Q&A 45: How do we view passages about picking up your cross daily, the parable of the sower, and similar passages and parables spoken by Christ in His earthly ministry?
A: 

In order to answer this question properly, we must apply many of the insights and principles that were presented in the previous Q&A (Q&A 44).  In summary, these would include:

· Until the very last part of Jesus’ ministry, His message was directed to the Jews in the land of Israel (Matthew 10:6; 15:24).  A minor exception to this was when Jesus went through Samaria (which was in the land intended by God for Israel), and spoke to the Samaritans, who were part Jewish and part Gentile, and recognized a modified version of the five books of Moses (Genesis – Deuteronomy).  Only in the very last parts of each of the four gospels was Jesus directing His message to the disciples with a view to their being a part of and a foundation for the new spiritual body to be known as ‘the church’.
· As Jesus addressed the Jews he pointed them to the original Law of Moses, setting aside mere external compliance as well as supplemental Jewish legal traditions, but rather urging compliance with the Law of Moses from and within the heart (Matthew 5:17-28).  We in the church, however, have died to the Law of Moses (Romans 7:1-6; Galatians 2:19, 20).

· To approach the four gospels in the exact same way as the rest of the New Testament is to fail to see the distinctions between Israel and the church, between living under law as the reigning principle and living under grace as the reigning principle (Romans 5:17, 21).  But since all of Scripture is given to us as spiritually profitable, we are to gain insight by comparison of what is the same or similar for all groups and times, and what stands in contrast, as was detailed in the eight bullets under “1. What is applicable to us in the Church?” on pages 4 and 5 of last Sunday’s handout.

The New Testament is very clear that God, through Moses and through Christ was establishing two different ‘houses of people’ under two different principles:

John 1:17 (NASU as in all subsequent quotes; see also Hebrews 3:1-6)
For the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ.
Much of what Moses did and established was to foreshadow what Christ was to do and establish, and to serve as spiritual examples, which is one of the reasons that God had Moses write what he did (1 Corinthians 10:1-11).

About ‘picking up your cross daily’

This teaching comes from three different passages in Matthew and Luke:

Matthew 10:37-39

"He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me.  38 And he who does not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me.  39 He who has found his life will lose it, and he who has lost his life for My sake will find it."

Luke 9:23-24

And He was saying to them all, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me.  24 For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake, he is the one who will save it."
Luke 14:26-33

"If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be My disciple.  27 Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple.                28 For which one of you, when he wants to build a tower, does not first sit down and calculate the cost to see if he has enough to complete it?  29 Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who observe it begin to ridicule him, 30 saying, 'This man began to build and was not able to finish.'  31 Or what king, when he sets out to meet another king in battle, will not first sit down and consider whether he is strong enough with ten thousand men to encounter the one coming against him with twenty thousand?  32 Or else, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and asks for terms of peace.  33 So then, none of you can be My disciple who does not give up all his own possessions."
The sayings given above were actually fairly typical of the things that New Testament era Jewish rabbis would say to prospective or recently enlisted Jewish disciples in terms of counting the cost of being a disciple
.  In very sharp contrast, however, were those words Jesus spoke which were nothing at all like any other rabbi ever said.  None of the other rabbis became a rabbi without studying under another rabbi first.  None of the other rabbis spoke with authority and clarity as Jesus did.  None of the other rabbis claimed to be the Christ, the son of God, or to call God, “My Father”.  And Jesus made reference to Himself as no other rabbi did – including speaking repeatedly as if He was God!  

In considering the ‘pick up your cross daily’ and similar expressions, the part of the cross that was carried by one who was on the way to his death was the patibulum (in Latin), so that meant that it was one’s own great labor with a view toward death.  This fit the Jewish context of when, where and to whom Jesus was speaking.  But when we come to the New Testament epistles, we find that we are not called upon to view the cross in the same way:

The New Testament urging for us in the church is for us to recognize what Christ has already accomplished on His cross (not ours), and very importantly, that neither He nor we are still there (Romans 6:1-11; Galatians 2:19-21; Ephesians 2:4-7).  Rather than carrying the cross in anticipation of our death, we are called to look back upon His death and our death with Him.
Picking up or carrying our cross would be our own continuing effort, typical of life under the Law of Moses, but the New Testament message is for us to rely upon Christ’s work for us and our gracious identification with Him in that work.

Good works for the believer are the outcome of His life in us, with us having already died with Him, which is why we in the church are disciples.  In our study of 2 Corinthians 4:10-11 (presented in poetic form below) we saw that Paul had this perspective on Christ’s death on the cross and God’s present purpose for that in each of our lives:  

[For we who live are]                                                                                                      always carrying about in the body the dying of Jesus,                                                                                     so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our  body. 11

For we who live are

constantly being delivered over to death for Jesus' sake,                                                                      so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our  mortal flesh.

The ‘pick up your cross daily’ message in the gospels does not convey the past death of Christ as Christ’s work for us, nor our identification with Him in His death, nor the life of Christ living through us.  We have this treasure in earthen vessels (2 Corinthians 4:7), but when Jesus spoke to the disciples in the passages quoted on the prior page, they did not - yet.  
So as we have seen, and will continue to see, the great value in studying these Scriptures and seeking to apply them will come from comparison and contrast: what is the same, and what is different?
About ‘the parable of the sower’

Matthew 13:18-23 (see also Matthew 13:1-9; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:4-15)

"Hear then the parable of the sower.  19 When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is the one on whom seed was sown beside the road.  20 The one on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, this is the man who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy;  21 yet he has no firm root in himself, but is only temporary, and when affliction or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he falls away.                 22 And the one on whom seed was sown among the thorns, this is the man who hears the word, and the worry of the world and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful.  23 And the one on whom seed was sown on the good soil, this is the man who hears the word and understands it; who indeed bears fruit and brings forth, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty."

Take note that the context of this passage is right between those passages where Jesus says “only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:6; 15:24).  This passage is deliberately directed to a Jewish audience in the land of Israel.

Notice also the reference to “the kingdom” in verse 19.  Now many Christians will assume that “the kingdom” is either in direct reference to the church or is the “mystery form” of the kingdom during the church age (from Matthew 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10).
  Many of these will also assume that the gospel of the kingdom (Matthew 4:23; 9:35; 24:14; Luke 16:16) is the same as the gospel of salvation by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8, 9).        
But a careful examination of the passages and contacts indicates that in the parable of the sower Jesus was talking about the receptiveness to the gospel of the coming kingdom in which Christ would reign.  Contrary to the assumptions of many Jews of Christ’s day, just being Jewish wasn’t a free ticket to getting into the coming kingdom.  There must be a receptiveness to the gospel of the kingdom, which centers on the recognition of Christ as the God-sent King of Israel!

Now having recognized that Jesus was directing His message to a Jewish audience regarding receptivity to the gospel of the coming kingdom, we will also recognize that there is a similar pattern of non-receptivity or receptivity among people to the gospel of salvation by grace through faith in this, the church age.  There are also similar hazards as well as similar ranges of spiritual productivity among Christians:  even among believers, on specific doctrines there can be varying kinds of non-receptivity or receptivity, corresponding hazards to that receptivity, and varying degrees of productivity.  Even though Jesus directed the parable towards a specifically Jewish context, there are indeed some valuable and insightful comparisons and applications to us.
Additionally, this parable brings forth the importance of recognizing some principles about interpreting parables:
1) What is the point of the parable?  What is the parable illustrating?

2) What is the cultural context of the parable and what are the key insights that come from understanding the culture?  Why would Jesus select that illustration?

3) Where should the parable aspect end?  The reason for asking this question is to avoid drawing conclusions from the parable that were not intended.

The above three principles, presented as questions, are not intended to be exhaustive, but rather to head a student of God’s word in the right direction and avoid some potential hazards.  But here is a question to ponder:  Since Jesus trained the disciples intensively over a period of three years, and used many parables in doing so, why didn’t those disciples turn around and use parables regularly, or much at all, in the New Testament letters?  Even Paul was trained directly by Jesus, yet Paul didn’t seem to use parables,              at least not in the same way.  Why?   

� For a thorough treatment of this topic see New Light on the Difficult Words of Jesus, Insights From His Jewish Context, David Bivin, 2007, pages 9-15.





� These terms bring up issues and questions that are beyond what we can hope to address here.  For more information and insights on those issues see the first three lessons in the HHBC Sermon on the Mount series (July-September, 2007) on the HHBC website or the paper files.
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