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Apostolic Perspective of the Cross 
 

Written by:   Dr. Eddie Bhawanie, Ph.D. 

 

What was the core Gospel the apostles proclaimed in the first century? A careful 

study of Acts of the Apostles, and several other New Testament books, would 

lead one to conclude that, several things can be drawn from sacred Scripture; 

starting with Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost. He attributed the wicked, 

cruel death of Christ Jesus-the Messiah, to human wickedness, and in fact, to the 

full-expression of the world’s shame towards Him. Peter then went on to declare 

that His death was also part of God’s divine purpose for the world (Acts 2:23; 

3:18; 4:28).  

 Moreover, the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus, as Paul declared to 

the Corinthians, was “. . . according to the Scriptures . . .” (1 Cor.15:1-4). Paul 

reasoned with the Christians at Thessalonica “. . . from the Scriptures, explaining 

and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead” (Acts 12:2-3). 

 First, In several New Testament passages Paul connected the crucifixion 

of Christ with salvation from our sin (Gal.3:13; 1Cor.15:3 & 29; 2 Cor. 5:20; 

1Tim. 2:6; Mark 10:45; John 10:11; 11:50; and Romans 6:4). 

Other passages stress reconciliation, redemption, the blood, propitiation, the 

covenant, and justification. Some passages stress the sacrificial and the 

substitutionary value of the character of the death of Christ without using the 

word ‘cross’ (Rom. 5:8, 10, 18; 1 Cor. 11:24ff; 2 Cor. 5:19ff; Eph. 1:7; 2:13). 

These mentioned the blood of Christ, His reconciliation, and His redemption. 

 Second, Paul and Peter, in their theology gave the work of the cross 

special emphasis. Peter spoke of Jesus’ crucifixion and Paul spoke of His 

suffering and execution (Acts 2:23, 26; 4:10; 13:38; 17:3). Paul wrote, “Christ 

redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for us, for it is 

written, “cursed is every one who hangs on a tree” (Gal. 3:13). Peter said it this 

way “. . . and He himself bore our sins in His body on the (cross), that we might 

die to sin and live to righteousness, for by His wounds we are healed (1 Pet. 2:24). 

Both Paul and Peter linked their statements to the Old Testament passage in 

Deuteronomy 21:22-23: “And if a man has committed a sin worthy of death, and 

he is put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his corpse shall not hang all night 

on the tree, but you shall bury him on the same day (for he who is hanged is 

accursed of God), so that you do not defile your land which the Lord your God 

gives you as an inheritance.” 

 Jesus died by the hands of human sin, shame, and wickedness under the 

divine curse of God. Peter and Paul gave more than a glimpse of these truths 

about the doctrinal teaching on the cross in the early sermons of the apostles than 

is credited to them. 

 Third, the apostles presented the importance of the resurrection of Christ. 

The resurrection cannot stand by itself. The resurrection of Christ from the dead 

was determined by the nature of His death on the cross. Peter told his audience, 

“You killed Him, God raised Him, and we are witnesses” (Acts 2:23-24; 3:15; 

4:10; 5:30; 10:39-40; 13:38-39). And through the resurrection, the infinite-
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personal God glorified and exalted Christ Jesus who suffered through death on the 

cross (Isa. 53-11-12; Acts 2:33; 3:13). 

 John, who is known as the apostle of love, also lays strong emphasis in his 

letters on the cross and the incarnation of Christ [incarnation--the act whereby 

God became man]. John wrote against the Gnostic heresy that plagued the early 

church. The Gnostics had fundamental errors in Christology. The basic tenet of 

the Gnostic argument was simply this: They separated Jesus from Christ as the 

divine Son of God. They did not believe Christ came in human form. They 

acknowledged the divinity of Christ but not His humanity. They held that Christ 

was not real – but He was a phantom.  

John the apostle insisted that God became Man in the flesh in the Person of Christ 

in the flesh, and He was real, and anyone who denied that Christ came in the 

flesh, was Antichrist (1 John 2:22; 4:1-3 and 2 John 7). Here, John linked the 

incarnate birth of Christ to salvation in Him.  

How does His incarnate birth relate to other things in His life? First, it is linked to 

His deity. In John 8:58, Jesus said to the Jews of His day; “Truly, truly, I say to 

you, before Abraham was born, I AM.” His “I AM” statement is an assertion of 

absolute timeless existence, not merely of a personal identity, as the English 

equivalent would suggest. In this statement Jesus made a claim to exist before 

Abraham. This statement does not signify a point in time when He came into 

existence; because, Jesus always existed from eternity. He did not say, “before 

Abraham was, I was.” Had He said that; it would suggest that He had a physical 

beginning, even though it was before Abraham. Since Christ had no beginning, 

the phrase “I AM” emphasizes His eternal existence. How did the Jews respond to 

His statement? “Then the Jews picked up stones to cast at Him” (John 8:58). By 

the Jewish response, they acknowledged that they understood His statement; He 

linked his humanity to His deity for which they wanted to kill Him. 

Second, His incarnate birth is linked to His sinlessness. The birth of Christ was 

natural, but His conception was of divine origin (Luke 1:26-45). In His 

conception and His birth He had no sinful nature passed on to Him as ordinary 

men and women have when they are born. Therefore, His sinlessness merited the 

attention of a Holy God. And in His sacrificial death on the cross, God accepted 

the infinite value of His sacrificial death on the cross fully, so man is now 

redeemed from sin, shame, and guilt, through obedient faith in Christ (Rom. 

3:21:26; Gal. 3:8-12). Christ’s sinlessness also shows the destructive power of sin 

in one’s life, and His sinlessness is linked to the obedient believer’s faith and 

forgiveness. 

John, the apostle, who wrote the book of Revelation, presented Christ as “The 

Lamb” 28 times throughout the book. The Book opens with Christ having been 

slain as a sacrificial person: “And to Him who loves us and has set us free from 

our sins by His blood. . .to Him be glory and power forever and ever” (Rev.1:5-6). 

The Lamb of God is depicted as the only One who “is worthy” to come into the 

presence of God and take the scrolls from the hand of God (Rev. 5); and then He 

unfolds history “chapter by chapter” (Rev. 6ff). It is significant to know that it 

was His sinless life and death on the cross that qualified Him to assume this role. 
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God’s grace is revealed therein; this was the key event in history and the 

redemptive process in all of human history. 

The One, who has purchased salvation from sin for every tribe, and language, and 

people, and nation; has His power in both His deity and in His finished, once-and-

for-all sacrificial work on the cross. He was equal to the living God in eternity, 

and He gave up that equality and picked up the form of a man and became a 

Servant, even unto death, the death on the cross (Phil. 2:5-8). Therefore, John 

views the Lamb in three spheres: salvation, history, and eternity. He is the living 

One, and He holds the keys to death and hell (Rev. 1:18). It was His cross that 

made this role possible. The cross was the answer to man’s sin problem, and the 

cross, still is the answer to man’s sin problem. 

It is not surprising to learn that the Author of Salvation and the Lord of history, is 

the object of heaven’s worship. The people of God can yet overcome the devil, 

shame, guilt, and sin “by the blood of the Lamb,” and we are assured that the final 

victory will be His and that of the obedient believers, since the Lamb of God 

proves to be “Lord of lords” and “King of kings” (Rev. 5:1-6; 22:1-3; 12:11; 

17:14). 

John presents Jesus as the Lamb of God, and One who does more than occupy the 

center stage in salvation, history, and worship. In addition, He will have a central 

place when history ends and the curtain rises on eternity. Yes, the stage in heaven 

will be occupied by the “Lamb of God” because human sin, shame, and guilt have 

found their antidote in the Person of the risen and living Christ, and in the infinite 

value of His finished work on the cross.  

Consider some of the leading religious teachings of the world: the Buddhist eight-

fold path, the Hindu way of karma, the Jewish covenant, the Islamic code of law, 

the Taoism philosophy (in its appeal to ecological concern), and even the 

philosophy of Confucius. Each of these offers a way to gain approval by works to 

be accepted by its deity. Christianity teaches that the individual (man or woman) 

is accepted by the infinite-personal, living God on the basis of simple, obedient 

faith and trust in the finished work and Person of Christ. The living God values 

man, and He seeks man in his rebellion. He loves us (John 3:16) in spite of our 

sinfulness.              

 

Summary: 

Why did the apostles and the early church cling to the old rugged cross? Why do 

Christians today, cling to the old rugged cross, and insist on its centrality, refusing 

to let it be pushed to the edge of our message? Why must we proclaim the scandal 

of the cross, and the glory of its shame? Because the cross lies at the heart of the 

Christian message! 

The apostles taught the importance of the death of Christ on the cross, His 

resurrection, and His saving grace. God intended that the just who lives by 

obedient faith; live their lives from the worth of the infinite value of the complete 

work of Christ on the cross. In this process, the church of the first century, and the 

church, the redeemed body of believers in Christ, today, will be used as a 

dispenser of His love, mercy, and grace to the world. Because the high price of 

Calvary demands no less. 


