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Discussion Guide
Liturgy of the Cross
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•   in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

getting started: 
10 minutes

• when you hear the phrase, “living like Jesus” what 
images or ideas come to mind? could you elaborate?   

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, discuss the concept of liturgical 
worship. take care to discuss the potential benefits of 
intentionally structuring how one worships and what 
one does in worship. 

• read luke 9.21-24 aloud. pause. read the text 
once more seeking to hear his words as a call to and 
description of the discipleship Journey.  

• to what kind of life does Jesus call his disciples? seek 
to find as many elements in the text as possible.  

• in what ways, if any, does this calling lead one to 

experience life as Jesus experienced life? could you 
explain?  

• does Jesus’ description of the discipleship Journey fit 
with the modern understanding of the discipleship 
Journey? why might this be the case?  

• Jesus indicates that his disciples intentionally 
structure their lives in such a way that their daily 
rhythms and ways of being lead them not only to 
experience what Jesus experienced but to live in a way 
that their lives retell (recapitulate) Jesus’ story. one 
might refer to this intentional structuring of life to 
retell Jesus’ story as a liturgy, and with respect to 
his suffering a liturgy of the cross. what might a life 
so structured look like?  

• what, if anything, keeps people from living in such 
a way? what, if anything, keeps you from living in 
this way?  

• how, if at all, might taking up a liturgy of the cross 
(intentionally structuring our daily lives to include 
the suffering of Jesus) bend our desire toward god?  

• what steps, if any, might you be willing to take in 
taking up a liturgy of the cross? could you elaborate? 
how might this group be part of these steps?  

Context and BaCkground
LiturgicaL Worship 
liturgical worship typically refers to scripted rites, 
ceremonies, prayers and sacraments of the church as opposed 
to private devotion. undergirding liturgical worship is the 
desire to worship in an intentional manner so as to provide 
an opportunity to properly express devotion and hand off faith 
to the worshiper. in the christian context, liturgical worship 
consists of signs, symbols, and sacred actions which are meant 
to reflect and praise god’s self-revelation in christ. often, 
liturgical worship is contrasted with non-liturgical worship, 
the former being reflected in scripted rites and the latter 
being reflected in congregations which have no formal or 



scripted rites of worship. however, such a distinction is false 
because upon close observation, congregations which practice 
so-called free worship (non-scripted) very often have an 
unspoken framework for carrying out worship which is closely 
followed. this reality serves as a reminder that while we often 
think of liturgical worship in its denominational forms (ex. the 
roman liturgy), liturgical worship can and often does take 
local or congregational forms.  
the practice of worshipping in a scripted form has its roots 
in the Jewish synagogue. in this setting, a formal framework 
for worship developed consisting of prayer, singing, teaching, 
almsgiving, and public reading of scripture. in addition, the 
Jewish people followed a regular rhythm of religious festivals 
and feasts, which themselves consisted of scripted elements. 
one such example is the celebration of the passover meal. 
early christians carried this practice with them when they 
left the Jewish synagogues, ordering their worship using this 
same framework. throughout the new testament, christian 
worship is seen to involve prayer (1 timothy 2.1-2, 8), singing 
(ephesians 5.19), teaching/preaching (acts 2.42; philippians 
1.15-18), the collection of an offering (1 corinthians 
16.2), public reading of scripture (1 timothy 4.13), and 
the celebration of the lord’s table (1 corinthians 11.17-
34). most likely, the early church did not have a standard 
framework for worshipping across all congregations. more 
likely, each local congregation developed its own unique 
liturgical style and framework. one such framework might be 
seen in the description of the worship of the Jerusalem church 
in acts (acts 2.42). however, with the rise of doctrinal 
controversies in the second and third centuries, a need for 
standardizing the worship liturgy became important in order to 
safeguard orthodoxy. when constantine legalized the church 
in the fourth century, leading to an influx of former pagans, 
the need for a standardized liturgy was solidified because 
of the need to provide systematic readings and rites which 
expressed proper devotion and handed off faith to those who 
were worshipping.  
while the technical understanding of liturgical worship 
involves those rites and ceremonies as conducted by the 
church in opposition to private devotion, one might benefit 
from the liturgical practice of scripting or intentionally 
structuring in their private acts of worship. biblical evidence 
for this intentionality might be found in paul’s instructions 
concerning worship given to the colossian church. in his 
exhortation, paul encouraged this church to be intentional 
not only with the structuring of their corporate worship but 
in the conduct of their daily lives (colossians 3.16-17). paul 
admonished these believers to order their daily lives in such a 
manner that they reflected the very character of christ. the 
benefit of such intentionality with one’s private devotion ought 
to be immediately obvious as it is the same as formal liturgical 

worship. the intentionality of liturgical worship is of great 
benefit because it provides a framework not Just for expressing 
proper devotion, but it ensures a regular rhythm of readings, 
rites, and celebrations which remind the worshiper of god’s true 
character and redemptive activity in christ. likewise, allowing 
this same level of intentionality to inform one’s private acts of 
devotion as well as one’s daily life provide these same realities, 
adding additional reminders and emphases pointing the believer 
to orienting his life around god.  

the text
Luke 9.21-24: My Life or Jesus’ Life?  
Jesus’ call to discipleship and his description of the cost 
of answering this call has been oft discussed, but often 
misunderstood and misapplied in our modern setting. this 
discussion comes at a crucial time in Jesus’ ministry. according 
to luke, Jesus’ galilean ministry is drawing to a close, and 
he is about to begin a Journey toward Jerusalem which will 
result in his crucifixion (luke 9.51). as this crucial turning 
point approaches, Jesus seeks to draw out his disciples’ thinking 
concerning his identity (luke 9.18-20). while informal 
discussions have been had concerning Jesus’ identity, this is the 
first formal discussion Jesus initiates with his disciples. such 
a discussion is important not simply to understand what the 
disciples think but to clarify the nature of the mission they are 
about to undertake. as Jesus turns toward Jerusalem, he turns 
toward the culmination of the redemptive work he was sent to 
complete. on this Journey, it will become clear that Jesus is more 
than a prophet or teacher with the power to heal. if the disciples 
are to properly understand what is about to transpire they must 
grasp Jesus’ identity as messiah which will give them a biblical 
and theological framework for the events to come.  
interestingly, having surfaced the disciples’ belief that Jesus is the 
messiah, Jesus quickly forbids the disciples from openly repeating 
this belief. this and many similar statements in the gospels are 
often referred to as the “messianic secret;” that is, Jesus did not 
wish for people outside his intimate circle to understand his true 
identity. the reasoning for keeping his identity secret lies in Jesus’ 
desire to rewrite the Jewish messiah narrative. in the Jewish 
mindset, the messiah was a kingly figure who appeared with 
might and power exacting vengeance upon the enemies of god 
and his people. Jesus did not deny this narrative but wished to 
insert an appearance of the messiah, a suffering messiah, before 
the appearance of the messiah as conquering king. simply put, 
Jesus taught that the messiah’s coming was two-fold, the second 
coming fitting with the Jewish understanding but the first fitting 
more with isaiah’s suffering servant (isaiah 52.12-53.13). 
Jesus taught his disciples about his role as the isaiah’s suffering 
servant, linking this motif to the messiah motif using the title 
“son of man.” Jesus drew this messianic title from daniel’s 
vision of 4 beasts (daniel 7) and most likely preferred this title 



because while conveying messianic ideals it also distanced 
itself from the traditional messiah narrative attached to the 
title “messiah.” this allowed Jesus to insert the narrative of 
the suffering servant into the traditional messianic narrative. 
Jesus noted that as the suffering servant it was god’s will that 
he suffer, be reJected by those in power, to be killed, and only 
then be vindicated in resurrection. that this was god’s will or 
plan is made plain in luke’s use of a word which means “it is 
necessary,” a word which luke almost always links with god’s 
will in both his gospel and acts.  
having outlined his present role as a suffering messiah and 
the way god intended this to work out in his life, Jesus turns 
to his disciples and outlines the daily calling upon those 
who wished to be his disciples. the use of the term “disciple” 
itself gives indication of where Jesus’ instructions will point. 
to be a disciple is to seek to become like the one you follow. 
therefore, to seek to be like Jesus is to seek to take up his life 
of suffering, reJection, and death as a path to experiencing the 
vindication and glory of god. Jesus indicates this is the case 
when he says that his disciples must deny themselves and take 
up their crosses daily if they are to be counted as his followers. 
in this statement, the first two actions qualify and define the 
substance of the third, following. to deny oneself does not 
mean a person denies her inherent worth or value. rather, 
to deny oneself is to give up oneself, to say “no” to personal 
ambitions for the sake of receiving god’s will in their life. 
basil the great stated, “now self-denial involves the entire 
forgetfulness of the past and surrender of one’s will—
surrender which is very difficult, not to say quite impossible, 
while living in the promiscuity customary in the world” (long 
rules 9.246-47). John wesley in his sermon about this verse 
entitled self-denial stated self-denial is, “refusing to follow 
our own will, from a conviction that the will of god is the 
only rule of action to us.”  
Jesus’ statement concerning taking up one’s cross would 
have been self-explanatory in the ancient world. crosses 
were instruments of suffering and death. therefore, to 
carry a cross was to experience not only a death sentence 
but the ultimate experience of death for the one who bore 
it. this understanding differs completely from the modern 
understanding that Jesus simply referred to an inconvenient 
burden. rather, with this statement, Jesus indicates that like 
himself, his true followers would experience literal death in 
their lives. however, Jesus seems to teach that the death and 
denial of which he speaks goes beyond possible martyrdom and 
ultimate reJection by society because he states that these are to 
be daily experiences. this statement indicates that what Jesus 
has in mind is more than potential suffering and death but the 
conscious structuring of life in such a way that a disciple’s 
daily experience is marked with suffering, reJection, and death. 
in other words, Jesus intended his disciples to so order their 

lives that they intentionally incorporated experiences and ways 
of being which not only recapitulated Jesus’ life in their own but 
rhythms and ways of being which retold Jesus’ story in the daily 
life of his disciples. those who acted in such a manner were Jesus’ 
true disciples.  
ultimately, Jesus notes that this intentional structuring of one’s 
life is linked with desire, the desire for him rather than the things 
of this world. Jesus notes that a person could seek to save their 
life; that is, a person could choose to follow their own will and 
intentionally avoid suffering which recapitulated the life of Jesus 
in their own daily experience. however, this person would not 
find the life Jesus was offering. instead, it was only those who 
chose to let go of their life for Jesus who would find life. this 
phrasing is interesting because it can mean that a person has 
loss thrust upon them because of their association with Jesus. 
however, this does not fit the plain flow of the text. a better 
reading is to understand that a person has intentionally chosen 
loss because they have chosen Jesus over themselves. simply put, 
they want Jesus most (a statement of desire) and are willing to 
undergo the process of obtaining him.  

reaL Life with BLake:
what do i want? how i answer this question will have a 
powerful shaping influence on my life. choose god and i will 
move to becoming like Jesus. chose something other than god, 
and in time i will become like whatever i have chosen. sounds 
simple, and it is. it Just isn’t always easy. i am prone to long 
for things other than Jesus and to deceive myself that this 
is not the case. however, when i dig deeply in my heart, i can 
surface my true longings and in so doing discover the need for a 
reorientation of my desire. however, reorienting desire is easier 
said than done. the heart longs for that which it longs. no 
amount of caJoling or logical argumentation will convince the 
heart otherwise. something other, more powerful is needed. that 
something is worship.  
worship is the intentional rehearsing of god’s story for the 
purpose of aligning our story with god’s story. worship, when it 
flows into our daily lives can have a correcting effect, calling us 
back to center, slowly and surely reorienting our desire toward 
god. however, no one ever taught me how to worship in this 
way. i was taught how to gather on sunday and Join my voice 
with others in worship, the rehearsal of god’s story, but no one 
taught me how to let worship flow into my daily life. at best, i 
was taught to have a time of bible reading, prayer, and possibly 
the occasional song of praise. but beyond that i had nothing 
and i couldn’t see how it was possible. how do you go through 
life telling god’s story when you have other things to do? how 
do you tell god’s story at work or at the dinner table? for the 
longest time, i have been stuck with this question because all i 
could imagine was verbally speaking god’s story. however, i am 
coming to understand that words are only one way to tell god’s 



who god is and what he has done, is doing, and will do. but 
how do we worship in such a manner? it is not as difficult 
as we think. one way is to structure our lives in such a way 
that our lives and ways of being rehearse god’s story. such a 
structuring might be likened to a liturgy and one such liturgy 
is the liturgy of the cross. 
Jesus instructed his followers to so structure their lives that 
they experienced his suffering, reJection, and death as the path 
to experiencing the vindication and glory of god on a daily 
basis. this involves more than a willingness to experience 
possible martyrdom, but a structuring so that in large and 
small ways we taste the suffering of Jesus. with care and 
thought, intentionally incorporating practices of submission, 
service, simplicity, and sacrifice into our daily rhythms can 
lead to the experience of the suffering of Jesus. for instance, 
intentionally choosing to fast (a form of sacrifice) on a 
regular basis can lead one to taste death, a small death to 
our will and our body as we deny what it desperately needs. 
more than bringing the experience of Jesus into our daily 
lives, this way of living because an act of worship because 
our lives begin to retell the life of Jesus. as we intentionally 
take up his suffering, reJection, and death we relive his life 
and death. more than this, our lives retell what Jesus did, 
how he lived and died, in faithful submission to the father. 
as we live in this way our lives of worship call us back to 
center. tasting the sting of submission, seeking the well-being 
of another in a meeting over ourselves, can remind us of Jesus’ 
own submission and what it took for him to live in such a way. 
tasting death in the intentional denial of our bodies or our 
desires with things like simplicity can remind us of the love 
which would have led Jesus to so willingly take up his own 
cross. as we taste and see Jesus’ life, rehearsing it with our 
own, we are confronted with god’s amazing devotion and love 
and our hearts are wooed to his own.  
There is no right or wrong way to begin a liturgy of the 
cross following Jesus’ call to discipleship. the best way to 
begin is small. pick one thing which you might intentionally 
incorporate into your daily or weekly rhythms which might 
retell Jesus’ suffering. you could choose to fast for lunch on 
friday, or you might look for one way to put someone else 
above yourself every day. you could choose to simplify your life 
so that daily scarcity reminds you of Jesus’ own self-denial. you 
might consider talking about some of your ideas with a friend on 
the faith Journey and sharing what it is like to incorporate these 
into your daily life. 
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story. the way i live my life can tell god’s story as well. the way 
i work or sit at the dinner table can itself be worship, a rehearsal 
of who god is. i think i first began to grasp this with Jesus’ call 
to discipleship.  
when Jesus calls us to discipleship he calls us to his life, a life 
of suffering. those who wish to be like Jesus must intentionally 
suffer like Jesus, intentionally structure their daily lives so that 
they experience his pain, his sorrow, his reJection, even his death 
as a path to experiencing the vindication and glory of god. when 
i think about how to do this i recognize that in so doing i am doing 
more than experiencing the life of Jesus. i am reliving (retelling!) 
the life of Jesus with my own life. for example, i can choose 
to be submissive, to intentionally seek the exaltation of others 
rather than seeking my own promotion as a means of experiencing 
the submission of Jesus to god’s will. however, in so doing my 
life of submission retells Jesus’ life, reminding me with every act 
of submission what Jesus did. in the same way, i can choose to 
sacrifice or experience simplicity, intentionally removing things 
which i could have, deserve to have, or must have in my life, 
things like food or sleep, or by driving a very old car when i 
could afford a new one. in so doing, i experience small deaths, 
death to my body in the denial of my need for food, death to my 
reputation as a drive a 14-year-old car, death to my will as i give 
up a day of my leisure for a day of serving another. in so doing, i 
experience some of the suffering and sacrifice of Jesus, but i also 
retell his story in my life. this is worship in the everyday, the 
intentional structuring of my life to retell Jesus’ life, a liturgy 
of his cross.  
i am Just learning to do this with intentionality, but i am 
discovering incredible benefit. as i retell Jesus’ life, experiencing 
it in my own, i come to realize the depth of Jesus’ sacrifice for 
me. i begin to taste the bitter gall of death and reflect upon his 
amazing willingness to take it upon himself. i feel the sting of 
not being first and recognize the immense love for the other this 
requires. as these fill my days they call me back to center, for i 
am reminded of the amazing love, devotion, and sacrifice of god 
on my behalf. i am reminded of god’s great longing for me and it 
woos my heart back to him, and how can it be otherwise. to truly 
recognize that we are so loved can only turn our hearts back to 
love in return.

reaL Life with you:
what do you want? this is one of the most formative 
questions we might ask on the Journey of discipleship because 
what stirs our hearts shapes our lives. on the Journey to 
become like Jesus, a heart fixed upon Jesus will result in a 
life which mirrors Jesus. however, our hearts struggle to 
remain fixed upon Jesus. no amount of logic or promising 
can cause our hearts to do otherwise. however, worship can 
do for our hearts what logic and promises cannot. worship, 
the rehearsing of god’s story in our daily lives can stir our 
hearts, calling them back to center as we remind ourselves of 


