Father 
on the cross, it was now time for Christ to do a work in humanity, and to assign work for 
us to do. There is an ongoing process that is to occur in the lives of those who believe. 
We do not go back to normal and sit about and wait for the ride home to heaven. I say 
this, because the end that God has intended for us by the cross of Christ, is that 
believers are brought to glory, that is heaven. However that is not all. This verse 
includes the idea that we are brought to heaven in a glorious condition. We find Paul 
telling us in 2 Corinthians chapter 3 verse18. 
 
‘And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into 
his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.’ 

 
The reference is to the time Moses went up the mountain and when he came down, his 
face shone because he had been in God’s presence and had been irradiated with the 
glory of God. It faded over time with Moses, but it is to remain on us and to increase. 
We are to be ‘being changed’ in this life after we believe, and not sit still. 
 
The thing we hear more and more on the news in the present pandemic is people 
asking how soon we can get back to normal. The economists are calculating how bad 
the figures will be after lock down and are wondering how long it will be until the 
economy gets back to normal growth. Parents wonder when the schools will get back to 
normal, workers are wondering when jobs will get back to normal, and we all wonder 
when all the shops, sports and so on will open up and get back to normal. 
 
Let me tell you something that scares me. I don’t want things to get back to normal. Do 
you remember what Jesus said about Jerusalem? He said that they did not recognize 



the day of God’s visitation. I fear that the nations will not realise that God has permitted 
or sent us all a wake-up call, and that it demands a response. If ever something 
happened to show us the frailty of our lives and systems, our economies and 
expectations, the frailty of all that we think secures us, then this pandemic is showing us 
that we are stumbling along a cliff edge in the dark, or standing in quick sand! 
 
I don’t want people to die, for the poor and poorer nations to suffer proportionately 
worse than the wealthy nations, but neither do I want all this suffering to fail to result in a 
radical change. The most radical change of all is conversion. I don’t want us to waste 
our sorrows. If God is visiting us with a wake up call, let us get the other side of the coin 
which is salvation of multitudes all over the world. The Bible often talks about God 
getting our attention so that He can bless. Our hands need to be emptied so that we can 
receive. Troubles properly responded to empty our hands and humble us. Then God 
has our attention and can bless. Pray that this would happen for us all. 
 
I will tell you why I don’t want things to get back to normal. I don’t think that normal was 
all that good! Do you remember what life was like before the virus? Politicians bickering, 
Nationalists plotting, Unionists fuming, and that was just one stupidity. There were other 
things equally serious. Scotland, the drug nightmare nation. Drunkenness, and alcohol 
abuse even amongst preteens. There was a dropping of educational standards, 
teachers being asked to teach, do administration, to act as social workers, care 
workers, childminders, marriage counselors and more. Then there was the abuse of 
children, women, some men, there was crime, violence, and breakdown in relations 
between people groups and the authorities, terrorism and on and on.  
 
On the international scene there are wars, refugees, diseases, famine, drought, floods, 
fires, national pandemics, over population, poverty and numerous other situations. In 
addition there is the dramatic destruction and plundering of the planet’s resources, the 
loss of plant and animal habitat, the decline in species numbers and even the extinction 
of many forms of plant and animal life. We could go on and on. Do we want to go back 
to all this. Actually, we don’t need to go back to these, they never went away! 
 
My concern is also about the church. Do we really think that a return to the way things 
were is desirable? Is God appeased by a tipping of our caps or a nod in His direction? Is 
an hour long service once a week, and the rest of the time being ours what Jesus died 
for? Will we not take heed to the wake-up call happening in these days? It is a wake-up 
call to take the empty cross and the empty tomb seriously. Jesus died that we may be 
forgiven says the hymn. It says that Jesus died to make us good. That is a poor and a 
weak word today. What the author meant was that Jesus died that we would be made, 
and become holy, and this so that we would be made ready in this life for eternity. The 
reason that he did not say that outright but used the word good, was because holy did 
not fit the rhyme, even though the word ‘good’ used to mean more than it does today. 
 
Let me quote you a stanza of an old hymn. It is by a wonderful writer from the 1800’s. 
His name was Carl Johann Spitta who was a German Lutheran minister. The hymn is 
called, ‘Things to Come’ and the title comes from John 16.13. Many places in the Bible 



tell us to be mindful of things to come, to keep one eye on the present, and the other 
looking above to what is yet to be. There is a future for believers, and it is not to remain 
the same or live on this fallen world for-ever. This is the first stanza of longer hymn. 
There is a tune for it, by the way! 
 

‘Oh what will be the day when won at last 
The last long weary battle, we shall come 

To those eternal gates the King hath passed, 
Returning from our exile to our Home; 

When earth’s last dust is washed from off our feet; 
The last sweat from our brows is wiped away; 

The hopes that made our pilgrim journey sweet 
All met around us, realized that day!’ 

 
The tone of this hymn is not the self-assured and self-confident attitude that pervades 
today in many people. Don’t let that distract us from the core message that we are 
meant to be on a pilgrimage from this fallen world to the world which is yet to come, a 
new heaven and a new earth. 

 
We have been created for God, and God has destined His believing people for an 
eternity with Him. Therefore, we can say that this life is ‘on the job training for eternity,’ it 
is the time given to us to begin to walk the path of transformation necessary to fit us for 
heaven. I have borrowed the words in quotations from the late Paul E. Billheimer. It can 
be found in his excellent little book, ‘Destined for the Throne,’ worth reading several 
times. The purpose of this life is the pursuit of holiness. Everything is designed by God 
for this end. We are instructed to do everything to the glory of God, and to live to the 
praise of His glory. (1 Cor. 10.31, Eph. 1.6.) Even the first priority of prayer is the 
hallowing of God’s Name. Can we hallow God’s Name without holiness? I think not! 
 
So, practically what does this mean? It means that business as usual is not an option. 
When we believe in Jesus, we are united to Him and where He goes, we go. He went to 
the cross, we are to take up our cross daily and follow Him. He ascended to the right 
hand of the Father. We ascend in Him to the Father. Eph.1.3. We are changed into His 
likeness and image by the working of the Holy Spirit within us. It is the Spirits work to 
sanctify us, it is our work to co-operate with the Spirit. To this end, Christ commands 
work for us to give ourselves to. 
 
I mentioned this last week. We are given the blue print of holiness in the Beatitudes, 
Matthew 5.1-12. This is the character God requires to be worked into us to fit us for 
heaven, to fit us to serve Him. These are not optional, this is for everyone who believes. 
The Holy Spirit works in us to love holiness more than sin, and arms us to resist sin, to 
put it to death daily, to mortify it. This is what following Christ is about. This is what it 
means to take up our cross daily and follow Him. Galatians 5 is a contrast between what 
is to be mortified, verses 19-21, and what is to be worked in us by the Holy Spirit and 
our obedience to Him. We find God’s requirements in verses 22-26, the fruit of the 
Spirit. We are to depart one type of life, not to a neutral position, but to a different 



position, from death to life, from darkness to life. These are one work, but a two sided 
coin, Ephesians speaks about putting off and putting on. We take off dirty clothes in 
order to put on clean clothes. We are to depart and put off un-holiness to put on 
holiness.  
 
This is the fruit that will last, this is the fruit that God desires to be in us, the 
transformation made possible by the cross of Christ. Someone may object and ask are 
we not meant to be doing things for God? Yes we are, but are they things we want to do 
for God, or are they things that God wants us to do for Him? Look at Matthew 7 verse 
22-23. 
 
‘Many will say to me on that day, Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in 
your name drive out demons and perform many miracles? Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I 

never knew you. Away from me you evil-doers!’ 
 

Contrast this with Matthew 25 verse 21  
 

‘Well done good and faithful servant,’ 
 
Which one do we want to hear from the lips of the Lord? Let me illustrate what I mean. 
At a football match, there are 22 players. If you run onto the pitch and score a goal, no 
matter how a goal would help your team, it would not count and your help would be 
regarded as a pitch invasion! It is my contention that it is easier to be busy for God, or 
so we think, than it is to be busy with God. What is it we most want from our friends and 
family? Is it that we come home and find our grass cut and windows washed, or would 
we prefer that more time be spent with them? Getting help is nice, but what is nicer 
would be to tackle the tasks together, the relationship, the time spent together. That is 
one aspect of the relationship that God desires. Then there is the other side of the coin. 
 
God desires that we do the work He wants us to do, and to do it in His way and with 
Him. Have you ever come home and found that someone has come and done a task for 
you without consulting you? There used to be a joke about the Cub Scout on ‘Bob-a-job 
day’ who took the old person across the road even though they did not want to cross the 
road. So much of today’s church activity I doubt is required of us. 
 
How then can we know what God wants us to do? Firstly He has told us to pursue 
holiness, the Beatitudes and the fruit of the Spirit. This will cause us to heed what else 
God has said. For example, Jesus spells out the fruit of the Cross in Matthew 28 verses 
16-20. Jesus tells His disciples to go and make other disciples, to teach them to obey 
what He commands, and promises to be with them in this work to the end of the age. 
Disciples are to make disciples. Apple trees produce apples, plum trees produce plums. 
pine trees produce neither apples nor plums, so only disciples can make disciples. Do 
you remember what Jesus said in Luke 14 verse 27? 
 

‘Anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.’ 
 



The cross, obedience, the Beatitudes, the Fruit of the Spirit is non-negotiable to 
discipleship. I think this has a bearing on why it is that the church in the West has never 
been busier doing things, but is still in decline. It is about being disciples and following 
Christ, and that means taking up our cross daily. 
 
Last week, I drew our attention to the first Beatitude, about being poor in spirit. Let’s 
very briefly consider the second. By the way, the package is a whole, we do not pick 
one as our specialty, because each one of the Beatitudes builds on the others. 
 

‘Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted.’ 
 

Do we think that this is a strange combination, mourning and comfort? This is not 
primarily referring to mourning for the loss of someone by death, though that is not 
excluded. It means so much more than this. Do you remember the little verse in John 
11.35?  ‘Jesus wept.’ It was at the grave of Lazarus, the brother of Martha and Mary, 
His close friends. Why did Jesus weep? He was sad at the death of His friend, but the 
setting of His tears were the tears of Mary and the others. He wept because death was 
a result of sin, and death brought such grief to those He loved and to the whole world. 
Jesus wept at the terrible consequences that came upon humanity as the result of the 
fall. Jesus was mourning for the plight of a fallen world and a fallen people.  
 
The mourning referred to in this Beatitude is a deep and deepening sorrow when we 
see and consider all the grief and tragedy visited upon the world and its inhabitants as a 
result of sin. We mourn our own fallen condition and sin, that of our families, our 
neighbours, our nation and so on right out to the ends of the earth. Did you hear that 
even as the pandemic is spreading across the world, there are nations continuing with 
their grubby little wars, others are testing their missiles, and others flexing their military 
muscles? Is there no decency or compassion in the world? All of this is for us to mourn, 
to weep, to have sorrow about, and not least our own sin. We do so much to amuse and 
entertain ourselves. We watch films and sing happy songs. We never take our noses 
out of our phones, and are chattering about nothing on the web, and meanwhile the 
darker side of life goes from bad to worse.  
 
Comfort comes from God. Any comfort that we make for ourselves cannot last. It is nice 
to sink down into a comfy chair by the fire and listen to the wind and rain lashing the 
windows, but that lovely comfort will not last for long. The fire will go out, the room will 
cool, the chair will cease to be comfy as we need to stretch our legs again. The comfort 
that comes to those who mourn for our personal and collective godlessness and 
wickedness is the hope of the promises of God. By the Spirit, God will show us the 
things to come and let us from time to time taste them and see them and have our 
hearts thrilled by what He has promised is yet to come.  
 
Take the first eight verses of Isaiah 40 as an example. Captivity, hardship and 
destruction have been handed down as Israel’s sentence for their waywardness and 
sin. However, this is not the end of God’s dealings with them. God gives them 
comforting words of promise to hold onto even as they go into captivity and mourning. In 



these verses a wonderful promise is giving of the return of the King to the people, a 
coming of the King in awesome glory and majesty, a promise of His coming do dwell 
once more in their midst.  
 
That is the sort of comfort God gives to those who have the honesty and courage to 
face up to the situation we are in because of our estrangement from God. Things and 
soft words will only give false and passing comfort. Truth is what comforts and 
encourages believers.  
 
Is it an easy thing to mourn? I don’t think so. Last night I reread a little book about the 
beginning and progress of the Korean revival. The Revival began in 1906 and it has 
continued with ups and downs to the present. It began in what is now North Korea, but 
after the partition of the country, it centered and still does center in South Korea, in the 
city of Seoul. The story included accounts of whole congregations gathering between 
5am and 7am, every day of the week for united prayer. The author of the book was 
asked to preach at one of these Early Morning Prayer gatherings. The minister of the 
church told him not to preach for more than an hour because people had to get to work 
at 7am. This still goes on in multiple congregations in South Korea. In addition to this, 
they now have Prayer Mountains, houses of prayer, and prayer towers. I imagine the 
Christians in South Korea have been giving themselves to especial attention to prayer 
at this time, and the revival continues on.  
 
Contrast these Christians with us in Scotland. We did do 24/7 prayer years ago in 
Ireland. And we did do early morning   prayer when I was in the central belt for a 
number of years. However people gradually fell away from this. I remember one 
minister saying to me that he was not going to continue coming to pray at 6am every 
day. He said that he had been coming for three months and revival had not come! He 
just did not understand. 
 
These believers in Korea took their own spiritual condition and that of the nation 
seriously and sacrificed time, money and energy to give themselves to prayer and 
witness. In the early days, it cost many of them dearly, and many Christians lost their 
lives to the various nations that invaded Korea. However, they continued on in sacrificial 
prayer and living despite all that seemed to keep on coming against them. They hung 
onto the hope of the promise. The danger they now face in South Korea is not only the 
North, but the compromising and sleepiness that comes with wealth and prosperity and 
ease.  
 
It is not easy to mourn for our own sin. Firstly we have to face it, and that is not 
pleasant. It is difficult for us to see our own sin as being as disgusting as we see the 
supposed sins of others. We tend to underestimate and make light of our own sins. We 
would have an easy cure, but the only cure is a deep repentance. Read Psalm 51 to 
learn about David’s repentance. David sees and confesses that he is rotten to the core, 
deserving of nothing from God and asks for mercy. That humbles us and takes us into 
mourning. That is when we hear the words of God saying that our sin is forgiven 
because of the blood of Christ offered for us on the Cross. 



 
These Beatitudes are sharp instruments for our sanctification. They are the cross that 
we are to take up daily. They are part of what we are to attend to if the Cross of Christ is 
to have its way in our lives, and it will cost us.  
 
Finally, turn to the book of Hosea. Look at chapter 2 and verse 14. 
 
‘Therefore I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly 

to her.’ 
 

God was going to do this for a wayward people, and the desert was the captivity. The 
purpose of this hardship and sorrow was for God to win back His people, those whom 
He loved dearly. Could it not be that this is what God is doing today? We need to slow 
down and listen for God to speak tenderly to us once HE has got our undivided 
attention.  

 
 
 
 
        
  
  
 
 

 


