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‘The Scandal of The Cross’ 
 

Have you ever noticed that what some regard with great contempt, others view with deep admiration? Take for 
example this production which played at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in August a few years ago. Graham Berkoff, a 
self proclaimed controversial actor and director, is showcasing a new play depicting Christ as a sex-obsessed 
revolutionary whose crucifixion was a publicity stunt that went wrong. Now, I don’t know about you, but I find that 
highly offensive, but others tell me I am an unsophisticated ignoramus, who doesn’t appreciate a theatrical talent like 
Berkoff’s. 
 
The opposite also applies. You have Christians who stand up for what they believe in and back it up with their own 
money. Many Christians are admired by many who share their views on marriage and what constitutes a family, but 
the same Christians are also disrespected by others who don’t, including some who even have the audacity to wear 
the name Christian. The point is, the same person or the same thing can be held in honour by some and great 
dishonour by others. There is no object in history, which that is truer, than the cross. Nothing divides the opinion of 
men like the cross.  
 
The cross is not something you can stand before and remain neutral. What we call the Gospel has divided men. It has 
from the very beginning. Even in the earliest days of the cross, men were divided about it. In 1 Corinthians 1 Paul is 
saying the cross divides men. There has always been something scandalous about the true message of the cross. 
Scandal is the word Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 1:23. Paul writes “But we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block 
to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.” 
 
The word used there for “stumbling block” is the Greek word “skandalon”. You don’t need to be a Greek scholar to 
realise that’s where we derive the English word “scandal”. W. E. Vine says this about “skandalon”: “It is always used 
metaphorically and ordinarily of anything that arouses prejudice, or becomes a hindrance to others, or causes them to 
fall by the way. Sometimes the hindrance in itself is good, and those stumbled by it are wicked.” 
 
The word scandal is used many times in the New Testament to describe the message of the cross. Galatians 5:11 “As 
for me, brothers, if I am still preaching circumcision, why am I still being persecuted? In that case, the stumbling 
block of the cross has been abolished.” There is something scandalous or there should be about the word of the cross. 
There should be an offence about the cross that divides men. 
 
Is that true about the most of the talk you hear today? Have we removed the scandal of the cross from our preaching? 
The defence of the Gospel must never remove the offence of the cross in order to give the Gospel a better hearing. 
We want people to hear the Gospel and because we want people to receive the Gospel, we are tempted to water the 
message down so that we don’t upset people. 
 
The test of whether the cross is being preached correctly in whether or not the unsaved find it offensive. There is very 
little about most popular preaching today that the unsaved would find scandalous. God probably finds it scandalous, 
but the unsaved don’t. 
 
When you listen to what’s left of so-called Christian broadcasting on the radio or television in Britain do you hear a 
message that would offend anyone? If you take the words Paul used when he spoke about the cross, words like blood; 
wrath; holiness; sin and repent.  
 
How often will you hear any of those words? The preaching today has removed the scandal. Perhaps it’s not 
intentional. We sometimes blunt and domesticate the scandal of the cross because we don’t know better. To us the 
cross has become an inconsequential icon. It’s something we wear around our neck, in our ears or we decorate our 
Bibles with. It’s an enigmatic topic and for one very good reason.  
 
Unlike the first Christians we have never seen a man hanging on a cross. Even if you had, whenever the word “Cross” 
was used in you presence again, it would have a different meaning. I’ve never seen a man nailed to wood, hanging 
naked. That’s the way the Roman’s crucified criminals, naked. And don’t think that renaissance artists were trying to 
be modest when they painted Christ with a loincloth on. They did it for one reason and one reason only.  
 
How could you let the faithful see a painting of a circumcised saviour whilst at the same time your church is 
persecuting and killing Jews? The purpose of the cross was to humiliate to the last. If you had seen that just once, you 
would have very different thoughts when you heard the word cross. 
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A movie director was filming a period movie on location in a town that suited his purposes. For one scene he built a 
set of gallows outside the church. Well, as you can imagine the town folks were up in arms. They wrote to the local 
paper complaining about having such a hideous object of execution outside their church. In response, the minister of 
the church wrote to the paper, he said: “Does anyone fail to notice we have a giant cross in front of the church too. 
Have we forgotten what the cross stands for?” In our attempts to make the cross pretty. It’s possible we have diluted 
its message. Try to imagine how scandalous it was in the first century to hear a message about a cross. 
 
Firstly, it was offensive against good taste. Only the worse criminals and undesirables were put on a cross. We are 
sometimes told that we should not dwell on the physical aspect of the Cross but we cannot possibly have too vivid a 
picture of what the cross was like. Klausner, the Jewish writer, says, "Crucifixion is the most terrible and cruel death 
which man has ever devised for taking vengeance on his fellow-men." Cicero called it "the most cruel and the most 
horrible torture." Tacitus called it "a torture only fit for slaves." 
 
It originated in Persia; and its origin came from the fact that the earth was considered to be sacred to Ormuzd the god, 
and the criminal was lifted up from it that he might not defile the earth, which was the god's property. From Persia 
crucifixion passed to Carthage in North Africa and it was from Carthage that Rome learned it, although the Romans 
kept it exclusively for rebels, runaway slaves, and the lowest type of criminal.  
 
It was indeed a punishment which it was illegal to inflict on a Roman citizen. That’s why scholars are certain that the 
Apostle Paul was beheaded, because they wouldn’t crucify a Roman citizen. Klausner goes on to describe crucifixion. 
The criminal was fastened to his cross, already a bleeding mass from the scourging. There he hung to die of hunger 
and thirst and exposure, unable even to defend himself from the torture of the gnats and flies, which settled on his 
naked body, and on his bleeding wounds. It was offensive to good taste to even talk about a cross. 
 
Secondly, it was offensive to good reason. Try to get a Jew to believe in the idea of a cursed God. That’s an 
inconsistency; every Jew knows the Old Testament says if you hang on from a tree you are under a curse. A Jew 
would say to you: “You are saying that I should believe in a cursed God? “What kind of an absurdity is that? If a 
cursed God was inconsistent to a Jew, just imagine what a dead God was to Roman. He would say: “You are saying 
the God you said made everything, died? You want me to believe that?” 
 
And if a cursed God and a dead God were inconsistent to the Jew and the Roman, then a servant God was a 
discrepancy to everyone else. A God that would come and serve the lowest of low people on earth. What kind of 
foolishness is that? And you know what? It hasn’t changed. Ask most of the people of the world religions today, can 
you believe in a cursed God; a dead God; a servant God and just watch the reaction you’ll get. They’ll tell you that’s 
just plain daft. It’s an offence against good taste and good reason. 
 
Thirdly, the cross was and still is an offence against human pride. Its offensive to be told that you need saving and 
more so when you are told that you are helpless to do anything about it. Most people find it insulting to be told they 
can’t stand on their own record before God.  
 
You will be considered very bigoted today and very intolerant if you insist God only allows one way of access to 
Himself. The first Christians didn’t preach the cross because it made them popular. They didn’t preach the cross 
because it was an easy sale. You can’t imagine how much ridicule and slander and mocking they endured. You have 
to respect the first Christians.  
 
How tempting it must have been to sugar coat or domesticate the message and to take the cross and put it back on the 
shelf and talk instead about everything under the sun but the cross. They wouldn’t do that. They wouldn’t get rid of 
the scandal. If we preach the cross today, as we should, the unsaved are still going to be scandalised.  
 
Are we still prepared to preach the scandal of the cross? Because if we do those who are offended will say, God is not 
that holy. A problem many have with the cross is that man’s sin problem isn’t really that big of a problem. Let’s face 
it; sin doesn’t provoke that much anger in society anymore, so why should it promote God’s anger that much. 
 
But the cross declares a God whose holiness is quite disturbing. The Bible describes how God’s holiness is different 
from us. He’s often called the most High God; the Holy and Exalted God, the idea being that He is far above us. We 
just can’t approach God in any way that suits us.  
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Look at Leviticus 16:1+2 “After Aaron's two sons died before the Lord, the Lord said to Moses, “Warn your brother 
Aaron not to enter into the Holy Place behind the veil, where the Ark and the place of mercy are, just whenever he 
chooses. The penalty for intrusion is death. For I myself am present in the cloud above the place of mercy.” God lived 
above the ark.  
 
Numbers 7:89 “When Moses went into the Tabernacle to speak with God, he heard the Voice speaking to him from 
above the place of mercy over the Ark, between the statues of the two Guardian Angels.” Even in the Temple not 
anyone could just wander into the Holy of Holies, only the High Priest could do it and that was just once a year.  
 
Hebrews 9:7 “But only the high priest went into the inner room, and then only once a year, all alone, and always with 
blood which he sprinkled on the mercy seat as an offering to God to cover his own mistakes and sins, and the 
mistakes and sins of all the people.” That’s because God is not like us, He is so holy. God is repulsed by sin; He 
warned the Israelites what He would do if they did not stop sinning.  
 
Leviticus 26:14-21 “But if you will not listen to me or obey me, but reject my laws, this is what I will do to you: I 
will punish you with sudden terrors and panic, and with tuberculosis and burning fever; your eyes shall be consumed 
and your life shall ebb away; you will sow your crops in vain, for your enemies will eat them. I will set my face 
against you and you will flee before your attackers; those who hate you will rule you; you will even run when no one 
is chasing you! And if you still disobey me, I will punish you seven times more severely for your sins. I will break 
your proud power and make your heavens as iron, and your earth as bronze. Your strength shall be spent in vain; for 
your land shall not yield its crops, nor your trees their fruit. And if even then you will not obey me and listen to me, I 
will send you seven times more plagues because of your sins”. God cannot pretend He doesn’t see sin. He must move 
against evil. This Holy reaction is called His wrath. 
 
If we are going to retain the scandal of the cross, we cannot avoid or water down the subject of the wrath of God. 
Romans 2:5 “But no, you won't listen; and so you are saving up terrible punishment for yourselves because of your 
stubbornness in refusing to turn from your sin; for there is going to come a day of wrath when God will be the just 
Judge of all the world.” 
 
Ephesians 5:6 “Don't be fooled by those who try to excuse these sins, for the terrible wrath of God is upon all those 
who do them”. Men will be offended if we preach scriptures like that, and God will be offended if we don’t. 1 
Thessalonians 1:10 “And they speak of how you are looking forward to the return of God's Son from heaven--Jesus, 
whom God brought back to life--and he is our only Saviour from God's terrible anger against sin.” 
 
God’s wrath is coming. Because God is holy he must give full vent to His anger against sin and against evil. If He 
didn’t, He wouldn’t be the one the Seraphs call “Holy, Holy, Holy”  in Isaiah 6:3. And that’s why we have a cross. 
When God searched for a way to save sinners, He couldn’t pretend He couldn’t see sin. He can’t say: “It doesn’t 
matter; I’m just going to forget about it.” He’s got to react in His holiness against sin and that’s called wrath.  
 
Though on a cross, God poured out His wrath, His just wrath against all of our sins, by placing them on His sinless 
Son, our substitute. God really is that holy and sin really is that big of a problem. And we cannot mute that truth to 
find favour with unregenerate sinners. Not only does man not want to hear that God is not that holy, he will try to get 
around it by saying that “Man is not all that bad.” 
 
The cross confronts and denies the most popular religious misconception of our day. The perception that God will 
judge us by how nice we are in this life. The most popular religious myth is this: God will look at a life and say, “OK, 
he wasn’t that perfect, but compared to others, he was a nice guy and since I work on the basis of how nice you are, 
I’ll let him in.” 
 
People believe they will end up in the right place, if they do some more good things and less bad things. We want 
God so desperately to recognise our righteousness and the Bible says He does and He calls it filthy rags. Isaiah 64:6 
“We are all infected and impure with sin. When we put on our prized robes of righteousness we find they are but 
filthy rags. Like autumn leaves we fade, wither and fall. And our sins, like the wind, sweep us away.” 
 
The reason the cross offends is because it declares, unlike other religions, you are spiritually bankrupt before God. Do 
you remember a few years ago, the French Cup Final? The non-league side Calais defeated four professional sides en 
route to their country’s showpiece match. Calais’s first-half goal heightened hopes of a fairy tale ending for these 
lowly amateurs, until a dubious penalty right on full-time was awarded to their opponents.  
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It was a tense moment. All the Calais goalkeeper had to do was save this penalty and they would be the French 
champions. The Calais goalkeeper missed the ball by a few centimetres. But that didn’t matter, it didn’t matter if he 
missed by centimetres or metres he still missed the ball. No one was going to come up to them afterwards and say: 
“Well, you were the underdogs in this tournament and because he almost saved the ball, we’ll give you the cup.”  
 
You know it doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t matter how much you miss by, you still lose the game. And that’s what 
sin is like. Sin is missing the mark. God says if you miss, you miss. The Bible says we have all missed. I may have 
missed more than you may, but the point is, we all miss. Romans 3:23 “Since all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God.” 
 
These words are offensive today. There is no difference between anyone whether you are a pillar of the community or 
an out and out crook. And people are scandalised by that! God says there is no difference. We have all missed. Man is 
that bad. Ephesians 2:3-5 “All of us used to be just as they are, our lives expressing the evil within us, doing every 
wicked thing that our passions or our evil thoughts might lead us into. We started out bad, being born with evil 
natures, and were under God's anger just like everyone else. But God is so rich in mercy; he loved us so much that 
even though we were spiritually dead and doomed by our sins, he gave us back our lives again when he raised Christ 
from the dead--only by his undeserved favour have we ever been saved”. 
 
We were objects of God’s anger. We were dead in our transgressions. What can a dead person do to improve their 
situation? Nothing! It’s sad to hear people say that on judgement day they will just trust God to be fair. The last thing 
we want on judgement is fairness. It would be fair for God to send us all to hell, because we have all sinned. The 
cross doesn’t declare fairness the cross declares grace. Even that offends people. They say, God can’t be that holy and 
men aren’t that bad and the cross wasn’t that vicious. 
 
Some of the people that take most offence at the cross are the most religious. Some even call themselves Christians. 
They did in the New Testament. The Galatians believed in Jesus but said the cross wasn’t sufficient, you needed 
circumcision too. They were trying to take away the offence of the cross. What was the offence of the cross? They 
were offended because you don’t contribute one iota to your salvation. That offends man. Men want to believe they 
contribute something to salvation. 
 
It’s like a company that invented a new cake mix. All you had to do was mix it with some water, put it in the oven 
and a perfect cake was the end result. It flopped. It didn’t sell. The company did some market research and found that 
the consumers didn’t trust it, because you didn’t add an egg to it. They went back to the lab and redeveloped the mix 
so that you could add an egg to it. The product took off and sold out. 
 
Human nature says I won’t trust it unless you let me add something to it. That’s the offence of the cross. It offends 
because it says the currency of your deed doesn’t contribute anything to your salvation debt. When Jesus said, it was 
finished, the offering was perfect. The payment was complete. It was and is finished. Salvation is not on the 
instalment plan. The cross obliterates all religion of human achievement. Ephesians 2:8 “For by grace you have been 
saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God”. 
 
Titus 3:4-5 “But when the kindness of God our Saviour and His love for mankind appeared, He saved us, not on the 
basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 
renewing by the Holy Spirit.” 
 
It would be so much less offensive to tell our friends and neighbours, you are nice people, and if you would do a few 
more nice things, you would be right with God. There’s just one problem. That is not God’s gospel and God would be 
highly offended if that is what we taught. The Gospel of God is a Gospel of Scandal. It’s a Gospel of Offence and we 
cannot blunt the edge of the cross to make our message more palatable to an egotistic culture. Will we be 
embarrassed by the scandal of the Cross or will it be our glory? The offence of the cross is the only effective defence 
for sinners. Because we will all have to stand before God and give an account. What are we going to do with our sin?  
 
1 John 2:1 “My little children, I am telling you this so that you will stay away from sin. But if you sin, there is 
someone to plead for you before the Father. His name is Jesus Christ, the one who is all that is good and who pleases 
God completely.” 
 
Some will believe this is scandalous, but it is the power and wisdom of God. 
 


