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Cross-shaped life * Matthew 16:21-28 

March 3, 2019 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 
 
Show Burger King Commercial – “Have it your way” 
 
I’m going to be singing that song all day!  “Have it your way, have it your way!”   
 
It’s an old commercial, but’s it’s a very contemporary way of thinking isn’t it?  “Have it your way.”  “Get 
what you like.”  “Do what you want because you’re in charge.” 
 
And we’re not just talking about hamburgers here, are we?  The general consensus nowadays is that’s 
how you live – ‘Have it your way.’  The dad there at the end is the voice of our culture – “Now that’s the 
way to do things – my way.” 
 
As Westerners, we’re taught to think of ourselves as being in charge of our own lives.  We decide what 
we want and what we want to avoid.  We assume, that by and large, we will get what we want because 
we have a right to ‘have it your way.’ 
 
I remember very clearly being in university and trying that out for myself.  I was out on my own for the 
first time; I could do things MY WAY; I could pursue whatever I want and do whatever I felt like.  ‘This is 
the way to live’ I thought. 
 
So why did it feel so empty? 
 
Often times, I would have it my way, but then regret having done it.  I would make decisions that 
seemed wise at the time, but in retrospect lacked perspective.  I would find that sometimes, when it 
came to relationships and jobs and things like that, I just couldn’t have it my way.  The world doesn’t 
work like that.   
 
And then there was this passage.  “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself, take up his 
cross and follow me.  Whoever wants to save his life will lose it but whoever loses his life for me will 
save it.”   
 
I was by no means a religious guy and yet I knew those words, and they were sitting there, on the back 
of my mind, calling into question all that culture had taught me about having it ‘my way.’   
 
And I remember going to church in the middle of campus and I remember God getting a hold of my 
heart and I remember some pastor talking about this passage and it struck me – I want to come after 
Jesus – I’d better pay attention to what He’s saying here.   
 
So I want to dig into this passage with you and explore two things in particular that this passage is all 
about – the death on a Cross and the Cross shaped life.  Those are the two ideas that really dominate 
this text, so join me in Matthew 16 and we’ll start with the first one – the death on a Cross.  Matthew 
16, verse 21 says: 
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21 From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed 
and on the third day be raised to life. 
 
This is the death on the cross.   
 
Now Jesus doesn’t fill in all of the details here in this passage, but it’s clearly something that was very 
important to Him.  This is the first of three times in Matthew’s Gospel that Jesus will say to His disciples 
– “I’m going to Jerusalem and I’m going to die and I will be raised to life of the third day.” Matthew 16, 
Matthew 17, Matthew 20, time and again, He tells His disciples, “I am going to Jerusalem to die.” 
 
Why?  Because this is His life’s work.  This is His mission.  Jesus’ purpose on earth is to die, ultimately on 
a Cross, and to be raised to life again.   
 
Why?  For the forgiveness of sins.  To die the death that our unfaithfulness deserves and rise again to 
life, to prove that death no longer holds sway over those who trust in Him.   
 
The disciples should have realized this right away – Jesus was going to be the sacrificial lamb who would 
take our place and restore us to relationship with God.   
 
Because, let’s be honest, all of us have gone astray.  All of us have said to God one way or another ‘I 
want it my way and You have no right to tell me otherwise’ and that’s sin.  That’s an offense against the 
God who has created us and cared us for and provided all that we have needed day after day.  And 
justice demands that such an offense be paid for.  And by all rights, it should be us who pays.   
 
But in His tremendous mercy, God decided to bear the punishment for our sin Himself.  He came in the 
person of His Son Jesus to die on the Cross, to buy us back for God.   
 
And this was no cold calculation on God’s part.  This was an act of tremendous love – 1 John 4 says 9 
This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might 
live through him.  10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an 
atoning sacrifice for our sins. 
 
When Jesus says here in verse 21 – “I am going to go to Jerusalem to suffer and die and be raised again” 
– He is saying to each of us – this is how much I love you – that I would set my face to suffer in your 
place to give you life.   
 
This death on a cross is an amazing thing – this is how Jesus gives us life – and not because we deserve 
it, but because God in His great mercy has shown us matchless grace.   
 
So here’s the question – how do we respond to that?  Do we say ‘Yes Lord, forgive my sins’ and then 
keep on living as if nothing has changed?  Do we say ‘ah yes, I’m forgiven’ and go back to seeking our 
own way?  No.  We confess our need for Jesus, we trust in Him and then we set ourselves to living a 
Cross shaped life.   
 
And that’s what Jesus describes in the next few verses – a life that has been irrevocably changed and 
remade in the image of the Cross.  A life that appreciates what Jesus has done, and seeks to live 
faithfully in light of it.   
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Let’s look at Jesus’ words, starting in verse 24 -  
 
 24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up 
his cross and follow me. 
 25 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. 
 
That’s the Cross-shaped life – a life committed to living for Jesus.  And Jesus is quite clear on what that 
looks like, isn’t He?  If anyone would be my disciple, He must deny himself, take up his cross and follow 
me.  Let’s unpack each of those in turn 
 
If you want to be my disciple, Jesus says, you need to deny yourself.   
 
Ok, what does that mean?   
 
Now if you’re like the average person, your instinct is probably to say ‘we deny ourselves certain 
‘things.’’  You know, we deny ourselves the things that we know to be sinful.  We say ‘no’ to the 
accumulation of stuff that our culture encourages to have, and resist the thought that ‘more is better.'  
We deny ourselves excess so that we can live simply and generous.  And that’s all a part of what Jesus is 
talking about.  But denying ourselves is not simply about austerity measures.     
 
Denying yourself means giving up your right to rule your life.  Dale Bruner puts it well – “Self-denial is 
not so much giving up chocolates at Lent as it is giving up on ourselves as lords; it is the decision to let 
another Lord rule one’s life” (Bruner, 149).  Denying yourself means letting Jesus be in control of your 
life.  It means letting go of ‘having it your way’ and instead ‘desiring it God’s way.’  It’s letting Jesus take 
the wheel.   
 
And I think we actually see in this passage the danger of indulging our self rather than denying our self.  
Just a couple verses back, Jesus says ‘I’m going to the Cross (implicitly ‘to forgive your sins’) and Peter 
says ‘No, never Lord!  That could never happen to you!’  What’s that?  That’s Peter thinking from a 
human point of view (Jesus says as much in verse 23) and exercising his own will.  Now what would have 
happened if Peter had had His way?  Jesus would never have died and a hundred billion people would 
have been condemned to Hell.   
 
Our way is not always the right way – and Jesus calls us to deny ourselves the right to rule with our own 
limited perspective and instead give control to Him.  Which actually makes a lot of sense because He 
sees all the pieces of the puzzle.   
 
Jesus continues – if you want to be my disciple, then you need to take up your cross.   
 
Now again, your instinct may be to think that ‘taking up your cross’ means bearing up under some trial 
or challenge that is uniquely yours.  There’s a sense in which that’s true, but look, even pagans do that.  
Your unbelieving neighbour may be ‘taking up his cross’ and not complaining about his terrible boss, but 
that doesn’t make him a follower of Jesus.   
 
Taking up your cross means making Jesus’ mission your mission.  Taking up your cross means making His 
life’s work your life’s work.  The Cross is so central to His sacrificial, redemptive death, that taking up our 
Crosses necessarily means identifying with Him so closely that we live sacrificial, redemptive lives, just 
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like Him.  Taking up our cross means that we are willing to die – to self, or literally – for the benefit of 
others and the advancement of God’s will.  And Jesus has already shown us how to do it.   
 
I think Dale Bruner has a really helpful way of putting it – “Crosses, I have learned… are decisions.  The 
most practical way for Christians to take up their crosses today is to take the little steps of creative 
obedience suggested by Jesus’ … Sermon on the Mount… and Sermon on Mission [when He sent His 
disciples].  The most unifying image for me at the moment for ‘taking up one’s cross’ is the decision, day 
by day, to seek to live and give fearless witness to Jesus Christ” (Bruner, Christbook, 491).  ‘taking up 
one’s cross’ is the decision, day by day, to seek to live and give fearless witness to Jesus Christ” 
 
So, Jesus says, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.” 
If you want to be my disciple, Jesus says, then walk with me, day by day.  Invest in relationship with me 
and follow my lead.  Do as I would do.  Go where I would go.  And act in such a way that people see me 
reflected in your life.  This is going to get nerdy for a minute, but the verb tense that Jesus uses implies 
an ongoing action, so Jesus is really saying – follow me, day after day, and keep following and keep 
following and keep following. 
 
If anyone would come after me, Jesus says, they must deny themselves, take up their Cross and follow 
me.  They must live a Cross shaped life.   
 
I love the simplicity of that, of love the clarity of that – a part of me wanted to just get up this morning, 
read that, and then sit down – but I realize too that it is challenging.  If anyone would come after me, 
Jesus says ‘you need to fly in the face of culture that says ‘have it your way’ and turn the keys over to 
our Heavenly Father.’  And I acknowledge, that that’s challenging.  That’s a big ask.   
 
But let me remind you – this is all in response to Jesus’ death on the Cross.  The Cross-shaped life 
doesn’t earn us favour with God.  God showed His steadfast love for us in His death on the Cross and it’s 
only because of that love that He invites us into relationship with Him and into this cross shaped life.  
When we deny ourselves and take up our Cross and follow Jesus, we are committing ourselves to a God 
who has already proved that He is willing to die for us.  We live a Cross shaped life with joy because of 
His death on the Cross.     
 
And if that’s not enough motivation, well, Jesus does continue.  Verse 26: 
 
 26 What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? 
 
We’ve talked about this a few weeks ago – some people live only for this life and make it their goal to 
accumulate as much power or prestige or influence or stuff that they can – but what good is that when 
they stand before the judgment seat of God and say ‘I didn’t have time for You.’  They will have gained 
the world but lost everything.   
 
And yeah, that’s serious, but Dale Bruner is right – “We are in a life-or-death struggle when talking about 
discipleship; this is not tea time” (156).  And Michael Wilkins echoes that: 
 
It is urgently necessary to take up one’s cross in discipleship, because the coming of the Son of Man will 
bring an abrupt accounting as to whether each person has taken up God’s will by responding to Jesus’ 
call to kingdom life (16:27) (Wilkins, 573). 
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And that’s exactly what verse 27 says -  
 
 27 For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward 
each person according to what he has done.  (And the ‘what we have done’ there is literally ‘praxis’ – 
how we have lived – so really, each of us is going to come before the judgment seat of God and there 
will be one question – what did you do with the offer of grace that Jesus secured on the Cross?   
 
If we have admitted that we need it, and received it with gratitude, and lived a Cross-shaped life in light 
of it, then God will say ‘Well done, good and faithful servant; enter into my joy forever.’   
 
But if we say – ‘well, I didn’t really take it seriously.  I just kind of ignored it and went my own way.  I 
preferred to live life without You’ – then God will say ‘Fine, have it your way’ and cast us out into eternal 
separation from Him in Hell.   
 
This is not tea time.   
 
But listen, Jesus offers His redeeming grace to each and every one of us now.  His death on the Cross 
restores us to God and delivers us from the penalty of ignoring Him.  He died in our place so that we 
could become children of God.  And His death on the Cross reveals the depth of God’s love for you – He 
was willing to die for you.  What are you doing with that death on the Cross? 
 
May I invite you to respond to it with a Cross shaped life?   
 
If you never have, then confess your sin, turn from it and reorient your life to point exclusively to Jesus.  
And make your life’s priority living for Him.  Absolutely, we will still be making decisions for ourselves 
and exercising free will, but Jesus invites us to do it under His lordship, leaning on Him and letting Him 
make straight our paths.   
 
Friends, if you want to be Jesus’ disciple, then deny yourself, take up cross, follow Him.   
 
Prayer – I’ve left things at a pretty abstract level.  Lord, help us to work out what it means to deny 
ourselves, what it means to take up our Cross… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. 2 Cor. 13:14 - The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit be with you all …  As you deny yourself, take up your Cross and follow Jesus.   v 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


