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This book makes the priestly prayer Jesus offered at the pivotal moment of His earthly ministry the remedy for a postmodern world where truth is viewed as relative and pop psychology often replaces sound doctrine.  Facing His Cross segments Jesus’ prayer into three sections – His consecration of His sacrifice, His prayer for His disciples, and His prayer for all who would come to faith.  It cites familiar themes and incidents from John’s gospel such as Jesus’ conversations with Nicodemus and a Samaritan woman, His exchanges with a cripple at Bethesda and a blind man at Siloam and His “I Am!” statements with fresh perspective to demonstrate His call to a life of wholeness.  Most importantly, it makes the cross integral to everything He did for us and to the life He calls us to.  

Sample Chapter 

The Cross – God’s Defining Moment 

“After Jesus said this, He looked towards heaven and prayed: ‘Father, the time has come.”’  






John 17:1

Defining moments are those moments that capture the continuum of our lives in a short space in time.  An athlete trains from childhood and, in a moment, wins an Olympic gold medal.  An inventor toils to perfect an idea and, in a moment, sees the breakthrough that brings it to fruition.  A legal student passes bar exams and begins a career in law.  A young mother gives birth to her first child!  

Sometimes we shape those moments.  The Olympic athlete’s triumph is won after competing at junior levels to prepare for a global stage.  The inventor’s breakthrough comes after many failed experiments.  At other times, defining moments shape us breaching boundaries we’d taken for granted.  A life-threatening disease surfaces.  A loved one dies tragically. A business fails and questions about purpose or suffering force us to ponder ultimate meaning for an integrating principle to make sense of life.  

Hopefully, such questions broaden our horizons and mature us.  As a prisoner of the Nazis, Viktor Frankl, found living for others meant the difference between perseverance and despair and said; “A man who becomes conscious of the responsibility he bears toward a human being who affectionately waits for him, or to an unfinished work, will never be able to throw away his life.  He knows the ‘why’ for his existence, and will be able to bear any ‘how’” (6).  

If broader horizons prove maturity, what horizons prove divinity?  Jesus’ life was indelibly imprinted by an inescapable encounter with Calvary.  He always knew the “why” of His existence encompassed all humanity and the “how” was a cross.  His high priestly prayer confirmed His self-understanding as one uniquely appointed to die for all mankind.  Selflessness must seem odd to postmodernists who think fulfillment equals self-affirmation but Jesus chose a cross.  His crucifixion wasn’t an accident but a choice.  Calvary would be the defining moment capturing the continuum of His life.

The Christian gospel of a crucified Messiah is the ultimate oxymoron yet, the cross remains the heart of Christianity.  From Bethlehem to Calvary, its shadow fell across all the signature events of Jesus’ life.  The demeaning stable in Bethlehem was the first phase of an infinite design traced before time began.  His mother, Mary, had traveled some distance and was about to give birth (Luke 2:1-15).  Civilized conduct should have found room for her in Bethlehem’s inn.  Had she been the wife of a Roman officer, it would have but she was only a Galilean maid.  The timeless insult of birth in a stable was good enough for any child of hers.

Divine power could have shaken Bethlehem to honor Jesus’ birth – but didn’t.  Angels announced Him only to shepherds on the surrounding hills.  In the culture of the region, these solitary nomads weren’t part of society’s inner circle but forgotten outcasts tending the pastures used to raise lambs for the sacrifices in Jerusalem’s temple (7).  That night, heaven presented the perfect Lamb of sacrifice to these outcasts.

When a high priest presented a lamb for sacrifice on the altar of Jerusalem’s temple, a great fanfare sounded.  That night, a multitude of the heavenly hosts joined in a sudden fanfare above Bethlehem praising God as the ultimate sacrifice was presented but the townspeople never heard it.  To them, the babe in the stable merited no more attention than the animals near His crib.  The forgotten outcasts from the hillsides were the only ones to greet the outcast born in a stable.   Heaven and earth were out of step and a die was cast!  The contempt that greeted Jesus’ birth would surface again at His death.  

Thirty years later, the infinite design leading to Calvary became clearer as John the Baptist announced Jesus’ ministry; “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)  First century Jews must have been confused by such strange words.  They sacrificed lambs for their sins but why call a man a lamb?  A religious teacher was a “rabbi”, “prophet” or “priest” – but never a “lamb”.   Why this title for this man?  Lambs are animals of sacrifice.

John’s words recall ancient times when God told Abraham to sacrifice his son. (Gen. 22:1-12)  To modern ears, that sounds inconceivable -- but not to ancient ones!  Abraham’s contemporaries sacrificed children to appease their gods.  Put to that severe test, Abraham was ready to obey but the Angel of the Lord stayed his hand, spared his son and promised God would provide a lamb for an offering.  For centuries afterward, priests sacrificed lambs for sin but John’s announcement reversed the substitution.  Jesus was not merely a teacher or prophet or miracle worker.  He was the promised sacrificial Lamb whose blood would be spilled for the sins of all mankind.  

A sacrifice must be acceptable to God!  After John’s announcement, the heavens opened and a supernatural voice echoed across the Jordan saying, “You are my son whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22).  God, who didn’t require the blood of Abraham’s son, presented His own Son as the acceptable sacrifice.  Sacrifices must be put to death and God’s design now clearly revealed the outline of the cross. 

After His baptism, Jesus withdrew to the wilderness to prepare for His ministry.  He’d spent forty days in fasting and prayer when Satan came to tempt Him.  Unable to appeal to sinful nature in Jesus, he tried to divert Him from the cross through deception.   Having just endured a period of strict fasting, surely Jesus could identify with those who groveled for their daily bread.  Satan confronted Him. (Matthew 4:1-3)  Was it any wonder people were angry towards God and each other if they had to struggle for basic subsistence?  No crosses were necessary to transform human hearts!  Turn the world’s stones into bread!  Surely man could be redeemed by an equitable distribution of wealth – as if inequities were something visited on humanity rather than created by it.  

As the master of deception, Satan seldom invents new lies.  He simply recycles old ones to new audiences.  In our day, he still convinces the world its problems are rooted in economics and money will solve them.  If riches made souls holy, the rich would all be saints and the poor would all be devils but that’s not the case!  In truth, the world’s inequities are the fruit of humanity’s inherent desire to place self first.  Jesus said the poor would always be with us (Matt. 26:11).  Indeed they will – because the greedy will always be here too!  Turning stones to bread won’t change human character and our Lord told Satan that man did not live by bread alone.  

Satan seized on another tactic to divert Jesus from the cross.  The human problem was ignorance.  God was too distant from man.  How could people embrace an invisible deity?  No cross was necessary!  Stage a spectacle instead!  Leap unscathed from the roof of the temple into the waiting arms of angels. (Matthew 4:5-7)  That spectacular display of divine power would turn scoffers to faith.  

If ignorance caused people to sin, Satan’s claim might have been valid.  Given facts, rational people might choose the right course -- but sin doesn’t stem from ignorance.  It stems from pride!  Fully aware of the reality and glory of God, Adam chose sin out of rebellious self-preferring and that’s still the human problem!  Many who profess a conceptual belief in God still find endless excuses for not yielding their lives to Him.  Spectacles won’t change their minds.  Satan’s dare was rooted in arrogance and Jesus rebuked him saying God was not to be tested by presumption.  

In final desperation, Satan revealed the full span of his diabolical ego.  Exalting himself against divinity, he volunteered to abandon his activity on earth (Matt. 4:8-10).  He didn’t care about human souls.  In fact, he despised them!  There need be no contest over their allegiance – nor any death on a cross!  He would grant uncontested access to humanity if Jesus would bow before him.   Satan claimed status he didn’t have and Jesus exploded his presumption telling him God alone was worthy of worship.  Shunning Satan’s ploys, He would keep His rendezvous with Calvary.  

On a later occasion, the shadow of the cross fell across a mountain where Moses and Elijah appeared supernaturally with Jesus (Luke 9:28-36).  To a gentile, their appearance may be of passing interest.  To a Jew, it’s defining!  Moses is Judaism’s most revered figure! As the one who delivered the people from Pharaoh and received the divine covenant, he was a type of the Messiah.  Elijah, the father of the prophets, personified moral authority and the promises implicit in Israel’s calling.  Messianic tradition said he would appear when the Messiah came.  In an indescribable moment, these men, representing the law and the prophets, appeared and offered tribute to Jesus. 

Peter looked on utterly stupefied and made a proposal ancient Jews would have thought blasphemous!  He wanted to commemorate the event by replacing Judaism’s holiest place – Jerusalem’s temple – with three new ones on the mountain and remain there in sanctimonious separation from the crass, mundane world below.  Jesus ignored him!  He had not come to build sterile shrines on isolated mountainsides.  In the valleys below were souls and the most despicable of them commanded His compassion.  The world Peter wanted to wash his hands of was the world Jesus came to save.  The hill He had in mind wouldn’t be adorned by three temples but by three crosses.  His defining moment as our atoning sacrifice wouldn’t be lived out between two patriarchs but between two thieves. 

On Palm Sunday, Calvary’s shadow appeared again as Jesus rode into Jerusalem.  He’d entered many towns before unnoticed but, this time, a crowd exulted in His visit (Matt. 21:1-9).  Did it believe He would oust Roman authority and liberate Israel?  Surely not!  Jerusalem had seen invading armies come and go for centuries and knew the difference between them and a man on a donkey surrounded by a few Galileans.  This acclaim was about something else! 

 Jerusalem wasn’t just another city!  It would be the altar for history’s ultimate sacrifice and its people felt the undeniable power of a moment they couldn’t fully understand.  Bethlehem ignored heaven’s fanfare but Jerusalem sounded earth’s fanfare as the sacrifice was presented.  In a messianic ritual, people waved palm branches vertically in four directions to signify the union of heaven with earth’s four corners (8) and chanted from Psalm 118 – often recited during solemn temple rites while kings or priests made a formal procession to the altar.  Its words bore fitting irony as Jesus, King of Kings and Great High Priest, rode into the city chosen as the altar where He’d be sacrificed.  “Open to me the gates of righteousness that I may enter through them.” (Ps.118:19 NKJV)  The crowd chanted the psalm’s praise for “the day the Lord has made” (Ps. 118:24) and for “the one who comes in His name”(Ps. 118:26).  The psalm crescendos in the words, “Save us!” (Ps. 118:25 NKJV) and the people shouted  “Hosanna” meaning “Save Now!” but the psalm has an even more defining verse!  “Bind the festal sacrifice with cords up to the horns of the altar” (Ps. 118:27 NKJV).  The crowd ignored that verse until five days later when it shouted “Crucify Him!” 

The Pharisees were appalled when the palm-waving crowd exulted in a messianic psalm to welcome Jesus and urged Him to silence it.  In Luke’s account, “He replied, ‘if they keep quiet the stones will cry out.’” (Luke 19:40)  In Matthew’s record, He quoted from Psalm 8; “From the lips of children and infants, you have ordained praise” (Matt. 21:16).  The psalm about man’s place in the majesty of creation was on His mind as He rode among the waving palms and heard the cheers.  Nearing the altar where He’d be offered, He must have reflected on its words;   “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth.  You have set your glory above the heavens…..When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?” (Psalm 8:1,3,4).  He grasped the moment perfectly!  The works of His fingers had formed the rocks that shaped ten thousand landscapes, established majestic mountains, founded continents and beautified their coastlines.  If those rocks were crying out in tribute to the wonder of His artistry in creating the world, surely the rocks lining His pathway to Calvary would cry out at the wonder of His love in redeeming it!  

Some Greeks, swayed by the power of the moment, wanted to meet Jesus.  They approached Phillip, the disciple with a Greek name, to request an audience.  Jesus responded to their request saying:  “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.  I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed.  But if it dies, it produces many seeds…Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say?  ‘Father, save me from this hour?’  No!  It was for this very reason I came to this hour.  Father, glorify your name”
 (John 12:23,24,27).  What strange irony likens death to a kernel of wheat falling into soil?  A seed has the substance of new life.  Can death carry that substance too?  


Later in the week, the design leading to Calvary neared completion.  It was Passover and Jesus’ disciples shared a traditional meal celebrating deliverance from Egypt.  When the Israelites fled from Pharaoh, they left so quickly they had no time to leaven bread.  Ever since, Jews have celebrated Passover with unleavened bread to remind them of sudden deliverance.  Taking a piece, Jesus broke it and said to make it a remembrance of Him.  He then took wine and poured it out telling His disciples to think of Him in that simple act. (Luke 22: 19,20)  His voice once brought light into darkness and form into void, set the boundaries of the heavens, plotted courses for the galaxies, forged truth, set time in motion and gave the breath of life to the soul but the cross would make Him the broken symbol of sudden deliverance and an offering poured out.   Selflessly, He washed the disciples’ feet.  Judas would betray Him and Peter would deny Him!  Most others would forsake Him!  Why wash the feet of such men?  Most people see defining moments in terms of mastery rather than servitude – but not this man!  

During His ministry, He often spoke of an hour that had not yet come but, on the night before Calvary, He knew that hour was at hand.  The design first traced at Bethlehem would be completed.  Born an outcast, He would die an outcast!  Everything in His life preceding this hour was a prelude!  His teaching spelled out life’s issues but couldn’t resolve them.  His healings restored bodies but couldn’t purify souls.  His parables were the perfect mirror of truth but couldn’t reconcile people to God.  The loss in Eden could only be restored by an atoning act!  

The journey that began in a wooden manger was leading inevitably to a wooden cross and Jesus’ blood would soon sprinkle the instrument of death that overshadowed His life.  He was born for this defining moment!  Prophesy and promise would meet in it.  Time and eternity would find their center in it!   The prospect fixed His thoughts!  The “how” and “why” of His life were in full view and everything He willed to accomplish flashed through His mind.  As the destiny driven forces shaping His moment were converging, He needed to pray.  Facing His cross, He raised His hands, looked heavenward and began;  “Father, the time has come!” 
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