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Introduction

Avoiding     
the Cross

Violence really gets to me. My husband often laughs 
at my reaction to movie scenes, TV shows, and CSI 
commercials: gasping, covering my eyes, and 
cowering in fetal position at sights that to him (and 
probably most of America) seem relatively mild. Even 
hard tackles during NFL games set my teeth on edge!

And so the Cross—the mind-numbingly painful and 
brutal reality of it all—well it’s hard for me to swallow.

Several years back when The Passion of the Christ 
came out on DVD, we bought a copy. My bright idea 
was to watch it each Good Friday as an aid in 
contemplating Christ’s suffering and death.

By Kelli B. trujillo

www.kyria.com


4

©2010 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Why the Cross Really Matters 
Avoiding the Cross

It literally took me four years to follow up on that idea. For 
four Good Fridays in a row, despite my determination to go 
through with it, I just couldn’t bring myself to watch it. (I’d 
seen it in the theater, so I knew—very distinctly—what I 
was avoiding.) 

The Crucifixion was not pretty and worship-inspiring, like 
some beautiful serene-faced marble sculpture of Christ on 
the cross. The reality of the Crucifixion is intense pain, 
blood and gore, complete agony.

But it’s not just the violence itself that’s upsetting and 
unsettling. It’s why that violence happened that can be so 
difficult to come to terms with.

Here at my desk, it feels somewhat safe, spiritual, and 
academic to think and write about the Crucifixion—how 
through that act Jesus paid the penalty for our sin and 
vanquished death’s power in our lives. How on that cross 
Jesus bridged the gap between humanity and God,     
enabling us to have a restored and intimate relationship 
with our Creator. 

But I write from the safety of distance and time. I’m not in 
first-century Palestine, watching it. Hearing it. Indeed even 
smelling it.

When I really face off with the Cross, I’m brought to my 
knees in my own agony over what I’ve done—what I still 
do—that put him there. I’m chastened, put right, and 
reoriented by the Cross. As Isaac Watts so poignantly put it, 
“When I survey the wondrous cross . . . [I] pour contempt on 
all my pride.”

www.kyria.com
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Avoiding the Cross

This download, in its own way, is meant to give you an 
opportunity to stand before the Cross; to survey it, 
contemplate it, and to survey it, contemplate it, and 
absorb the meaning of Jesus’ act of sacrificial love. The 
articles in these pages also lead you to the empty tomb: to 
the Resurrection Sunday when we rejoice in Christ’s 
victory over sin and death. 

You’ll begin with two articles that describe the events of 
Jesus’ last week of life and the physical reality of his 
crucifixion. Next you’ll join in a discussion about the 
theological implications of Jesus’ death and resurrection—
what meaning they have for our own spiritual reality. 
Finally, you’ll conclude by considering how Jesus’ death 
and resurrection can make a difference in your everyday 
life: you’ll discover how Jesus’ suffering can empower you 
to make it through your own dark times, you’ll consider 
how the resurrected Jesus meets you in your own life, and 
you’ll be challenged to live a life of worship in response to 
Jesus’ resurrection. As you read the articles, take time to 
really think about the Reflect questions and listen to God 
as you read his Word. Invite Jesus to deepen your 
personal understanding of what he accomplished on the 
Cross. . . for you.

Last year on Good Friday I finally got up the gumption to 
do it: I watched The Passion of the Christ and 
contemplated what Jesus did for me that day. It was just 
as horrible as I thought it would be.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Avoiding the Cross

But I’ll be doing it again this year . . . because I need the 
reminder that there’s no safe PG-version of the Cross. 
It’s not tame or palatable, but in its gravity we get a 
glimpse of the incomprehensible depth of Jesus’ love. We 
cry with Mary at the foot of the cross . . . but, 
wonderfully, we also join Christians across the centuries 
in proclaiming He is risen! He is risen indeed!

Grace,

Kelli B. Trujillo
Managing Editor, Kyria downloads,
Christianity Today International
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“Why the Cross Really Matters” can be used for individual 
or group study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple 
suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own 
guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you 
might consider distributing the guides before your group meets 
so everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are 
quite long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the “Reflect” questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

Leader’s Guide

How to use
“Why the Cross
Really Matters” for 
a group study
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W hen some celebrity dies—such as Michael 
Jackson or Princess Diana—filmmakers often scramble 
to put together a documentary that examines the last 
hours or days of that person’s life.

What if you knew you had only one week to live? What 
actions, what priorities, would be captured on film?
Passion Week—the last week of Jesus’ life, before 
he faced a criminal’s execution on a cross—was an 
extraordinary week. Jesus knew he was going to die 
an excruciatingly painful death. But there’s much we 
can learn from what Jesus taught and from how he 
acted in the week preceding Easter Sunday. 

What can we learn from Jesus’ 
last week on earth?
By Bill Hybels

Seven Days 
to Live 
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

Saturday
The weekend before his death, Jesus stayed at the home of 
three of his closest friends in the small town of Bethany, 
about two miles outside Jerusalem. These people weren’t 
among his 12 disciples; they were personal friends—Mary, 
Martha, and Lazarus. Jesus chose to spend his last days of 
freedom with them.

Throughout Jesus’ teaching ministry, he emphasized the 
importance of community. In essence, Jesus continually told 
all who would listen: You were created for community with 
God and others. You were created with a yearning to know 
and be known, to love and be loved, to serve and be served, 
to celebrate and be celebrated.

Have you found this kind of community in your life? It’s 
more than good relationships with your family. You need 
an inner circle of friends who are fellow believers—just as 
Jesus had—with whom you can be honest and can “do life” 
together.

Sunday
On Palm Sunday—six days before Jesus’ death—people lined 
the streets, waving palms as he entered Jerusalem. It was 
the first-century equivalent of our New York City tickertape 
parades for heroes.

Jesus’ popularity was at an all-time high; his teaching had 
astonishing power. Jesus had changed people’s hearts and 
healed them physically. He’d even recently brought someone 
back from the dead! Jesus was one of the most popular 
people in the entire Middle East.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

But everyone who lined the streets had a different reason 
for waving those palms. Some were political activists; they’d 
heard Jesus had supernatural power, and they wanted him to 
use it to free Israel from Roman rule. Others had loved ones 
who were sick or dying. They waved branches, hoping for 
physical healing. Some were onlookers merely looking for 
something to do, while others were genuine followers who 
wished Jesus would establish himself as an earthly king. 
Jesus was the only one in the parade who knew why he was 
going to Jerusalem—to die. He had a mission, while everyone 
else had an agenda.

When I spent some time between flights looking at books 
on spirituality in the airport bookstore. I discovered things 
haven’t really changed in two thousand years. People are still 
trying to push their agendas for what the power of God can 
do. What about you?

Monday
On this day, Jesus did something that shocked people. Known 
for his love, gentleness, and humility, Jesus came into the 
temple, saw all the little arcades set up for commercial 
business, and cleaned house. He overturned the merchants’ 
tables and kicked them out of the temple. People had never 
seen this side of Jesus before.

Why did Jesus act with such passion? Because he saw 
worship at the temple in Jerusalem going awry. The message 
of his transforming power was going to be left in the hands 
of worshiping communities. Jesus couldn’t afford to have 
any church get distracted and caught up in questionable 
activities. They alone would possess the message that would 
change the world. Jesus sent a signal: Don’t get sidetracked. 
Stay on target. Stay on the mission of spreading God’s love.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

Tuesday
Jesus taught from early morning till late at night. When 
the sun went down on Tuesday, his earthly teaching was 
done. As dusk approached, Jesus taught the parable of 
the talents. In those final moments before his teaching 
ministry came to an end, he told his listeners, in essence: 
You have one life. That’s it. Some of you have all kinds 
of gifts and abilities; some of you have less. But don’t 
squander the one and only life God’s given you; do 
something noble and great with it. 

How poignant it is that as Jesus talked about this, he 
knew his life was almost over.

Jesus also spoke about the day of reckoning. The closest 
our society comes to that is tax day—April 15—a financial 
day of reckoning! But Jesus referred to the day when all 
moral accounts will be settled. He taught that when that 
day comes, either people will pay for their evil by being 
separated from God forever, or they’ll be rewarded for 
having accepted Jesus’ payment on the Cross for the evil 
they committed. It’s either the self-payment plan or the 
Christ-payment plan—no other option. Jesus urged his 
listeners to follow his plan. Whose are you following?

Wednesday
Most scholars believe this was a day of solitude for Jesus. 
He was doing the most important thing he could—getting 
alone with God. As he quieted himself, he heard the still, 
small whisper of his Father basically say: You’re on a 
mission, and it’s going to be difficult, but I’m asking you 
to endure. I’ll be with you.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

Some would call it a wasted day. Others would say it was a 
day that gave Jesus strength to do what he needed to do.
We live in a culture that no longer values solitude. We go from 
one meeting to the next, one deadline to the next, one activity 
to the next. Too often we fail to quiet ourselves enough to 
hear what God would say to us—if only we were listening.

What if you took just one hour to go to a quiet place and say, 
“God, if you have a message for me, I’m listening”? Some of 
the richest times you’ll know in life will be spent in solitude 
with God.

Thursday
This day, Jesus took a normal Passover meal and changed it 
forever. All the arrangements had been made, but then the 
foot-washer didn’t show up! The disciples came to dinner 
with dusty feet, and stood around asking who messed up the 
arrangements. It never dawned on them that maybe one of 
them could humble himself to do that for anybody else.

Jesus came, took off his robe, put a towel over his arm, filled 
a basin with water, then knelt down and started washing the 
disciples’ feet. They couldn’t believe it! The Son of God, the 
Savior of the world—and he had the humility to wash their 
feet.

In today’s words, here’s the lesson: True fulfillment never 
comes from a life of self-gratification. The way to the top in 
God’s economy is through serving. It’s finding God’s mission 
for your life and engaging in it. It’s finding people you can 
humbly serve in daily, down-to-earth ways. And when you 
find God’s purpose for your life and pursue it in a spirit of 
humility and servanthood, your heart spills over with love 
and gratefulness.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, and when he was 
done, he said, “Now, you go out and live this way.”

Friday
On Friday, Jesus voluntarily submitted to be nailed to 
a cross.

The Bible says at noon the skies got dark. There was an 
earthquake. The temple veil was torn. People suddenly 
realized that when Jesus cried out, “It is finished,” and 
then died, he was no ordinary man.

Jesus was taken from the cross, prepared for burial, and 
put in a tomb.

What happened next . . .
Thankfully, the story doesn’t end there. But what follows 
next—Saturday—is most difficult of all, because it’s the day 
between the promise and the fulfillment of the promise. 
Jesus had predicted he’d be crucified, and that he’d rise 
from the dead. He was dead all right. But would he 
come back?

On Sunday, Jesus burst forth from the tomb exactly as he’d 
predicted. The guards at the tomb saw him, went back to 
tell the officials, “He’s alive!” and were paid to keep quiet 
about it.

Jesus appeared to more than 500 people—cynics as well as 
believers—before he ascended into heaven. There was no 
question about whether or not Jesus was resurrected.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

I once spoke to a Muslim who knew I was a Christian. He 
said, “Why won’t you convert to Islam?” I said, “‘Cause 
I won’t follow a dead guy. It’s that simple. Your prophet 
Mohammed is in the tomb. How can you get behind 
anything where the leader, the founder who claims to be 
something, has no evidence for being any different than 
any other man?” Jesus Christ is the only religious leader 
whose tomb says “unoccupied.”

With his resurrection, Jesus proved he is the Son of 
God. And by what he did during his last week alive, but 
most importantly, on Easter Sunday, your life—and your 
eternity—can be changed forever.

Bill Hybels is senior pastor of Willow Creek Community 
Church in South Barrington, Illinois. This article was first 
published in the March/April 1999 issue of Today’s ChrisTian 
Woman.

Reflect
£ Bill Hybels begins with a compelling question: “What if 
you knew you had only one week to live? What actions, 
what priorities, would be captured on film?” Imagine this 
were true: what would your answer be? Why?
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
Seven Days to Live

£ Take time to read some (or all) of the Bible’s descriptions 
of the events of Jesus’ Passion Week.

Saturday—John 12:1–11

Sunday—John 12:12–19 (also Matthew 21:1–11;         
Mark 11:1–11; Luke 19:29–44)

Monday—Mark 11:12–19 (also Matthew 21:12–13;      
Luke 19:45–48)

Tuesday—Matthew 21:18–25:46 (also Mark 11:20–
13:37; Luke 20:1–21:36)

Wednesday—(Scripture doesn’t specify what Jesus         
did on Wednesday.)

Thursday—John 13:1–20 (also Matthew 26:17–29;   
Mark 14:12–25; Luke 22:7–36)

Friday—Matthew 27:11–56 (also Mark 15:1–41;       
Luke 22:66–23:49; John 19:1–42)

What stands out to you most as you consider how Jesus 
spent his time that last week? Why?

£ Bill draws out several challenges and conclusions from 
his observation of Jesus’ Passion Week, including the 
importance of community, spreading God’s love, following 
God’s plan, spending time in solitude with God, and serving 
others. Which of these do you most need to work on in your 
own life? Why?
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Isaac Newton said, “In the absence of any other proof, 
the thumb alone would convince me of God’s existence.” 
After 40 years as a surgeon specializing in hands, I am 
tempted to agree. Nothing in all nature rivals the hand’s 
combination of strength and agility, tolerance, and 
sensitivity. We use our hands for the most wonderful 
activities: art, music, writing, healing, touching.

Some people go to concerts and athletic events to watch 
the performance; I go to watch hands. For me, a piano 
performance is a ballet of fingers—a glorious flourish of 
ligaments and joints, tendons, nerves, and muscles. I 
try to sit near the stage to watch the movements.

He knows the wounds of 
humanity. His hands prove it.
By Paul Brand (with Philip yancey) 

The Scars 
of Easter
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Unless you have tried to reproduce just one small twitch 
of the hand mechanically, you cannot fully appreciate 
its movements. As a physician, I have often stood before 
a group of medical students or surgeons to analyze the 
motion of one finger. I hold before them a dissected 
cadaver hand, with its trailing strands of sinew, and 
announce that I will move the tip of the little finger. 

To do so, I must place the hand on a table and spend about 
four minutes sorting through the tangle of tendons and 
muscles. Seventy separate muscles contribute to hand 
movements. But in order to allow dexterity and slimness 
for actions such as piano playing, the finger has no muscle 
in itself; tendons transfer the force from muscles higher 
in the arm. (Body-builders should be grateful: imagine 
the limitations on finger movement if the fingers had 
muscles that could grow large and bulky.) Finally, after 
I have arranged at least a dozen muscles correctly, I can 
maneuver them to make the little finger move. Usually, I 
give this demonstration to illustrate a way to repair the 
hand surgically. In 40 years of surgery, I have personally 
operated on perhaps 10,000 hands. I could fill a room with 
surgery manuals suggesting various ways to repair injured 
hands. But in those years I have never found a single 
technique to improve a normal, healthy hand. That is why 
I am tempted to agree with Isaac Newton.

I work with the marvels of the hand nearly every day. 
But one time of year holds special meaning for me as a 
Christian; then, too, my thoughts turn to the human hand. 
When the world observes Passion Week, the most solemn 
week of Christendom, I reflect on the hands of Jesus.

Why the Cross Really Matters 
The Scars of Easter
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
The Scars of Easter

Just as painters throughout history have attempted to 
visualize the face of Jesus Christ, I try to visualize his 
hands. I imagine them through the various stages of his life. 
When God’s Son entered the world in the form of a human 
body, what were his hands like?

I can hardly conceive of God taking on the form of an infant, 
but our faith declares that he once had the tiny, jerky hands 
of a newborn. G. K. Chesterton expressed the paradox this 
way: “The hands that had made the sun and stars were too 
small to reach the huge heads of the cattle.” And too small to 
change his own clothes or put food in his mouth. Like every 
baby, he had miniature fingernails and wrinkles around the 
knuckles, and soft skin that had never known abrasion or 
roughness. God’s Son experienced infant helplessness.

Since I once apprenticed as a carpenter, I can easily imagine 
the adolescent hands of Jesus, who learned the trade in his 
father’s shop. His skin must have developed many calluses 
and tender spots.

And then came the hands of Christ the physician. The Bible 
tells us strength flowed from them when he healed people. He 
preferred to perform miracles not en masse, but rather one by 
one, touching each person he healed.

When Jesus touched eyes that had dried out, they suddenly 
admitted light and color again. Once, he touched a woman 
who suffered with a hemorrhage, knowing that by Jewish 
law she would make him unclean. He touched those with 
leprosy—people no one else would touch. In small and 
personal ways, his hands set right what had been disrupted 
in Creation.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
The Scars of Easter

The most important scene in Jesus’ life—the one we 
memorialize during Passion Week—also involved his hands. 
Then those hands that had done so much good were taken, 
one at a time, and pierced through with a thick spike. My 
mind balks at visualizing it.

In surgery I cut delicately, using scalpel blades that 
slice through one layer of tissue at a time, to expose the 
intricacies of nerves and blood vessels and tiny bones and 
tendons and muscles inside. I know well what crucifixion 
must have done to a human hand.

Roman executioners drove their spikes through the 
wrist, right through the carpal tunnel that houses finger-
controlling tendons and the median nerve. It is impossible 
to force a spike there without maiming the hand into a 
claw shape. And Jesus had no anesthetic as his hands were 
marred and destroyed.

Later, his weight hung from them, tearing more tissue, 
releasing more blood. Has there ever been a more helpless 
image than that of the Son of God hanging paralyzed from 
a tree? The disciples, who had hoped he was the Messiah, 
cowered in the darkness or drifted away.

But that is not the last glimpse in the New Testament of 
Jesus’ hands. He appeared again, in a closed room, just 
as one of his disciples was disputing the unlikely story he 
thought his friends had concocted. People do not rise from 
the dead, Thomas scoffed. They must have seen a ghost, or 
an illusion.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
The Scars of Easter

At that moment, Jesus appeared and held up those 
unmistakable hands. The scars gave proof that they belonged 
to him, the same one who had died on the cross. Although the 
body had changed in certain ways, the scars remained. Jesus 
invited Thomas to come and trace them with his own fingers.

Thomas responded simply, “My Lord and my God!” It is the 
first recorded time that one of Jesus’ disciples directly 
addressed him as God. Significantly the assertion came in 
response to Jesus wounds. Jesus’ hands.

Throughout all of history, people of faith have clung to 
the belief that there is a God who understands the human 
dilemma. That the pains we endure on Earth are not 
meaningless. That our prayers are heard. In our observance 
of Passion Week, we Christians focus on the supreme event 
when God demonstrated for all time that he knows our pain.

For a reminder of his time here, Jesus chose scars in each 
hand. That is why I believe God hears and understands our 
pain, and even absorbs it into himself—because he kept those 
scars as a lasting image of wounded humanity. He knows 
what life on earth is like, because he has been here. His 
hands prove it.

Paul Brand served for 18 years at the Christian Medical College 
in Vellore, India. At the time this article was written, he headed 
rehabilitation at the U.S. Public Health Service leprosy hospital 
in Carville, Louisiana. With Philip Yancey, who is Editor at 
Large of ChrisTianiTy Today, the two coauthored Fearfully 
and Wonderfully Made, In His Image, and The Gift of Pain. 
This article originally appeared in the April 5, 1985 issue of 
ChrisTianiTy Today.
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
The Scars of Easter

Reflect
£ Paul Brand zeroes in on the agonizing pain Jesus 
suffered as his wrists were pierced and his hands were 
crippled. This is just one part of the physical suffering 
Jesus endured on the cross! His head, his face, his back, 
his feet—his entire body—was beaten and tortured. Read 
and contemplate Isaiah 53:3–6. What’s your gut reaction 
when you consider what Jesus went through physically? 
What emotions does it bring up in you?

£ How often do you think about Jesus’ suffering during 
your Christian walk? Do you take it for granted? Do 
you feel overly familiar with it? Do you tend to avoid it? 
Share your thoughts.

£ Paul writes: “That is why I believe God hears and 
understands our pain, and even absorbs it into himself—
because he kept those scars as a lasting image of 
wounded humanity.” When in your life has Jesus’ own 
suffering been especially meaningful to you? Why?
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A lot of people say, “I believe in the Resurrection; 
I just don’t understand it.” Pollster George Gallup 
said even 84 percent of people who never go to 
church believe Jesus rose from the dead. It is 
historical fact; it wasn’t done in secret. The whole 
city of Jerusalem and the whole Roman Empire 
knew about it. It was news. If CNN had been there, 
they would have had it live.

How Jesus’ death and resurrection 
affects our own life and death 
By rick Warren

What 
Difference 
Does Easter 
Make?
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There are at least 15 historical references to Jesus meeting 
people, touching people, and talking with people after he 
had been crucified. One time he cooked breakfast for some 
people. Another time he talked to about 500 people after he 
had risen from the dead. A lot of people saw him.

Jesus did rise, he is who he said he was, he has the power 
he said he had, and he keeps the promises he makes. So 
what? Why does the Resurrection matter? What difference 
does it make? It matters for three reasons.

1. My past can be forgiven. 
That’s good news. Have you ever been halfway through a 
project and wished you could start over? A lot of times 
people feel that way about life. They get halfway through 
and wish they could start over. We have all done things we 
wish we hadn’t done, said things we wish we hadn’t said, 
and thought things we wish we hadn’t thought. We all have 
regrets. We all feel bad about things. We all have guilt.

A fellow pastor received this letter:

I’m 31 years old and divorced, though I fought the divorce 
bitterly. I feel bad. I have no hope for my future. Often I 
go home and cry, but there’s no one holding me when I 
cry. Nobody cares. Nothing changes, and I continue to 
fail. I’m stressed out emotionally, and I feel I’m on the 
verge of a collapse. Something is very wrong. But I feel 
so hurt and embittered that I can scarcely react or relate 
to others anymore. I feel as if I’m going to have to sit out 
the rest of my life in the penalty box.

Why the Cross Really Matters 
What Difference Does Easter Make?
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Why the Cross Really Matters 
What Difference Does Easter Make?

The tragedy is, I know a lot of people like that. They can’t 
get on with the present and the future because they’re 
stuck in the past. Some guilt or regret has tied them down. 
Sometimes they’re letting a former relationship mess up 
their current relationship. They say, “I guess I’ll just have 
to live with this the rest of my life.”

Here’s the good news. Colossians 2:13–14 says: “He 
forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, 
with its regulations, that was against us and that stood 
opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross.”

This is God’s pardon program. Jesus nailed it all to the 
cross. He paid for my guilt. That means I don’t have to pay 
for it. He was hung for my hang-ups. Jesus Christ was 
nailed to the cross, so I can quit nailing myself to the 
cross. He wants to forgive your past. He wants to cancel 
every debt you owe—emotional debts, relational debts, 
sins. All canceled.

2. My present problems can be managed. 
The number one complaint I hear from people is this: “My 
life is out of control.” I hear it a thousand times:

I feel powerless to change the situation . . .

I feel powerless to break a bad habit . . .

I feel powerless to save a relationship . . .

I feel powerless to get out of debt . . .

I feel powerless to manage my schedule . . .

www.kyria.com


25

©2010 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Why the Cross Really Matters 
What Difference Does Easter Make?

What you need is a power greater than yourself. You were 
never meant to live this life on your own power. God wants 
to have a relationship with you. And here’s the good news. 
Ephesians 1:18–20 says: “I pray also that the eyes of your 
heart may be enlightened in order that you may know . . .  
his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power 
is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted 
in Christ when he raised him from the dead.” 

The same power that enabled Jesus to rise from death will 
help you rise above your problems. The same power God used 
at the Resurrection 2,000 years ago can be used in your life 
right now. You don’t know what the future holds. I don’t 
either. I don’t know what’s going to happen next year, next 
month, next week. I don’t know what’s going to happen 
tomorrow, and neither do you. But it doesn’t matter, because 
even though it’s out of my control, it’s not out of God’s. He 
will give me the power to face it. Philippians 4:13 says:      
“I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”

“I want to help out,” God says. “Don’t give up!” No problem is 
too big for God. No situation is hopeless if you’ll turn it over 
to him. “I am ready for anything through the power of 
positive thinking”? No, it doesn’t say that.“I am ready for 
anything because I psyched myself up”? No. “I am ready for 
anything through the strength of Christ, who lives in me.”

3. My future can be secure. 
Death is a universal problem. Let’s face it—everybody dies. 
I’m going to die someday, and so are you. Only a fool would 
go through life unprepared for something he knows is 
inevitable. That doesn’t make sense. But sometimes we get 
so busy in the here and now, we don’t stop to think about 
what’s going to come.
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People don’t like to talk about death. If you don’t believe 
me, invite your friends over, sit them down, serve them 
some coffee and pie, and say, “Let’s talk about death.” See 
what happens.

U.S. News & World Report ran a cover article called “The 
Rekindling of Hell.” It says more people believe in heaven 
and hell than ever before in American history. Why? 
Because people are wondering, “What’s going to happen?”

There are a lot of misconceptions about heaven. Most of 
them come from movies and books with bad theology; 
they’re cute little ideas of what somebody thinks heaven is 
going to be like. But what is it really going to be like? Let’s 
check it out with the source. When you go to the Bible, 
what does God say it’s really going to be like in heaven      
and hell?

Number one, heaven is a perfect place. Total love, total 
peace, total joy, total perfection. No sin, no mistakes, no 
evil, no bad, no errors. It’s perfect in every area.

The second thing the Bible says is that in order for you to 
go there, you have to be perfect, because only perfection 
can exist in heaven. You say, “Well, thanks a lot. That leaves 
me out.” Yeah, it leaves me out too. You say, “I’ll never make 
it if I have to be perfect.” Right! That’s the point. Neither 
will I. Neither will any of us, because none of us is perfect; 
we’ve all messed up.
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There are two ways the Bible says you can get to heaven. 
Plan A is to earn it. That’s the performance plan. And to 
earn it you only have to do this: never sin and always do 
what’s right for the entire time that you live. Just 
be perfect.

Since none of us qualify for Plan A, God came up with Plan 
B, which is: You trust Jesus Christ when he says, “I am the 
way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6). He was the only 
perfect person who ever lived, because he was God. He 
came so we could know what God is like. And by trusting 
and establishing a relationship with him, you get in on 
his goodness.

My friend Ron Dunn took his young son to a carnival for his 
birthday. His son picked six boys to go with him, so Ron 
bought a roll of tickets. Every line he’d come to, he’d pull 
off seven tickets and give one to each kid. When they got to 
the Ferris wheel, all of a sudden there was this eighth little 
kid with his hand out.

Ron said, “Who are you?”

The kid said, “I’m Johnny.”

Ron said, “Who are you, Johnny?”

Johnny said, “I’m your son’s new friend. And he said you 
would give me a ticket.”
Ron asked me, “Do you think I gave him one? Absolutely.”
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When you get to heaven, you’ll say, “God, I can’t get in on my 
own effort. The only way I can get into heaven is because 
I’m a friend of Jesus Christ.” John 17:3 says: “Now this is 
eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and 
Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”

That’s what the Bible says. Through his death and 
resurrection, Jesus paid for your way to heaven. 

Rick Warren is pastor of Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, 
California. This is excerpted from “What Difference Does 
Easter Make?” published on PreachingToday.com.

Reflect
£ In this article, Rick Warren outlines three theological 
truths about Jesus’ death and resurrection and what those 
events mean for our lives today. Which of these three truths 
is especially significant to you right now? Why?

£ Read one (or all) of these Scriptures about God’s 
forgiveness: Ephesians 1:7; Colossians 1:13–14, and 
2:13–14. Do you struggle with taking God’s forgiveness for 
granted? Why or why not? 

£ Chew on Ephesians 1:18–21. What’s one example from 
the past year in which God has given you the power to get 
through a challenging situation (big or small)?
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£ Explore what Scripture says about life after death in 
John 10:27–28, 17:3; and Revelation 21:1–4. How does 
your belief in heaven provide hope for you during this 
life? What do you most look forward to about eternal life 
in heaven? Why?
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Our focus on Jesus’ painful death brings the most natural question to mind: 
Why did Jesus have to suffer and die? Atonement is the theological term that 
answers this question. At its core, the Atonement is all about what Jesus 
accomplished on the cross: the restoration of the broken relationship between 
humankind and God. But in recent years there’s been growing controversy in 
evangelical circles about the way we understand the Atonement—both what 
it means and how it was accomplished. Pastors and authors like N.T. Wright, 
John Piper, and various emerging church leaders take different angles on the 
nuances of the Atonement. Here, Phillip Yancey wades into the controversy—
but rather than picking sides, he emphasizes some of the core truths about 
Jesus’ death and resurrection upon which we can all agree.

Google the words atonement and emergent church together, 
and your computer screen will soon heat up a few degrees. 
A lively (and not always civilized) debate has broken out 
among those who defend classical theories of the Atonement 
and those who see them as some variation of the caricature 
Dorothy Sayers drew 60 years ago:

Why did Jesus have to die?   
By Philip yancey 

Surveying the 
Wondrous 
Cross
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God wanted to damn everybody, but his vindictive sadism 
was sated by the crucifixion of his own Son, who was 
quite innocent, and, therefore, a particularly attractive 
victim. He now only damns people who don’t follow Christ 
or who have never heard of him.

Since Jesus’ death nearly 2,000 years ago, theologians 
such as Origen, Anselm of Canterbury, Peter Abelard, and 
John Calvin have proposed ways of understanding it: as 
a Ransom paid to Satan, a Satisfaction required by God, a 
Moral Influence for humanity, a Penal Substitution for the 
punishment due to humankind. Some of these theories, 
referencing animal sacrifices and God’s wrath, can make for 
a hard sell for many in modern times.

The Cross is the central image of Christianity, and gives us 
vivid proof that, in novelist Flannery O’Connor’s words, the 
world “has, for all its horror, been found by God to be worth 
dying for.” Yet theologians must somehow explain how Jesus’ 
death differs in essence from the death of any great leader. 
What made it necessary, and exactly how did it affect our 
relationship with God?

During Holy Week last year, I found myself reflecting not so 
much on the theoretical rationale for the Atonement as on its 
practical outworking. Three insights from that week:

The Cross made possible a new intimacy with God. Three 
of the Gospels mention that at the moment of Jesus’ death, 
a thick curtain inside the temple tore from top to bottom, 
exposing the Most Holy Place. Traditionally, only once a 
year, on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), could the high 
priest enter the fearsome Most Holy Place. Preparations 

Why the Cross Really Matters 
Surveying the Wondrous Cross
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involved ritual baths, special clothes, and five separate 
animal sacrifices, and still the priest entered with 
apprehension about committing an offense. He wore bells 
on his robe and a rope around his ankle so that if the bells 
fell silent, other priests could retrieve his body.

The Book of Hebrews draws a vivid contrast: the author 
says believers can now “approach the throne of grace 
with confidence” (4:16). No image could be more shocking 
for devout Jews than charging boldly into the Most Holy 
Place. Therefore, concludes the author of Hebrews, “let us 
draw near to God” (10:22). Because of Jesus, we need no 
protective curtain; God has provided a sufficient Mediator 
for all time.

While visiting the United States in 1962, theologian Karl 
Barth faced a questioner intent on pinning down exactly 
when he had been saved. Barth replied, “It happened one 
afternoon in A.D. 34 when Jesus died on the cross.” Love 
finds a way to overcome all obstacles to uniting with the 
beloved, no matter the cost.

The Cross reveals the limits of human achievement. Paul 
wrote, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, 
he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over 
them by the cross” (Col. 2:15). Pontius Pilate had Jesus’ 
“crime”—King of the Jews—posted in three languages, in 
ironic tribute to the travesty of justice. A public spectacle 
it was indeed when the most refined religious authorities 
of the time ganged up on an innocent man, and the most 
renowned justice system carried out the sentence.
Writer Thomas Merton points out that “no one saw the 
Resurrection. Everyone saw the Crucifixion. Everyone does 
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see the Crucifixion. The Cross is everywhere.” It should 
give us pause, this sign of contradiction, when we are 
tempted to look to politics or science to solve the deepest 
problems of humanity. Christ exposed as false gods the 
very powers in which men and women take most pride and 
invest most hope.

The Cross brings to light an unexpected quality of the 
Godhead: humility. As Paul expressed in Philippians 2: 
“Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality 
with God something to be grasped, but made himself 
nothing . . . he humbled himself and became obedient 
to death—even death on a cross!” (v. 5–8). The poor 
and disadvantaged respond by instinct to this personal 
identification: witness the sermons in Appalachia or the 
base communities in Latin America that center on the 
Cross. Novelists know it too: Graham Greene, Georges 
Bernanos, and Ignazio Silone all made the sacrament 
commemorating Jesus’ death the centerpiece of their 
finest works.

Whatever else we may say about it, the Atonement fulfills 
the Jewish principle that only one who has been hurt can 
forgive. At Calvary, God chose to be hurt.

Philip Yancey is editor at large of ChrisTianiTy Today and 
author of several books. This article was first published in 
the May 2009 issue of ChrisTianiTy Today.
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Reflect
£ Philip Yancey begins with an important premise: 
“[Theologians must somehow explain how Jesus’ death 
differs in essence from the death of any great leader. 
What made it necessary, and exactly how did it affect our 
relationship with God?” Imagine a non-Christian friend 
asked you this very question. How would you answer her?

£ Philip briefly touches on some of the theories of the 
Atonement: “a Ransom paid to Satan, a Satisfaction 
required by God, a Moral Influence for humanity, a Penal 
Substitution for the punishment due to humankind.” Which 
of these most closely reflects how the meaning of Jesus’ 
death is explained in your particular church? (Or is there a 
different angle your church takes?)

£ Read Romans 3:21–26. How does this passage explain 
the Atonement? What questions does it raise for you?

£ One aspect of the Atonement that Philip emphasizes is 
how it paved the way for us to have intimacy with God. 
Read Hebrews 4:14–16 and 10:19–22. God is not distant—
through faith in Jesus, we are no longer separated from God 
by our sin. How does this reality affect your daily life? (Or, 
how might your life be different if you didn’t understand 
this core truth?)

£ Read 1 Corinthians 15:14. Why is Jesus’ resurrection so 
important to Christianity? How would you put this idea into 
your own words?
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I love Easter Sunday. I love the way my church’s 
normally casual congregation takes everything up a 
notch (or three)—the girls in new linen dresses and the 
boys in once-a-year ties. I love the jubilance of the 
music, and the preacher’s grin when he urges us to turn 
to one another and say, “He is risen!”

Easter Sunday is the Christian faith’s gold medal victory 
lap and its raison d’etre. It’s the Happily Ever After to 
end all happily ever afters. Easter Sunday shouts: “Death 
where is thy sting?” and “Love wins!” and “God is alive!”

Learning to see darker days 
in a different light
By carolyn arends

What’s So 
Good about 
Good Friday?
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But here’s the rub: I dread Good Friday. I dread the images 
of torture and suffering. I dread the somber music and the 
awful remembrance of the violent death of a loved one—of 
Jesus, the Loved One. I dread the smothering grief and the 
inescapable remorse and the terrible recollected cry, “My 
God, why hast thou forsaken me?”

Left to my own devices, I’d probably skip Good Friday. 
But I suspect that if I did, Easter morning would become 
increasingly hollow. I’d forget how much my salvation cost.

What’s more, I’m pretty sure my Good Friday avoidance 
would cause me to lose touch with certain realities about 
the way the universe works on this side of eternity. I’d 
start to believe that you can have victory without sacrifice. 
I’d convince myself that you don’t have to die to live the 
resurrection. I’d buy the lie that Christ’s ultimate victory 
over death—and my decision to follow him—means life on 
this earth will be trouble-free.

The biblical writers warn us repeatedly that the Christian 
should not expect a life exempt from Good Fridays. They 
encourage us to consider every hardship pure joy because 
suffering is an opportunity to identify with Christ and 
become more dependent on him (James 1:2–4). They repeat 
Christ’s plainspoken invitation to “take up his cross”      
(Mark 8:34–35).

And yet for many of us Easter Sunday Christians, when 
the job is lost, or the tumor is malignant, or the friendship 
is betrayed, we grieve not only the wound but also the fact 
that we can be wounded. We feel that either we’re not doing 
faith right or that faith—that Jesus—has let us down. We 
don’t consider it “pure joy” when our faith is tested. We 
consider it failure.

Why the Cross Really Matters 
What’s So Good about Good Friday?
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I’m beginning to think our expectations are not just 
unrealistic, they’re anti-gospel. But our confusion is hardly 
surprising. According to some experts, we’re bombarded 
with more than 3,000 advertisements a day, telling us 
we’re entitled to (and must pursue at any cost) an easy, 
ageless, worry-free life. When we meet and accept Jesus, 
many of us can’t help but distort his promise of abundant 
life into something that resembles the illusion advertisers 
sell us every day.

So how do we become Easter Sunday Christians who truly 
see (and even embrace) the good in our Good Fridays? How 
do we resist our sense of entitlement and the distorted 
expectations that are so deeply ingrained? I’ve found the 
following four principles helpful.

Check the definitions
When I read that God “works all things together for good,” 
I can’t help but think of the marketers’ definitions and 
assume that “good” means “easy,” “youthful,” “desirable,” 
and “wealthy.” But when I read the Bible, I discover that 
God defines “good” in entirely different terms.

New Testament Christians seemed to believe the greatest 
good is to become more like Jesus. They took it for granted 
that this process wouldn’t be easy.

“What do people mean when they say ‘I am not afraid of 
God, because he is good?’” asked C.S. Lewis, musing on 
this idea. “Have they never even been to a dentist?”

Evidently, early Christians also assumed that the “good” 
God is working toward is much more expansive than one 
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individual’s personal circumstances. God is establishing 
his kingdom, doing nothing less than “reconciling all 
things to himself” (Colossians 1:20), and the ultimate good 
for the believer is to be included in that process.

I’m immensely comforted when I remember that the God 
who cares deeply and personally about even a fallen 
sparrow is watching over me. But I’ve been a parent long 
enough to suspect that my heavenly father knows more 
than I do about what I need and where I’m going—and 
about what’s best for the whole family. So it’s a safe bet 
that his definition of “blessing” is different from mine.

When I’m expecting Easter Sunday and I get Good Friday 
instead, I’m trying to remember that God’s definition of 
“good” undoubtedly confounds and far exceeds my own.

Re-evaluate death
Almost all the new beginnings in my life have come from 
what felt at the time like terrible endings. So I know I need 
to re-examine my concept of “death.” Frequently, what 
seems like a small (but devastating) death is actually a 
chance at new life. I can point to dozens of “dead ends” in 
my career, ministry, or relationships that turned out to be 
opportunities to change direction.

Nature gives us vivid examples of this principle. Like 
seeds, we must be willing to be broken in order to grow 
into what we were made to be. Like reptiles, we have to 
shed old skins. Like caterpillars, we must be entombed 
so we can emerge as completely new creations. When I 
think of all the energy I’ve expended resisting endings and 
change, I wonder what new life I’ve missed.

www.kyria.com


39

©2010 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Why the Cross Really Matters 
What’s So Good about Good Friday?

Jesus tells us to die so we can live. He invites us to 
surrender all the illusions we have about what makes a 
life good and worthwhile so we can discover real life. 
And then he walks with us, every step of the way, as we 
die a thousand deaths in the process of letting his life go 
deeper and deeper into us. Until at last we really and truly 
physically die, only to live forever.

The rumors of our demise, it turns out, are greatly 
exaggerated. With God, the end is the beginning.

Keep time
In my non-liturgical church tradition, a “church calendar” 
is a list of youth group meetings and members’ birthdays, 
not an ancient rhythm of days and observances. But 
I’ve been learning that many branches of Christianity 
throughout the centuries have used liturgical time as a way 
of keeping believers connected to the realities of both life 
and death in the faith.

Cycling through Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, 
Passiontide, Easter, Ascension, Pentecost, and back 
through “ordinary time” to Advent again, Christians are 
reminded that suffering is an expected part of human life, 
and, more important, that God is constantly redeeming 
that suffering through his resurrection power. I’m just 
beginning to discover how helpful the church calendar can 
be in correcting and realigning my own expectations.

Lent, in particular, is a fascinating season. A few years 
ago, when I became aware that some of my Anglican and 
Catholic friends went through an annual ritual of giving up 
some creature comfort for 40 days every spring, 
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I responded with what I thought was a clever line: “This 
year for Lent I’m giving up self-control.” My friends would 
smile but challenge me to give Lent a serious try.

This year, in my desire to more fully embrace Good Friday, 
I’m observing my first Lenten season. It’s an experiment to 
see if denying myself one small but habitualized comfort (in 
my case, a certain kind of food) prepares my heart to more 
fully enter into every part of Easter.

My Lent-experienced friends tell me that disrupting even 
one routine can expose the crutches and illusions and 
substitutions that keep us from authentically participating 
in the life Christ offers. Lent, they claim, can facilitate a 
small death to self that becomes an opening to new life. 
I aim to see if they’re right.

Expect the unexpected
Endings that are beginnings, death that is life—God will 
always confound our expectations.

A couple years ago, during a jubilant Easter service, our 
pastor said something that stopped me in my mental tracks: 
“The world offers promises full of emptiness. But Easter 
offers emptiness full of promise.”

Empty cross, empty tomb, empty grave-clothes . . . all full of 
promise. If I were writing the Easter story, I don’t think I’d 
choose emptiness as my symbolic gesture. But then, I also 
wouldn’t be talking about strength being made perfect in 
weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9), foolish things confounding 
the wise (1 Corinthians 1:27), the meek inheriting the earth 
(Matthew 5:5), or the poor in spirit getting (in every sense 
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of the word “get”) the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:3). 
And I certainly wouldn’t be talking about dying in order  
to live.

What is it about God that makes him so favor this kind of 
paradox? I guess this is what we should expect from the 
Servant King—the God who decided that the best way to 
save the world was to let it kill him. I don’t understand 
the way God thinks. But on those days when I feel 
hollowed out and broken—half-dead, even—it makes me 
glad to remember that for Easter people, even death is full 
of promise.

The world makes a lot of promises. Smoke and mirrors, 
mostly. Frantic, cartoonish attempts to distract us from 
the gaping holes in the middle of our souls (or to sell us 
the latest product in order to fill them). There’s no life in 
those promises.

So I’m hoping that this Lenten season, I’ll be a little more 
willing to die to that stuff. I’m praying I’ll become more 
aware of the empty space within, and that I’ll resist the 
urge to fill it with any old thing I can find. I’m going to 
wait, carved out, vulnerable, a cracked and crumbling jar 
of clay, on a life God’s offered to deposit anywhere there’s 
room. I’m going to believe that if I’ll just leave my empty 
spaces empty, he’ll fill them. That, I’m convinced, is a 
reasonable expectation.

I’m writing this article during a particularly long Good 
Friday season in my own life. My mom is battling cancer, 
and I’d be lying if I said I was able to watch her suffer and 
“count it all joy.”
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I pray for healing and hope desperately it will come here 
on earth. I ask all the questions people have asked at the 
bedsides of sick loved ones for thousands of years. 
I vacillate wildly between hope and despair, faith and 
doubt, openness and bitterness.

But I know that we do not suffer alone, because the God of 
the universe wore our skin and died our death and removed 
its sting forever. This is no meager consolation. And even 
when I’m desperately sad, I look at my mom and 
I remember: Without Good Friday, there would be no Easter 
morning. So I pray through the night, and I wait for the 
resurrection.

Carolyn Arends is a columnist for ChrisTianiTy Today and the 
author of Wrestling with Angels: Adventures with Faith and 
Doubt (Harvest House). Her web site is www.carolynarends.
com. This article was first published in the March/April 2009 
issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Reflect
£ Carolyn Arends contends that “for many of us Easter Sunday 
Christians, when the job is lost, or the tumor is malignant, 
or the friendship is betrayed, we grieve not only the wound 
but also the fact that we can be wounded. We feel that either 
we’re not doing faith right or that faith—that Jesus—has let us 
down. We don’t consider it ‘pure joy’ when our faith is tested. 
We consider it failure.” Ouch! Is she right? Be honest with 
yourself: in what ways does this describe you?
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£ In Mark 8:34–35, Jesus called his followers to each “take up 
his cross”—and then Jesus did it himself when he suffered an 
agonizing death. Jesus called us not only to the joy of Easter but 
to the pain and suffering of Good Friday. What do you think it 
means, practically speaking, for a Christian to see the “good” in 
times of personal darkness and suffering? (If you can, share an 
example.)

£ As she wrote this article, Carolyn was watching her mother 
battle cancer. What’s a situation you’re facing now in which you 
need hope? How can you embrace and live out “Easter Sunday 
hope” in the midst of heartache? (If you aren’t dealing with a 
painful situation now, reflect on how you can help a hurting 
friend experience the hope of the Resurrection in the midst of 
her heartache.)
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The phone rang in the middle of the night and jolted 
me awake. My husband, Gene, answered, and I soon 
realized he was receiving devastating news: Our son had 
been picked up by the police and accused of a serious 
crime. I couldn’t breathe; nausea swept over me. As 
I tried to stand next to the bed, my knees buckled.

Surely it’s a mistake, I thought desperately. But as the 
hours unfolded, the circumstances surrounding our 
son’s arrest were validated.

The surprising ways Jesus’ resurrection 
enables us to thrive in the face of 
difficulty and fear
By carol Kent

Even More 
Than Hope
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That day was more than two years ago. My son’s still 
incarcerated, awaiting a trial that’s been postponed 
repeatedly. My life’s changed dramatically during this 
extended wait. I’ve watched my dreams for my only 
child shatter. I’ve agonized over what I could have done 
differently as a mother to ensure such a thing would not 
have happened. Sometimes I feel as though I’m living 
through an endless Good Friday.

When Jesus died on the cross that Good Friday two 
thousand years ago, hope (for a moment) was ripped away. 
Everyone believed he would be the one to redeem Israel 
from Roman oppression. Then his body was laid in a tomb.

But Easter Sunday arrived. When Mary Magdalene and 
Mary, Martha’s sister, visited Jesus’ grave early that 
morning, they discovered that God’s angel had rolled back 
the stone to reveal a now-empty tomb. The angel told them, 
“I know you’re looking for Jesus, the One they nailed to 
the cross. He is not here. He was raised, just as he said. . 
. . Now, get on your way quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He 
is risen from the dead’” (Matthew 28:6–7, MSG). Because 
of Christ’s resurrection, we now have hope that our faith 
is true, that God can be trusted, and that we, too, will be 
resurrected (1 Corinthians 15:13–19).

If I thought for a moment there was no eternity, no heaven, 
no end to sorrow, no eventual resolution to my personal 
crisis, I’d want to “check out” right now. But the good news 
of the Resurrection is the promise that we who believe in 
Jesus as our Savior will enjoy eternal life (Matthew 25:46) 
in a place free from sorrow, suffering, or tears 
(Revelation 21:4).

Why the Cross Really Matters 
Even More Than Hope
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Incredibly, in the middle of my Good Friday experience, 
other reasons for hope have emerged. Throughout my 
family’s ordeal, I’ve learned some lessons that have shown 
me the same power that brought Jesus Christ back to life is 
available to us.

Authentic joy
I didn’t expect this first discovery. In the nights immediately 
following my son’s arrest, depression overtook me like a 
relentless dark cloud. I wanted to retreat into my grief and 
sleep away the pain. Yet every day when I awakened, the sun 
came up—and with it, a surprising sense of renewed hope. 
How dark Good Friday must have seemed to those who loved 
Jesus! Yet I’m convinced that when the sun rose that Easter 
morning to reveal the empty tomb, hope replaced darkness 
and sadness. For no matter how dark the night, Christ’s 
resurrection reminds us that joy comes in the morning 
(Psalm 30:5).

Jesus promises us, “You will grieve, but your grief will turn 
to joy” (John 16:20). The friends and family members who’ve 
flooded my life with joy in countless ways flesh out this 
promise for me. For example, days after Gene and I found 
out about our son, the doorbell rang. There stood a local 
florist delivering 12 long-stemmed yellow roses. I opened 
the accompanying note: “You once told us yellow flowers 
brighten any room. We thought you might need a touch of 
yellow in your life right now.” The note was signed with 
love from two of my sisters. They had transformed words 
meant as decorating advice into a gift of joy in my time 
of crisis! From that point on, my family and friends used 
yellow—yellow cards, yellow candles, yellow gift-wrapped 
surprises—to remind me of the Resurrection joy that’s 
available to me in the middle of my journey.
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Recently, my close friend Cathy lost her job for the second 
time within a year. Cathy’s a single woman with rent and 
mounting bills to pay. Last week she wrote, “To me the 
Resurrection means having God’s joy inside me no matter 
what’s going on outside me. When I think of the events 
leading to the Resurrection—Jesus’ beatings, crucifixion, 
and slow, torturous death—I remember that as I await the 
right job to surface, I must crucify any negative or angry 
thoughts and words, and resurrect them as God’s peaceful, 
joyful alternatives.” Cathy’s living out the Resurrection’s 
good news.

A faithful companion
Christ’s resurrection ensures that when we enter into a 
relationship with God as our Father, we have a relationship 
with someone who’ll never leave us. Recently I spent 
several hours with a family of three children who are being 
raised by their mother. The eldest daughter, Anne, burst 
into tears as she blurted out, “I’m so angry at my father 
for leaving us, but I’m even angrier at myself for needing 
him!” I was able to say confidently as I hugged her, “I know 
you’re hurting because you want to experience your father’s 
love. But you have a relationship with Jesus, who won’t 
ever walk out on you. Remember, Anne, God promises in 
Hebrews 13:5 that he will never leave you or forsake you.”

Power to overcome
I’d always tried to do my best for God, but when my son was 
incarcerated, I was humiliated, embarrassed, and ashamed. 
I felt as though I were a failure as a mother! It was all 
about me—my hurt, my pain, my devastation, my reputation. 
Only when I looked at my circumstances through the lens 
of Jesus’ death and resurrection did I experience the hope 
Jesus offers because he arose from the dead.
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My friend Nan has stage four cancer. She’s had all the 
chemotherapy and radiation she can physically endure. Nan 
cherishes each day as a valued gift from God. She called 
recently and enthusiastically said: “I just got off the phone 
with a telemarketer.”

I responded with derision, “Oh, I have a gift for getting rid 
of those callers quickly.”

Nan said, “You don’t understand. I told her I’d answer her 
questions if she’d answer mine. After responding to her 
questions, I asked her if she knew for sure she’d go to 
heaven if she died unexpectedly. She said, ‘No, but I’ve had 
a lot of fear about that.’”

Nan shared the gospel: that because Jesus died and rose 
again, there’s hope and a future to all who believe in him. 
At the end of their conversation, the telemarketer followed 
Nan in a prayer to invite Jesus to be her Savior.

Nan’s discovered the real power of the Resurrection—that 
even when our life is interrupted by physical limitations, 
we can make a difference for all eternity. “Because Jesus 
was raised from the dead, we’ve been given a brand-new 
life and have everything to live for, including a future in 
heaven—and the future starts now!” (1 Peter 1:3, MSG).

That’s the bottom line: There’s no situation, no obstacle 
Christ’s resurrection doesn’t empower us to overcome, 
whether it’s divorce, infertility, unemployment, 
depression, cancer, relationship struggles, or fear for our 
children’s future in a world that’s rocked by terrorism.
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Freedom from fear
Stacey came into my life unexpectedly. I spoke at a church 
in Honolulu not long after September 11, and following my 
presentation, she asked if we could talk. She explained that 
she was a flight attendant for United Airlines; Boston’s Logan 
Airport was her base of operations. “I usually worked one of 
the flights that hit the World Trade Center, but September 11 
was my day off,” she said. “I’ve been so afraid, I took a leave 
of absence from my job and returned to my home here. I’ve 
come to this church to find out how to deal with my fear.” I 
explained to Stacey that because Jesus died for our sins and 
rose again, God provided a way for us to find forgiveness, 
hope, and a future free from fear. That day Stacey invited 
Jesus to come into her life. Her face beamed as she looked up 
following that prayer.

So there you have it! The surprising good news of the 
Resurrection means forgiveness of sin, hope for the future, 
staying power for the tough times, a Father who loves us, 
eternal life, authentic joy, and freedom from fear. When we 
get to know the risen Christ personally, we find hope and joy 
in the midst of our personal Good Fridays. While this good 
news will change our lives forever, it doesn’t stop there. We 
just naturally have to tell somebody about it. That’s why the 
good news of the Resurrection goes on and on and on.

Carol Kent, president of Speak Up Speaker Services, a Christian 
speakers’ bureau, and author of Becoming a Woman of 
Influence (NavPress), lives in Michigan with her husband. This 
article, originally titled “Good News About the Resurrection,” 
was first published in the March/April 2002 issue of Today’s 
ChrisTian Woman.
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Reflect
£ Read Psalm 30:5 and John 16:20. When someone is deeply 
hurting, it’s natural to wonder if this promise is really true. 
So is it? Share an example from your own life in which God 
brought you joy after a season of heartache.

£ Carol Kent describes the resurrected Jesus as a faithful 
companion. We often talk of “friendship” with Jesus or a 
“relationship” with Jesus. Push beyond our over-familiarity 
with this idea and dig a little deeper: what does it actually 
mean to have Jesus as a companion and friend? How would 
you explain this kind of relationship to a non-Christian?

£ Carol also contends that Jesus’ resurrection enables us 
to have freedom from fear. This doesn’t mean we won’t ever 
feel afraid—fear is a natural human response to dangerous 
or stressful situations. So what does it mean? Read Isaiah 
41:10, then explain what “freedom from fear” means to you.
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From January to April, we live between the times—
between Christmas and Easter, Bethlehem and Golgotha, 
Incarnation and Resurrection. What strikes me about 
the Gospel accounts of Christmas and Easter are the 
varied ways in which God works. In the Incarnation, 
God masterminds the announcement of the good news of 
the birth of Christ. He sends prophets well in advance to 
foretell the coming of the Messiah. He commissions an 
angel to announce the birth to a virgin. He sets a new star 
in the heavens to summon wise men from the East. He 
sends a company of singing angels to pronounce Christ’s 
birth to the shepherds in the fields. He quickens Anna the 
prophetess to declare the arrival of the Messiah on his day 
of circumcision. Though Christ was born in a lowly manger, 
there was nothing quiet about his birth.

Why the risen Jesus met people in 
five different ways—and still does
By John Witte Jr.

A Manifold 
Resurrection
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Quite the contrary with the Resurrection. Yes, an angel 
comes to roll away the stone from Jesus’ tomb, but 
this grand miracle takes place with little pomp and 
circumstance. No angels sing hymns in the heavens, no 
stars appear in the East, no wise men set out on pilgrimage, 
no prophetess pronounces the good news. For 40 days after 
the Resurrection, Christ flits in and out of space and time, 
appearing only occasionally to a few followers. Then he 
ascends quietly into heaven.

What is even more striking is how his followers 
consistently fail to recognize him, and, more importantly, 
the variety of ways in which God makes it possible for them 
to apprehend him.

Mary Magdalene, weeping outside the empty tomb, has to 
be called by name before she recognizes Christ. Before that, 
she thought he was a gardener.

Ten disciples, gathered in a room in sorrow and fear, need 
Christ to breathe his peace on them before they recognize 
him. Before that, they thought he was a ghost.

Two travelers from Emmaus walked with Christ and talked 
with him about salvation history all the way to their city, 
but recognized him only when he held up some bread 
and blessed it. Before that, they thought he was simply a 
learned traveler.

Thomas, the great doubter, wanted to put his fingers in the 
nail holes of the Cross and his hand in the pierced side of 
Christ before accepting him. Prior to that, he thought Christ 
was a fraud.

Why the Cross Really Matters 
A Manifold Resurrection
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And Peter, that enigmatic rock of the church, recognized 
Christ only after he performed the miracle of filling 
Peter’s nets with fish. Then Peter had to sit through 
a threefold cross-examination as to whether he really 
believed in the resurrected Lord whom he had just 
denied: “Simon, son of John, do you truly love me?” “Do 
you love me?” “Do you love me?”

In these Gospel accounts, we see five ways in which 
Christ is experienced and understood after the 
Resurrection: A calling by name. A delivery of peace. 
A sacramental vision. A physical encounter. A miracle 
and conversation with God. I see both a budding 
psychology and a budding ecclesiology at work in 
these passages.

How Christ meets us personally 
The Gospels record these stories and encounters 
of the newly resurrected Christ, in part, for our 
spiritual comfort.

There is a little bit of Mary Magdalene in all of us: times 
when we swoon with pain and grief and need God’s call to 
comfort us. There is a little bit of the Emmaus travelers 
in all of us: times when we talk idly about divine 
matters but see God only in the sublime simplicity of the 
sacrament. There is a little bit of the huddled disciples 
in all of us: times when our faith puts us in jeopardy and 
fear, and we need God’s peace to be breathed on us. There 
is a little bit of Thomas in all of us: times that we are so 
overcome by doubt and skepticism that we need God’s 
touch to assure and anchor us. And there is a little bit 
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of Peter in all of us: times when we deny and betray our 
Lord and need a miracle to remind us of God’s majesty or a 
divine conversation to move us to confess our 
faith unflinchingly.

The Gospel narratives of the resurrected Christ meet us 
at different stages in life and assure us that God comes to 
us in various ways, accommodating our pain, fear, doubt, 
abstraction, and pride as needed.

How Christ meets us in church 
The Gospels also record these stories for our corporate 
edification, to help us appreciate the diversity of ways 
in which we meet Christ in the church. Christ can be 
experienced in multiple forms and multiple forums, and 
we may respond to him individually and collectively in 
multiple ways. Some are called by name. Some are touched 
by God. Some receive the breath of the Holy Spirit. Some 
experience miracles. Some see God in the sacraments. 
Each type of divine encounter and experience creates 
its own liturgy, community, and tradition of confession, 
creed, and catechism.

Some traditions emphasize a personal calling, a moment 
of rebirth before membership is sealed. Some focus 
on an event, an icon, or a site or rite of divine vision. 
Some emphasize the pulpit, the homiletic exposition of 
God’s Word. Some emphasize the altar, the Eucharistic 
celebration of the death and resurrection of Christ. All 
are legitimate ways to serve and celebrate Christ, and all 
are legitimate foundations for understanding what the 
church is.
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The Gospel stories of Christmas and Easter remind us of 
our fundamental unity in Christ. They also remind us of the 
plurality of ways God makes himself known and the variety 
of ways Christ is experienced by his people.

John Witte Jr. is Jonas Robitscher professor of law and 
director of the Center for the Study of Law and Religion at 
Emory University. He is the author of a number of books, 
most recently God’s Joust, God’s Justice: Law and Religion 
in the Western Tradition (Eerdmans, 2006). This article was 
first published in the April 2007 issue of ChrisTianiTy Today.

Reflect
£ In this article, John Witte explains that there is a little bit of 
Mary, of the disciples, of the travelers, of Thomas, and of Peter 
in all of us. We each long for and encounter Jesus in different 
ways and for different reasons. Of the five post-Resurrection 
encounters described in the article, which do you most relate 
to? Why? (Read the passage that depicts that encounter using 
the Scripture list below.)

Jesus appears to . . . 

Mary Magdalene: John 20:10–18

The ten disciples: John 20:19–22

Two travelers on the road to Emmaus: Luke 24:13–35

Thomas: John 20:24–29

Peter: John 21:1–19
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£ If there was a narrative account depicting a time when the 
resurrected Christ has “met” you, what would it describe? 
How has Jesus personally made himself known to you? 
Where does he “show up” in your everyday life? How does he 
interact with you?

£ John describes several ways Christians from various 
traditions may meet Christ and respond to him within and 
through the community of the church. How do you “meet 
Jesus” in church (or though the church body)? Share an 
example of a way God connects with you through his church.
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Easter is one of my favorite holidays of the year. It’s 
one of those great days that is ripe with nostalgia, with 
family, and with deepening meaning as I grow older and the 
clamoring voices grow quieter. It’s funny how you can hear 
a story so many times as a child and yet it can take on a 
new life and a new voice as the hearer becomes a woman.

This was my experience of John’s narrative of Mary 
Magdalene’s encounter with the risen Jesus on that first 
Easter dawn. Perhaps most of us have sat in a Holy Week 
service or leaned in to some familial storyteller and heard 
about that Easter morning when Mary arrived at the tomb, 
her eyes damp with tears, and mistook the Christ for a 
common gardener in her grief. More often than not, this 
narrative was mixed in with the many other accounts of 
eyewitness testimony—some of them charming, some of 
them fantastical. 

Stepping into Mary 
Magdalene’s story
By Jodi adams

Resurrection 
Worship
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As a young woman, I remember hearing many versions of 
sermons noting that Jesus Christ, the Great Peacemaker 
and Restorer, appeared first to a woman—something 
scandalous and decidedly not categorically correct for the 
ancient world. Preachers and teachers have hemmed and 
hawed over this not-so-little point in every conceivable 
way, and yet, as I’ve grown older and my concept of 
knowing God has embraced a certain mystery, my 
thoughts of that garden encounter move from theatrical 
observer to silent sister of that broken woman who 
found herself in the midst of a powerful transformational 
encounter with God.

I must admit that a piece of my deep interest in this story 
stems from my conviction as a worship leader. Sharing 
in Mary’s journey through the morning’s event preaches 
more about worship than any sermon ever could. As a 
sister on this journey, I can share powerfully in Mary’s 
experience and be simultaneously empowered and 
humbled, drawn in and released.

Worship is a dialogue that begins when we first utter our 
acknowledgement of God—whether we do this through 
song, through prayer, through sacrament; whether we are 
experiencing joy, complacency, or the fog of grief. I know 
that my experience has been guided by too many cultural 
pieces; I come to worship too often with the agenda of 
receiving, of self-focused need, of measuring the quality 
of the day by the impact on my emotions or mood. Then 
I would wonder why I didn’t feel an expected and pre-
defined communion with God.

Why the Cross Really Matters 
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Ah, the conviction of sweet, selfless Mary. It is often the 
stories of others that provide us the sign-post we may 
not have even known we needed. Mary transcended the 
cultural expectations of her gender, set off alone to the 
tomb to worship—to serve perhaps for the final time the 
man she had come to call Master, Rabbi, Friend. She had 
no expectation of receiving anything from the dark tomb. 
She had no consolation of company or dignity of position. 
Her intention-filled trek to the tomb was her profound 
worship utterance.

And God responded.

The beautiful sound of her own name in the mouth of God 
brought Mary to her feet—literally and figuratively. By our 
definitions, this was the whole of the worship encounter. 
Mary was sad. Mary met God. God made her feel better. 
But I wonder what Mary would tell us about her change in 
vision on that Easter morning?

When Mary breathed though her tears and worshiped 
by love and service, God planted in her the seeds of the 
kingdom that called her to live in the fullness of her 
feminine self; not defined by her religious culture or the 
voices of the world around her, but one solely defined by 
her encounter with God. The conversation continued, both 
in the garden when Christ sent her to be the herald of the 
greatest event in time, but it continues on into our day and 
into the places where we can join in the dialogue.

Doing the sorting through the voices that clamor to 
define us and fill us can be an exhausting task, but that 
is the beauty of nourishment; it’s not something we can 
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artificially create. When we utter our expressions of awe 
for who God is and not for who we need him to be, we 
transcend our own cultural categories and are released 
to discover the heart of our feminine spirituality.

As a woman—defined by more than anatomy or vocal 
register—what is your unique worship utterance? We 
enter the conversation at different places, but we all 
share in the dialogue. Mary invites us into her story to 
be released and nourished. I invite you into the worship 
journey. Anticipate beauty. Be open to transformation. 
And look beyond the expected. 

Jodi Adams is a teacher, author, and visionary for 
community worship. This article, originally titled “A 
Woman’s Worship Journey,” was first published on 
GiftedforLeadership.com in March 2008.

Reflect
£ Read John’s description of Mary’s encounter with Jesus in 
John 20:10–18. As you read it, use your imagination to step 
into Mary’s shoes, imagining her emotions and reactions 
during each part of the story. Now, in just a few words, 
describe what you think she felt when she recognized Jesus.

Why the Cross Really Matters 
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£ How does the fact of the Resurrection—and all it means—
affect your worship of God? In what ways can you allow 
the Resurrection to influence your worship in a more 
meaningful way?

£ Mary stood by and watched as Jesus died; Mary met 
the risen Jesus. Mary was likely changed forever in so 
many ways by these experiences! As you’ve read through 
these articles and considered these Reflect questions, how 
has your time of focus on Jesus’ death and resurrection 
impacted you personally? 

Why the Cross Really Matters 
Resurrection Worship

www.kyria.com


62

©2010 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Books

The Case for the Resurrection: Investigating the Evidence 
for Belief by Lee Strobel (Zondervan, 2010; 96 pages). The 
Easter season is a time when millions of people are looking 
for engaging ways to bring the Easter story to life. This 
booklet provides new evidence that shines a fresh light on 
the biblical account of Jesus’ resurrection. It includes an 
excerpt from the book of Luke, an introduction to Luke as a 
“first-century investigative reporter,” and a personal story 
from Lee Strobel.

The Challenge of Easter by N.T. Wright (InterVarsity Press, 
2010; 64 pages). This book explores Easter in its earliest 
context, where a band of followers discovered the fulfillment 
of all the promises God had made to their people over the 
centuries. The announcement of a new era unsettled their 
friends and scandalized their oppressors. That era extends 
to our day, where to celebrate Easter is to live as though God 
is among us, making everything new. 

Books, articles, and Bible studies 
to help you further

Additional 
Resources

www.kyria.com
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Fifty Reasons Why Jesus Came to Die by John Piper 
(Crossway Books, 2006; 127 pages). The most important 
questions anyone can ask are: Why was Jesus Christ 
crucified? Why did he suffer so much? What has this to do 
with me? Finally, who sent him to his death? The answer to 
the last question is that God did. Jesus was God’s Son. The 
suffering was unsurpassed, but the whole message of the 
Bible leads to this answer. The central issue of Jesus’ death 
is not the cause, but the meaning—God’s meaning. In this 
book, John Piper explains 50 reasons from the New 
Testament to explain God’s purposes in Jesus’ death. 

Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision by N.T. Wright 
(Intervarsity Press, 2009; 264 pages). Few issues are more 
central to the Christian faith than the nature, scope, and 
means of salvation. Many have thought it to be largely a 
transaction that gets one to heaven. In this book, N. T. 
Wright explains that God’s salvation is radically more than 
this. At the heart of much vigorous debate on this topic is 
the term the apostle Paul uses in several of his letters to 
describe what happens to those in Christ: justification. Paul 
uses this dramatic image from the law court to declare that 
Christians are acquitted of the cosmic accusations against 
them. But justification goes beyond this in Paul’s writings 
to offer a vision of God’s future for the whole world as well 
as for his people. In this book, Wright offers a thorough 
explanation of the key texts in Paul’s writings. 
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Online Articles

“The Goodness of Good Friday” by Chris Armstrong, from 
ChristianHistory.net.

“Grave Matters—Take Away the Resurrection and the Center 
of Christianity Collapses” by N.T. Wright, available from 
ChristianityToday.com. 

“Was Easter Borrowed from a Pagan Holiday?” by Anthony 
McRoy, from ChristianHistory.net. 

“What Makes this Week Holy?” by Timothy George, from 
ChristianityToday.com. 

 Bible Studies

“Easter Week: Sacrifice and Salvation”—a four session Bible 
study as well as preaching materials and other content to 
launch a church-wide focus on Easter and its meaning, 
available from ChristianBibleStudies.com. 

“Matthew: The Passion Week”—a six-session Bible study 
examining the Gospel of Matthew’s portrayal of the week 
leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion, available from 
ChristianBibleStudies.com. 
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“No Wonder They Crucified Him”—a six-session Bible study 
that examines Jesus as not simply meek and mild, but as 
a dangerous man because he was and is the God who is 
dangerously good. Available from ChristianBibleStudies.com. 

“The Passion of the Christ”—a Bible-based movie discussion 
guide examining Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ, 
available from ChristianBibleStudies.com. 
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