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			This volume is dedicated to the memory 

			of my dear parents,

			Warrington and Lillian Vincent.

			They led me to meet Jesus at the cross

			when I was twelve years of age.

			They continued to love all five of us children

			and live as our godly examples

			until the day Jesus took them home to glory!
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			INTRODUCTION

			“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 1 Cor. 1:18

			“For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement for the soul.”(Leviticus 17:11)

			The message of the cross is like a rudder on a ship. It doesn’t matter how powerful the ship’s engines may be or how accurate its navigation system, without a rudder it will not reach its destination. So, it is with the Christian life. It doesn’t matter how much education one has or if we fully comprehend the principles of theology, if we do not believe the message of the cross, we will not reach the Biblical destination of victory over sin and a transformed life in Jesus Christ. Since the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, the message of the cross has been and will continue to be the cornerstone of Christianity. The Apostle Paul said, “But God forbid that I should boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”1 John R. Stott states, “The cross is at the center of evangelical faith.”2

			Since the early church, the cross has been a symbol of Christianity, and the doorway through which we must pass to enter a personal relationship with our Creator and heavenly Father. The Scriptures use several different terms or expressions to describe the crucifixion of Jesus, including His blood, His cross, His suffering, and His death. The cross of Jesus is a historical reality with numerous witnesses seeing Him after His resurrection, even though that reality continues to be denied by some in our postmodern culture.3 

			When we speak of the cross, we are referring to much more than a mere symbol. The cross is often used by Christians as a euphemism expressing the entire redemptive work of Christ. The cross itself is described in Scripture as a “tree.”4 The “cross” or the “tree” cannot save anyone. There were two criminals executed by hanging on crosses the same day Jesus was executed. But they could not save themselves, much less save you and me. So, when we speak of the cross, we are referring to the sacrificial death of Jesus, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”5 The message of the cross includes Jesus’ death, burial, resurrection, and ascension. The trials and crucifixion are often referred to as the “passion” of Christ, because of His intense suffering during that Passover season. The message of the cross reveals the good news that Jesus bridges the chasm between sinful man and our holy God and pays the redemptive price to purchase our passage across that bridge of reconciliation with God. Peter J. Bolt states: “At nine o’clock in the morning on 3 April in the year now known as ad 33, a Jew, Jesus of Nazareth, was put to death on a Roman cross. That event changed the world. Why?”6 It is the purpose of this book to address and answer, that question.

			Jesus giving His life over to the Roman executioners and dying on the cross was not an alternative plan that God devised after mankind sinned. The reality is that the death of Jesus on the cross was accomplished according to the terms of the everlasting covenant,7 established between the members of the Godhead before the foundation of the world.8 As Jesus was concluding His earthly ministry and facing His execution, He said, “Now My soul is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save Me from this hour’? But for this purpose, I came to this hour.”9 Great redemptive purposes of God were fulfilled by the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. For many believers the message of the cross is misunderstood, incomplete or at least confusing because the magnitude of what Jesus accomplished. The message of the cross is multifaceted, originating in eternity past, with ramifications that will not be fully realized until eternity future. 

			During the fourth century at the councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381), the Church Fathers hammered out the doctrine of the Trinity. That doctrine has stood the test of time and remains as an insightful theological pillar of our faith. However, the Church has never formulated a concise doctrine of the atonement. Ben Witherington III states, “No ecumenical council in Christian history ever established what an orthodox belief about the atonement should and must include or exclude.”10 This book is not an attempt to formulate a doctrine of the atonement, but rather an effort to consider the many aspects of our salvation that are contingent upon what Jesus accomplished on our behalf through His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension. So multifaceted, yet complete, is the redemptive ministry of Jesus, that what He accomplished two thousand years ago has impacted every day of history since those events. A. W. Tozer states, 

			“We often hear the phrase “the crux of the matter” or “the crux of a situation.” The word crux comes from Latin and simply means “cross.” Why has the word crux come to be associated with a critical juncture or point in time? Because the cross of Jesus Christ is truly the crux of history. Without the cross, history itself cannot be defined or corrected.”11 

			It is through the cross that the mystery of the love of God for all mankind is expressed.12 In other words, the seed from which the cross of Christ emerges is God’s unfathomable love for mankind. The Apostle John wrote, “In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him.”13 Chapter One addresses the mystery of the cross by first discussing the world in which Adam and Eve were created, a world without sin. Then moves to the origin of sin, the nature of sin, and how sin and death have infected all generations since the Garden of Eden. A point to be emphasized is that the God kind of love is first costly. It cost God the extremely expensive gift of His only begotten Son to die on the cross to make possible the reconciliation of sinful mankind back into a personal relationship with Himself. And second, the God kind of love is unconditional, therefore risky, because the cost of love does not guarantee a positive receptivity of that love. It is like paying the high price to express love and then your love is rejected. But rejection does not diminish the value of love. Neither does God love us because we are such good people. God did not wait until we are good to love us--it was while we were yet sinners that God demonstrated His love toward us and Christ died for us.14 George Eldon Ladd says, “For Paul the most ignominious and cruel form of human execution has become the place where God supremely displayed His love.”15

			The cross was in the heart of God even before the days of creation. Scriptures reveal that Jesus was “the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world.”16 The Old Testament foreshadows the message of the cross as discussed in chapter two. In chapter three we turn our attention to the cost of the cross as it is revealed in the ceremonial sacrifices on the Day of Atonement and the sacrifice of Jesus to inaugurate the New Covenant. The lessons taught through the ceremonies on the Day of Atonement17 provide a pattern that helps us understand what Jesus as the Mediator of the New Covenant accomplished through His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension. First, the Day of Atonement and the cross of Jesus, are acts of God’s grace that reveal the magnitude of God’s love. Our heavenly Father was willing to pay the scandalous price in making every provision for His sinful children to be cleansed of sin and reconciled with Him. Second, after all the provisions that God in His grace has provided, reconciliation with God further requires that sinful man personally take steps of faith to experience forgiveness and reconciliation with God. Third, being reconciled with God is a life transformational experience whereby sinners are transformed from the place of slavery to sin into a place of rest in the Lord. And finally, being reconciled with God firmly establishes the hope of glory in the heart of every believer in Jesus Christ, and the hope of glory transcends all the riches and pleasures this world has to offer. A further and helpful comment about “atonement” is made by D. Brockway, 

			Atonement is one of the few theological terms with roots in the English language. It is the process by which two (typically estranged) parties are made “at-one” with each other. The Old Testament usually mentions atonement in the context of worship, primarily in reference to temple sacrifices. The word does not occur in the New Testament, but the concept is implied throughout—particularly in the metaphoric imagery used to describe the saving work of Christ.18

			So manifold are the accomplishments of Jesus through His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension that make our salvation possible, that this author has categorized those accomplishments under four different aspects of salvation as shown in the chart below:
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			Without Jesus Christ crucified, buried, resurrected, and ascended, there would be no salvation for sinners, because it is impossible for sinful man to save himself. But Jesus Christ who was both God and man, stood in the gap between God and man as the Mediator of the New Covenant, through which He made atonement for sinners. Now, through Jesus Christ as our Mediator we can be reconciled with our Creator and heavenly Father. There are two aspects to the concept of atonement: first, the process of cleansing or purifying, and second, the process of reconciliation. Notice that both purification and reconciliation require a process to reach the consummation of our salvation. Therefore, this author explains the origin, purification, reconciliation, and consummation of our salvation by separating these processes into four categories as outlined in the chart above.

			The “Acts of Grace” were performed by God without any input from mankind. God performed some of these acts even before the foundation of the world. These acts of grace reveal that long before we did either good or evil, God loved us and committed Himself by covenant to perform these dimensions of His grace for our salvation. These acts of grace are discussed in chapter four.

			The second aspect of our salvation includes “Steps of Faith” which are discussed in chapter five. Steps of faith require and demand the believer’s participation with God by faith to experience His benefits.19 The third aspect focuses on “Places of Rest.” God’s plan of salvation includes places of rest for every believe, and these are discussed in chapter six. And final aspect of what Jesus has accomplished for us through His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension is the “Hope of Glory”, which serves as an anchor of our soul as we persevere through the challenges of living an overcoming life in the here and now. The hope of glory is discussed in chapter seven. All these aspects of salvation should be operational in each believer’s life simultaneously. It is the author’s objective to assist believers in understanding more comprehensively these aspects of our salvation and contribute to a fuller understanding of the multifaceted aspects of what Jesus accomplished through the cross. The ultimate purpose is to encourage every believer to apply these aspects of the message of the cross to their personal experience as we strive to grow into the “fullness of the stature of Christ.”20 

			Chapter eight concludes our discussions on the message of the cross by challenging each of us to not only rejoice in what Jesus has done for us through His death burial, resurrection, and ascension, but to fulfill the words of Jesus when “He said to them all, ‘If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me.’”21 To believe on Jesus Christ the risen Savior and follow Him is the means for gaining eternal life and the grounds for the hope of ruling and reigning with the Lord Jesus in glory forever! For “God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not imputing their trespasses to them, and has committed to us the word of reconciliation.”22 

			As we move through the pages ahead it is this author’s prayer that the Holy Spirit will bring you clarity of understanding and increase your redemptive wisdom and faith regarding the message of the cross. There are two intended personal applications for the understanding of the message of the cross that you will hopefully gain through the following pages: First, it is intended that you will better grasp the complex wisdom of the cross and apply those realities to your personal experience. The danger that every Christian must guard against while seeking to understand the message of the cross, is that one may substitute the “wisdom of words” for the personal experience of the cross, which can make the message of the cross of no effect.23 Second, in gaining a better understanding of what Jesus accomplished through the cross will enable us to participate more fully in the transformational power of the cross. In other words, if the rulers of this age had known the hidden wisdom in the cross, “they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.”24 The value of godly wisdom revealed in the message of the cross makes many earthly things we have treasured become what the Apostle Paul describes as “rubbish” or “dung”.25 To experience the cross of Christ is to experience a transformation of our life and personal values, which in turn will impact the stewardship of our time, talent, resources, and relationships. 
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			• Chapter 1 •

			The Mystery of the Cross

			“To me, who am less than the least of all the saints, this grace was given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make all see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the ages has been hidden in God who created all things through Jesus Christ” (Eph. 3:8-9)

			Over the years you have experienced members of your family or friends having their lives cut short. It is always painful to experience the death of a loved one because death interrupts our relationships, crushing our dreams, hopes, and plans that give our lives purpose. Recently I ministered at the memorial service for my brother who was thirteen years younger than me. A little over thirty-five years earlier I ministered at the memorial service for his infant daughter. The point is that death is no respecter of persons, and no one is exempt. 

			The death of a family member or friend leaves us in the pain of grief. We find ourselves in tears and at a loss as to how to get ourselves reoriented. We feel alone and empty. We ask why? Why did this have to happen? Why did this have to happen now? Why didn’t God intervene and prevent this loss? Some become angry with God as if death was His fault. In our grief, reason becomes blurred, and life and death seem scrambled into a painful mystery. We try to read the Bible, but can we find comfort there when we think of Jesus who never did anything wrong, yet He was condemned by His own countrymen and hung on a cross by Roman soldiers. It sure seems confusing. Are there any answers to this mystery of life and death? 

			The realities that guide our understanding into resolution of our confusion and grief are discovered through the unveiling of the mystery of the cross. This mystery continues to be a source of controversy and contention in theological and academic communities. Nevertheless, the Apostle Paul states, “the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”26

			A World Without Sin and Death:

			Insight and understanding into the mystery of the cross is gained through faith in our resurrected Savior Jesus Christ. Faith that gives us the victory over death has two primary sources: The first and primary source of faith is derived from the reality that Jesus died on the cross, was buried, but on the third day He arose from the dead, disarming principalities and powers making a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them.27 Our resurrected Lord Himself said, “I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. Amen. And I have the keys of Hades and of Death.”28 “Keys” in Scripture speak figuratively of authority, and Jesus Christ has authority over sin, death, and the grave. Therefore, through faith in Jesus Christ, believers are delivered from the fear and bondage of death.29 The second source of faith that guides us to victory over death and releases insight and understanding regarding the mystery of the cross comes through the person and work of the Holy Spirit. Jesus said, 

			“When He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come. He will glorify Me, for He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you.”30 

			The ministry of the Holy Spirit was neglected by the Church for many centuries. Even since the Reformation He has been overlooked by much of the church community in favor of the enlightening of the modern mind by so called science. Although science has proven to have no solution for the bondage of sin and death. However, God in His wisdom has a solution, and has sent the Holy Spirit to reveal His wisdom to us. During the 20th century God graciously released a tremendous refreshing presence of the Holy Spirit. That century has been designated as, “The Century of the Holy Spirit.”31 The Holy Spirit is not some mystical superstitious ghost of the dark ages. He is the member of the Godhead that dwells in the heart of every believer. He is the “Holy Spirit of promise” who quickens faith, guiding believers into all truth by releasing heaven’s wisdom and revelation,32 making it possible for each of us to understand the mystery of the cross and empowers each of us to live victoriously over sin and death.

			A Biblical mystery is not something absurd or a fantasy. A Biblical mystery is a divine secret or a reality in the purposes and plans of God that has not been revealed or unveiled. Spiros Zodhiates defines a Biblical “mystery” as “some sacred thing hidden or secret which is naturally unknown to human reason and is only known by the revelation of God.”33 The message of the cross remains an incomprehensible mystery to the natural man. “But God has revealed them (mysteries or the hidden wisdom of God) to us through His Spirit. For the Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God” (emphasis mine).34 Hence, the Holy Spirit wants to grant each of us insight and revelation regarding divine mysteries. “Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things that have been freely given to us by God.”35 Therefore, ask and expect the Holy Spirit to reveal the mystery of the cross to you.

			Through faith in our resurrected Lord and the help of the Holy Spirit we will grasp the meaning of death as unveiled and defined in the mystery of the cross. Death is separation/alienation from God, the source of life. There is a tendency within our culture to consider life as only a biological phenomenon. But “life” has its source beyond the limits of biology, originating in God, who alone is the giver and sustainer of life. Remember when God created Adam, he was first an inanimate lifeless lump of clay until God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and he became a living being.”36 God breathed His own life into Adam’s body and God’s life is eternal. The Creation narrative has absolutely nothing to say up to this point about death. In other words, the first mention of death appears after God placed Adam in the Garden of Eden to tend it and keep it.37 Then God commanded Adam saying, “Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”38 The creation narrative continues with God taking a rib from Adam’s side and making a woman, a helper comparable to him.39

			The Origin of Sin and Death:

			Suddenly chapter three of Genesis opens with a being described as “the serpent”40 that talked with Eve. The serpent questioned her about God’s command and prohibition regarding eating of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The serpent was so subtle in his conversation with Eve that he deceived her, and she ate the forbidden fruit. She then gave it to Adam, and he willfully ate the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

			After Adam and Eve ate of that which God had forbidden, they experienced three consequences for their disobedience: (1) Their physical nature changed. Their eyes were opened, and they realized they were naked.41 They were no longer clothed with the glory of God and innocence, but shrouded in fear, guilt, and shame. (2) Their relationship with God changed. They first tried to hide their nakedness with fig leaves and being afraid, even tried to hide from God. But God soon confronted them, and they were subsequently driven out of the Garden. Now, separated from the manifest presence of God, they were experiencing spiritual death, and began the process of dying physically. (3) Their relationship with all nature changed. Now Eve would experience pain in childbirth and her husband would rule over her. God cursed the ground, so Adam would have to till the soil by the sweat of his brow, laboring not only against thorns and thistles,42 but the whole of creation over which they had been given dominion was now under the bondage of corruption. 

			Before we move forward in the Biblical narrative, consider more carefully the trauma Adam must have experienced by having disobeyed God and then with a guilty conscience having to stand before Him. I recently heard about a nurse in our local hospital who inadvertently gave a patient too large of a dose of medicine. Then she had to go and face her supervisor and confess her mistake and apologize. Fortunately, the large dose of medicine did not harm the patient, but it was a traumatic and tearful experience for that nurse. It is hard for us to imagine the gravity of the meeting between God and Adam. 

			Adam and Eve being afraid and trying to hide themselves from God, may seem on the surface as a lack of faith or even childishness. But think of the seriousness with which God may have conversed with them. God is not a man; He is God Almighty. In heaven the angels cry holy, holy, holy, before Him day and night! God had spoken the world into existence and more recently created Eve to be a helpmeet for Adam. These are events that would make any human being seem exceedingly insignificant in the presence of God, even if he were not guilty. Consider what it was like when God came down on Mt. Sinai to speak to the Children of Israel. Upon hearing God’s voice, the Children were so scared that they did not want to talk to God, and Moses himself said, “I am exceedingly afraid and trembling.”43 In view of God’s holiness, it was a miracle of divine mercy that God did not destroy Adam and Eve on the spot! They had disobeyed God and offended His holiness. It seems to be a wonder that Adam didn’t simply collapse and die. Think about what happened to Ananias and Saphira.44 However, guilty Adam did face God, and then went on to pyhsically live over nine hundred years, but I am certain he never, ever forgot that day.

			There are three practical insights we gain from Adam’s experience so far. First, even though God created mankind in His image and likeness, man was created fallible. Second, it is not discussed in the creation narrative, but the reality is that man was created with a conscience that serves to guide him in decisions of right and wrong. We know that Adam’s conscience was functioning because he experienced fear and guilt after his disobedience. However, man can willfully override the voice of his conscience. “Therefore, you must be subject (to God appointed authorities), not only because of wrath, but also for conscience’ sake”45 (emphasis mine). And third, Adam’s sin of disobedience introduced sin into this world.46 But God already had a plan of atonement to resolve sin and cover his nakedness.47 As we continue, we will bring greater clarity to the divine wisdom contained in the atonement. But for now, we can proceed with this assurance that sin and death do not have the last word, God does! 

			Beyond the consequences to be suffered by Adam and Eve because of their disobedience, it is also helpful to consider the consequences of God’s curse upon the serpent. The Lord God said to the serpent,

			 “Because you have done this, you are cursed more than all cattle, and more than every beast of the field; On your belly you shall go, and you shall eat dust all the days of your life. And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel.”48 

			We are uncertain of the exact nature of this subtle creature called “the serpent.” But in the Book of the Revelation this creature is referred to as the great dragon, that serpent of old, called the Devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world.49 From God’s response to the serpent we gain two insights into the mystery of the cross: First, God placed a curse upon the serpent and continued by saying that He would put enmity between the serpent and the woman, between the serpent’s seed and the woman’s seed. That enmity continues to sustain an ongoing conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman until this present time. But the greatest manifestation of this conflict is the enmity the religious leaders hurled against Jesus Christ who was holy, harmless, undefiled, and separate from sinners, yet because of their envy they crucified Him.50 Second, the seed of the woman will bruise the head of the serpent and the serpent will bruise the heel of the seed of the woman. This is considered by many scholars as a great promise and a prophecy that foresees the victory of Jesus over the devil. Henry M. Morris states, “the prophecy looks forward to the time when Satan will be completely crushed beneath the feet of the woman’s triumph seed.”51 Jesus disarmed Satan through His death on the cross and resurrection from the dead. The ultimate victory will be when Jesus returns and “the kingdoms of this world become the kingdoms of our Lord and His Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever.”52 Following Jesus’ reign on the earth for one thousand years the devil and his cohorts will be cast into the lake of fire. That will consummate the conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman. It will end the earthly presence of the serpent, the devil, and evil forever!

			According to the details in Genesis chapter three, the “serpent” tempted Eve. Think about how this could have been an altogether different kind of an encounter. He could have exhorted her to be content and celebrate her fellowship with God and enjoy the beauty and fruitfulness of her present environment. Rather, he tempted her to be discontent, to eat what was forbidden, seek to be like God, and to know good and evil. That was because the “serpent” was speaking on behalf of the “evil one,” the “devil”. The devil is a pernicious liar, murderer, and destroyer. There is no truth in him.53 His motivation is power for the sake of control over others, as opposed to power for the sake of blessing and prospering others. The evil one has no capacity to be constructive or bless others if he cannot control them. In other words, the devil gives to get. He maintains a defensive posture with the compulsion to destroy whatever someone else has labored to construct. We learn from history that devilish men like Herod the Great even killed his own family members when he considered they were opposing him or his purposes. 

			Understanding the mystery of the cross is contingent upon knowing and believing the truth. The truth is that God is the sovereign Creator of mankind and God is love.54 God does not force anyone to love Him. The God kind of love must be expressed freely and without coercion. The test of love is obedience and obedience must be learned. Even Jesus had to “learn obedience.”55 In His toughest test of obedience He said, “Not My will but Your will be done.”56 Jesus said, “If you love Me, keep My commandments.”57 God as the sovereign Creator of mankind, gives commands to guide man’s character development. God did not create mankind to be robots programed to do His bidding. Rather, He created sons and daughters in His image with the capacity to make moral decisions and serve as stewards over this earth. Therefore, every person is free to choose to love God or reject God. However, every person is also responsible and accountable to God their Creator for all their words and actions.58 Adam and Eve were created innocent, but responsible and accountable before God for their personal words and actions. 

			Eve was deceived by the serpent, but Adam willfully disobeyed God. Adam’s disobedience inflicted his posterity and the world over which he had been given dominion with sin and death.59 God did not create sin nor death. On the other hand, Adam is the source of sin and death. Adam was responsible and accountable to God his Creator for the stewardship which God had granted him. However, when Adam disobeyed God’s command, the purpose of God to have a royal family of sons and daughters was not lost. In God’s wisdom and great love for mankind, He had already made provision in eternity past for mankind’s victory over sin and death through the atonement! The atonement of the Old Testament only covered sin as it looked forward through the eyes of faith to the cross of Christ where His shed blood completely washes away our sin to be remembered no more. It is sufficient for now to say that the purpose of the atonement is the forgiveness of sins and thus making reconciliation with the Father is made possible.

			Adam’s disobedience was a violation of God’s command, an offense against His holiness. Disobedience and defiance are the substance of sin, and the wages or consequences of sin is death.60 The word “moral” means: “of or relating to principles of right and wrong in behavior.”61 Adam knew that it was wrong to
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