Mark 15:22-32 - Looking to the Cross
For myself, I’ve been sensing the Holy Spirit drawing me to look at Jesus on the cross even before the fast. To be honest, I don’t like the term “look to the cross.” It carries too much baggage for me personally. Growing up in church, I heard it too often without much explanation attached to it. Oftentimes, it was used in a general and vague manner that made it a spiritual platitude we offer up to people in difficult times that is devoid of meaning. Put it another way - at times, we don’t understand what it really means when we use that term.
But because Jesus is the perfecter of our faith, and the basis of his work is the cross, then we owe it to ourselves and the body of Christ to understand what this term means so that we use it in a way that offers real hope and encouragement to those that hear it. So let’s go through one account of Jesus on the cross to see what we can learn and how it can be such an encouragement to look to the cross.
Observations
The characters present at Golgotha
Aside from the Roman soldiers present at the crucifixion, Mark paints an interesting picture of who was at Jesus’ death. In v. 29, we see “bystanders”, or those that slow down in traffic to look at the accident. What we can see is that these are just regular, run of the mill Jews, the crowd, the riff-raff. In v. 31, Mark places the chief priests and the scribes at the scene as well, or the religious elite, those who were in power. And finally in v. 27 and 32, Mark highlights the presence of the two rebels that were crucified with Jesus.
Notice also what the three groups that surround Jesus are doing: they are all hurling abuse at him, mocking him, and insulting him. They weren’t just making random insults like “yo mama” jokes but they were taking labels and titles and things that Jesus himself had said and turning it against him.
“Alright tough guy. You said that you would destroy the temple and raise it in three days? Let’s see you do that now.”
“What’s the matter? The nails in your wrists and ankles a little too much for you to heal? Didn’t you raise someone from the dead a few years back?”
“You say that you are The Son of Man sitting at the right hand of power, coming with the clouds of heaven. You can’t even get down from the cross!”
Dismantling of Jesus’ Reputation
In effect, the crowd was dismantling Jesus’ reputation that he had built over the course of his earthly ministry. Every expectation that was formed of Jesus during his time on earth was being destroyed while he was on the cross; every segment of Jewish society - the religious elite, the commoners, the criminals - were rebuking him and humiliating him at every opportunity. Even the Romans had their shot. They were all saying this, “YOU are the Messiah? You are the anointed one by God to restore the kingdom of Israel?”
And all the while, Jesus remained silent on the cross. He not only allowed people to say what they did, but he allowed them to believe in their heart of hearts that what they were saying was true. He was allowing his reputation to be dragged through the mud, enduring the public humiliation of being shown that he was not meeting expectations. Jesus, in the minds of those gathered, was a fraud. 
What was Jesus doing on the cross? He was letting go of his power, his authority, his image, his reputation. He didn’t seek to justify or qualify himself on the cross. Literally, he was completely exposed. Not only could he not protect his reputation, but he could not physically cover himself. In times where I feel like being exposed, mentally, I cringe and curl up into a ball as a means of self-preservation.
The Image
Whether we like to admit it or not, we all create images of ourselves that we project for others to see. Look no further to myself up on stage right now. Is this how I normally look? By the question my older son would ask, the answer is no: “why aren’t you wearing glasses today?” So much of our lives are about putting forward the best version of ourselves, an image of what we want people to see. Social media stands out as the usual suspect. How about this: the next time you’re at House Church and someone asks how you are doing, take a note of what your response is. Does it align to what is going on inside of your heart?
When we look to the cross, we get to see how Jesus responded to having people tear down his image and reputation. He did absolutely nothing. When people in the crowd misquote him, he does not say, “You know, what I actually said in John 2:19 was ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.’” He didn’t correct the chief priests and the scribes in their assumption that he was going to be the political Messiah. It would have been easy for Jesus to say, “Clearly, you weren’t paying attention when I was teaching about the Kingdom of God.” 
For us, I want to ask this question: what are some of the images that we are projecting for others to see? How do we want others to view us? What is the reputation we want to garner? We want people to view us as competent, so we go to lengths to show that, even if we’re not 100% convinced that we are. “Fake it until we make it” is what we say. But the cracks will show sooner or later and these projections are the things we need to let go of if we want to mature in our Christian discipleship. This can be quite a daunting step not just because it’s uncomfortable to confront but because we might not recognize that we are even projecting an image.
I struggle quite a bit with anger and for a while, I thought that once I dealt with that, then things in life would go better. But anger was just the tip of the iceberg. It wasn’t the core issue. Through God’s grace, I was finally able to recognize what my issue was. One day, someone told me, “You know Andrew, you say that you’re angry, but on your face is a little bit of a smile. It’s incongruent.” And when I prayed about it, it’s not that I didn’t want people to know that I was angry, but it’s because I wanted to show that I was in control of my emotions. I wanted people to see me as calm and collected in every situation, that I was able to handle the pressure. And more than wanting people to see me in a certain way, I was trying to convince myself of something: that I am the one in control.
On the cross, Jesus let go of being able to determine what happened to him. He submitted his entire being and gave it all into the hands of His Father. Did Jesus struggle? Of course! In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus talks about how his soul is deeply grieved and how much he wanted to not go through the humiliation of the cross. But at the end, he came to the conclusion that he was not the one in control.
The Weakness
In talking about projections that we put up for people to see, we also need to ask this question: what is it we are trying to cover up by the image we wish to project? I can tell you that for me, in wanting to show that I was in control, the fear in my heart was that I am inadequate. I needed to convince myself that I am able to be in control to escape from the fear and shame of not being enough. Because who wants a pastor that isn’t able to help you?
In looking at the cross, Jesus is literally unable to cover himself up. In fact, his silence only encourages people to heap on even more abuse. What allows Jesus to do this is that he understands the reality and truth of the situation. He understands his role and purpose, what he can and cannot do. In other words, Jesus is well aware of his limitations and accepts his weaknesses.
Weakness is not something we often talk about as Christians, or at least not in a way where we embrace them. More often than not, weakness is equated to sin. But if we look at weakness Biblically, there is a distinction between weakness and sin. 
Paul, in 2 Corinthians, spends quite a bit of time answering his critics as a way to teach the young church. Particularly in chapters 10-13, he addresses the claims made against him. What becomes quite clear is that he does not fight fire with fire. In fact, he agrees with his critics, namely that he is weak and unimpressive and instead of talking about his accomplishments, he boasts about his weaknesses.
In Romans 14 and 15 and 1 Corinthians 8-10, Paul is addressing the issue of food and how that is making the “weaker” members of the church stumble. What is interesting about these passages is that he is correcting the “stronger” members of the congregation.
My point is this: weakness is not sin and it’s perfectly ok to have weaknesses. In fact, we need to embrace our weaknesses and limitations, for that is how we are as human beings. We are limited and we see that even in our original design through Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. There were things that Adam and Eve weren’t meant to have access to or to have knowledge of. They were created with limitations.
What happens often is that we hide our weaknesses and in doing so, that is when we sin. Take myself for example - in telling myself that I am in control, the weakness that I am trying to hide is that I am inadequate. So I do what I can to learn everything that I can, to have all the answers that I can in order to manipulate people’s perception of who I am. In my pride of having knowledge in my sin, I beat people over the head with the knowledge that I have in order to avoid the shame of exposure.
Looking to the cross, we see Jesus accepting his weakness and limitations. In 2 Corinthians 13:4, Paul talks about how Jesus was “crucified in weakness.” We see this in our passage today as everyone gathered at the cross perceived Jesus to be a man of weakness. Accepting weakness may be counter-cultural for us as so much of what we see in our culture is overcoming our weakness, to be seen as strong, to be successful, etc. But maybe looking at weakness in this way might help: weakness is not sin, but the natural inability to overcome sin. It isn’t something to overcome, at least not for us. This is why we need Jesus. This is why we need the help of the Holy Spirit. 
On the cross, Jesus accepted his weakness, knowing that in his posture of humility and submission to the Father was what was going to save him. And so I ask this question: what are the weaknesses that we are dealing with? What don’t we want to accept about ourselves? Let’s stop projecting false images of ourselves to discover our weaknesses.
The Solution
When we look to the cross, I would hope that we would ponder and meditate on what it really means. What I’m sharing today is only one part of what looking to the cross means. There’s so much more that I can say. But for today - by the image that we are projecting, how do we want people to see us and what are the weaknesses that we are trying to hide? That is part of what it means to look to the cross. This is the grace of God towards us. The Holy Spirit encounters us and reveals what is going on inside of our hearts. 
Now, I’m fully aware that I might not have given you a way forward in your own lives. Honestly, good. I would much rather have you go through the struggle of examining your heart and allowing God to meet you in that place. And I don’t say that flippantly. I know what that struggle is like. I ask myself all the time: why can’t I experience you like these other people God? What am I missing? What is it that I’m not getting? Why won’t it click?
In my questioning of God, I can hear Him saying, “Why are you so obsessed with the solution? Why are you so obsessed with remaining in control?” Man, does that tick me off because in my mind, God wants me to be a good Christian so there must be something that I need to do, yet all I’m hearing is give up. I’ve tried giving up!
But in the brief moments of clarity that I have, it makes so much sense. What if our weaknesses are there to remind us of our humanity and limitations? Paul himself said that the thorn in the flesh that he received was given to prevent him from exalting himself, to remind him of his limitations. It was like he was saying, “I can’t do everything through Him who strengthens me.” But at the same time, his weakness does not serve as a beatdown but it made him that much more aware of the grace of Jesus Christ towards him.
And this is what I feel like God has been speaking to me: when I look to the cross, understanding Jesus’ actions and attitudes not only gives me an example to follow, but more importantly, shows me that no matter what I do or how hard I try, it’s never going to be enough. Being exasperated that I’ve tried so hard shows that I’m still relying on my own strength, still trying to project an image, even if it’s just for myself.
Looking to the cross reminds me that I am very limited in my humanity. It brings humility and repentance, and also points me towards the pursuit of God. Because even in my bitterness and anger and entitlement towards God for not answering me, I am still chasing after Him, still pursuing Him for answers, and in those moments, He answers despite our constant rejection. Our discipleship isn’t going to be perfect, but it is a long obedience in the same direction. And along the way, He does show up and we have an encounter with Him.
I leave you with this brothers and sisters. Keep your eyes on the cross. Fix your eyes upon Jesus, the author and perfecter of your faith. He is dealing with all your junk even if you don’t see it or feel it. I wish I could speak more on this because I understand just how frustrating this can be, as if you’re banging your head against a brick wall again and again, wondering when it will ever end. It will and it does end and it’s a glorious ending. Again, I draw you back to the cross. Jesus’ death on the cross was not the end. It’s like the ending of a Marvel movie. You need to stay past the end credits.
Mark 16:6 - You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who has been crucified. He has risen; He is not here.
