Why The Cross Is A Stumbling Block To The Jews (And
Others)

This message was inspired by and loosely based on Amir Tsarfati's message, “Why is
the Cross a Stumbling Block to the Jews?”

1 Corinthians 1:23 NKJV
But we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks
foolishness.

Outline:
1. The problem of the first century Jews with a cross;

2. The problem of the Jews in general with the message of the cross; and
3. The problem of the Jews with the bearers of the cross.

1. The problem of the first century Jews with a cross

Understanding the origin of death by crucifixion

The first civilisation or culture to use a cross as a method of punishment was the
Persians. “The oldest record comes from Herodotus who noted that Darius crucified
3,000 inhabitants of Babylon.” (Amir Tsarfati) From them the practice spread to many
other nations and cultures, including the Greeks and then the Romans.

Understanding the process of crucifixion—the ultimate slow torturous death

The process of crucifixion starts with being flagellated or whipped, and also beaten.
Then they would tie a wooden beam behind your back, tie your hands to it, and lead
you to where they would nail that cross piece to a standing tree. They would also nail
your feet and hands to the wood.

“The Roman philosopher, Seneca, who lived from 4 BC — 65 AD, wrote this: “Can
anyone be found who would prefer wasting away in pain dying limb by limb, or letting
out his life drop by drop [a slow painful death], rather than expiring once for all [a quick
death]? Can any man be found willing to be fastened to the accursed tree, long sickly,
already deformed, swelling with ugly weals on shoulders and chest, and drawing the
breath of life amid a long-drawn-out agony? He would have many excuses for dying
even before mounting the cross.” (Amir Tsarfati)

Understanding the cultural understanding of crucifixion during the Roman Empire

“During the Roman Empire, crucifixion was primarily reserved for... traitors, deserters,
foreigners, despised enemies, captive armies, slaves, the most violent offenders, and
those guilty of high treason.” (Amir Tsarfati) Roman citizens would not be crucified.
Instead, if found guilty and deserving of capital punishment, they would receive a
quick and painless execution. Crucifixion was reserved for the lower classes of
people.



Understanding the Jewish understanding of crucifixion

Because of the horrific and humiliating death that crucifixion represents, the Jews did
not practice it (The Jew’s preferred method of capital punishment was by stoning). In
fact, the Scriptures predicting this awful form of punishment, says that anyone who
dies by crucifixion (hanged on a tree), is accused by God.

Deuteronomy 21:22-23 NKJV

If a man has committed a sin deserving of death, and he is put to death, and you hang
him on a tree, 23 his body shall not remain overnight on the tree, but you shall surely
bury him that day, so that you do not defile the land which the LORD your God is
giving you as an inheritance; for he who is hanged is accursed of God.”

But Paul shows us that Jesus became accursed of God, so that we could be blessed
by God. We all deserve to die that slow horrible death, to be accused by God and
therefore separated from God, but Jesus suffered it for us.

Galatians 3:13-14 NKJV

Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it
is written, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree”), 14 that the blessing of Abraham
might come upon the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, that we might receive the promise of
the Spirit through faith.

So now we can start to see why the Jews had such a problem with their Messiah
being crucified. How can the Anointed One, the King, the Messiah, the Saviour, be
“accursed of God”?

This is why Peter reacted so strongly to Jesus’s declaration that He would die by
crucifixion. Remember that the only way Jesus could be killed by capital punishment
was by the Romans, who used crucifixion for non-citizens, and Jesus was not a
Roman citizen.

Matthew 16:13-17, 20-23 NKJV

When Jesus came into the region of Caesarea Philippi, He asked His disciples,
saying, “Who do men say that I, the Son of Man, am?”

14 So they said, “Some say John the Baptist, some Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one
of the prophets.”

15 He said to them, “But who do you say that | am?”

16 Simon Peter answered and said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”

17 Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and
blood has not revealed this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.

20 Then He commanded His disciples that they should tell no one that He was Jesus
the Christ.

21 From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem,
and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be Killed,
and be raised the third day.

22 Then Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, “Far be it from You,
Lord; this shall not happen to You!”

23 But He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are an offense to Me,
for you are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men.”



The disciples and the Jews saw the messiah as a conquering king, someone who
would bring them physical blessings by rescuing them from the physical Roman
oppression they were under. The thought that the Messiah would be killed—
especially by crucifixion—by the ones that He was supposed to deliver them from,
was simply unthinkable. (By the way, the motivation for believing in Jesus because
He will give us physical prosperity is today called the prosperity gospel—we all love a
genie who will give us everything we want. But, like the Jews, we need to remember
that our greatest need is our sin problem; we need forgiveness and eternal life much
more that we need a better life now.)

A few days later Jesus did reveal to them the glory of His future kingdom.

Matthew 17:1-9 NKJV

Now after six days Jesus took Peter, James, and John his brother, led them up on a
high mountain by themselves; 2and He was transfigured before them. His face shone
like the sun, and His clothes became as white as the light. 3 And behold, Moses and
Elijah appeared to them, talking with Him. 4 Then Peter answered and said to Jesus,
“Lord, it is good for us to be here; if You wish, let us make here three tabernacles: one
for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”

5 While he was still speaking, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them; and
suddenly a voice came out of the cloud, saying, “This is My beloved Son, in whom |
am well pleased. Hear Him!” ¢ And when the disciples heard it, they fell on their faces
and were greatly afraid. 7 But Jesus came and touched them and said, “Arise, and do
not be afraid.” 8 When they had lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only.

9 Now as they came down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them, saying, “Tell
the vision to no one until the Son of Man is risen from the dead.”

Why do you think that Jesus told the disciples not to tell anyone of the vision of the
glory of His future Kingdom when He comes back the second time to rule the earth for
1,000 years? Because news would have spread and people would have made Him
king by force—He wouldn’t have been crucified. It had almost happened before, after
Jesus had fed the five thousand.

John 6:14-15 NKJV

Then those men, when they had seen the sign that Jesus did, said, “This is truly the
Prophet who is to come into the world.” 15 Therefore when Jesus perceived that they
were about to come and take Him by force to make Him king, He departed again to
the mountain by Himself alone.

Jesus was doing His very best to communicate to the disciples that His first mission
was to die, and then His second mission was to conquer. The Jewish mindset just
couldn’t see that there were two comings of the Messiah—first the suffering Messiah
(e.g. Isaiah 53), and then the conquering Messiah.

This leads into the second reason that the Jews stumbled over a crucified messiah—
they didn't see their need for Him—they didn’t understand their sin or its
consequences.



2. The problem of the Jews in general with the message of the cross

The Jews (and many others) have always had the problem, even to this very day, of
failing to understand that they have a problem that can only be solved by someone
else dying for them: They think that they can do enough on their own, that they are
good enough on their own, to be accepted by God. Because they don’t understand
their sin problem, they fail to see that Jesus’s death in their place is the only solution
to that problem.

Romans 10:1-4 NLT

Dear brothers and sisters, the longing of my heart and my prayer to God is for the
people of Israel to be saved. 2| know what enthusiasm they have for God, but it is
misdirected zeal. 3 For they don’t understand God’s way of making people right with
himself. Refusing to accept God’s way, they cling to their own way of getting
right with God by trying to keep the law. 4 For Christ has already accomplished the
purpose for which the law was given. As a result, all who believe in him are made right
with God.

Consider the following example. Imagine that | came and told you, “I have great news
for you. 1 just paid your $500,000 fine so now you don’t have to go to prison for life.”
Now, you would be thinking, but | don’t have a fine that needs to be paid, what
foolishness is this. Not only would it be foolishness to you, but you would also be
insulted. You would be thinking, how dare you label me as a criminal, having
committed such a terrible crime that there would be a $500,000 fine! I'm a good law
abiding citizen.

But then | explain to you that two days ago you were doing 100km/hr through a school
zone while texting on your phone, and a grade two student was hospitalised after
being run over by your car. | show you the dash cam footage of a car that was
travelling in the opposite direction which recorded the whole scene. Your face goes
white, your skin cold and clammy, as you realise just how close you came to spending
the rest of your life behind bars. Then your attitude changes to one of thankfulness
for my sacrifice on your behalf, instead of wounded pride.

This is why when we evangelise, we must begin with the Law, the 10 commandments.
The purpose of the law is to reveal sin. If a person doesn’t understand their need for
the Saviour, then they will be like the Jews and consider Jesus death on the cross as
foolishness. We must come to understand that the penalty for sin is eternity in hell.

Romans 3:19-20 NLT

Obviously, the law applies to those to whom it was given, for its purpose is to keep
people from having excuses, and to show that the entire world is guilty before God.
20 For no one can ever be made right with God by doing what the law commands. The
law simply shows us how sinful we are.

But even today, there are many who think like the majority of the Jews still do, not
understanding that the Law is not something that God wants us to try to keep in order
to be good enough, that it's not all about trying hard. Rather, each person must come
to realise that the Law is simply a tool that He has blessed us with that diagnoses our
fatal sin disease, and points us to the fact that putting our trust the Messiah’s
sacrificial death in our place is the only cure. Think of the Law as like a mirror, it's
great at showing us our faults, but can do nothing to rectify them.



The Jews as a nation will repent when Jesus comes back at His Second Coming
which occurs at the end of the seven year Tribulation

The Bible tells us that Israel’s “blindness in part” (the majority of the nation of Israel
not believing) will last “until the time of the gentiles” is finished; at at that point the
majority of the nation of Israel will turn to Christ and repent of the sin of rejecting
Christ and crucifying Him.

Romans 11:25-27 NKJV

For | do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest you
should be wise in your own opinion, that blindness in part has happened to Israel
until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. 26 And so all Israel will be saved, as
it is written:

“The Deliverer [Jesus] will come out of Zion, and He will turn away ungodliness from
Jacob; 27 For this is My covenant with them, when | take away their sins.”

Revelation 1:7 NKJV

Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will see Him, even they who
pierced Him. And all the tribes of the earth will mourn because of Him. Even so,
Amen.

Zechariah 12:10 NKJV

And | will pour on the house of David and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem the Spirit of
grace and supplication; then they will look on Me whom they pierced. Yes, they will
mourn for Him as one mourns for his only son, and grieve for Him as one grieves for a
firstborn.

Again, the majority of the Jews, instead of being spiritually blind, will have their eyes
opened when Jesus comes back with His Church to the earth at His Second coming
at the end of the Tribulation. Like we all must do to be saved, they will mourn and
grieve over their sin.

3. The problem of the Jews with the bearers of the cross

This last issue comes much closer to home for us in the church today. There has
been much done in the name of the cross that is completely shameful. Over the
years, much innocent blood has been shed in the name of Jesus, causing many Jews,
Muslims, and other non-believers, to look at Christians with distain and disgust. If
they see the bearers of the cross as being contemptible, then they will also see the

message of the cross as being contemptible.

For example, the Crusaders who performed pogroms (organised killings of large
groups of people) against the Jews. An example, the Catholic knights from Western
Europe, killed over 10,000 Jews as they passed through Germany on their way to
Jerusalem. Then when they got to Jerusalem they locked all the Jews in the the
Synagogue in Jerusalem, and then set the building on fire. While all the Jews were
being burned alive, the Crusaders raised their crosses high and said “To You Christ
we bring all the glory” (Amir Tsarfati). The same thing was done to the Muslims, which
is why many of them still call Christians “Crusaders”, even to the present day.



Even many of the Germans who participated in the holocaust would have identified as
Christians, because the German church, by and large, believed what Hitler did about
the Jews. Why? Because the idea that Jews were not fit to live should be killed
wholesale was made popular by Martin Luther himself with his book, “On the Jews
and their lies”. The reformers certainly did not reform the hostile and satanic
replacement theology teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, as they continued to
teach that the church has replaced Israel as God’s chosen people. They therefore
have much to answer for when it comes to how they have influenced people over the
years to hate and kill the Jews. Hitler himself held up a copy of Luther’s book, “On the
Jews and their lies”, as he successfully persuaded the German nation that Jews were
not fit to live and must be eradicated. Just imagine what the Jews would have thought
of the Christians as Hitler justified his genocide of them using a book written by the
founder of the reformed church in Germany. Unfortunately, the replacement theology
lie still permeates much of the church, causing many Christians to still hate or treat
with indifference the Jews even to this very day.

God loves the Jews, they will always be His chosen people. Satan hates the Jews
and wants to kill them. Whose side are we on? It really is that simple.

Jeremiah 31:33-37 NLT

“But this is the new covenant | will make with the people of Israel after those days [at
the second coming],” says the Lord. “I will put my instructions deep within them, and
| will write them on their hearts. | will be their God, and they will be my people. 34 And
they will not need to teach their neighbours, nor will they need to teach their relatives,
saying, ‘You should know the Lord.” For everyone, from the least to the greatest, will
know me already,” says the Lord. “And | will forgive their wickedness, and | will never
again remember their sins.”

351t is the Lord who provides the sun to light the day and the moon and stars to light
the night, and who stirs the sea into roaring waves. His name is the Lord of Heaven’s
Armies, and this is what he says:

36“l am as likely to reject my people Israel as | am to abolish the laws of nature!”
37 This is what the Lord says: “Just as the heavens cannot be measured and the
foundations of the earth cannot be explored, so | will not consider casting them
away for the evil they have done. |, the Lord, have spoken!

It's important for us to recognise when we witness to Jews and Muslims, in fact
anyone who has a good understanding of history, that they remember the horrific acts
that so-called Christians have done in the name of Christ, both past and present. This
means that we must first win their respect and prove that we are true believers, who
act according to God'’s heart, and not according to satan’s desire to kill and destroy all
Jews. Christians have actually been given the specific task of loving and evangelising
the Jews by God Himself.

Romans 11:13-14 NLT

| am saying all this especially for you Gentile [believers]. God has appointed me as
the apostle to the Gentiles. | stress this, 4 for | want somehow to make the people
of Israel jealous of what you Gentiles have, so | might save some of them.

Believers make the Jews Jealous of us by demonstrating that we have the love of
Christ in us, that we are in relationship with God, walking with God, that we are
actually accepted by God. Only then will the Jews will recognise that we have what
they should have, and so they will be jealous of us and want what we have—a right
relationship with God.



1.

3.

Summary and conclusion

The problem of the first century Jews with a cross

The cross was a symbol of shame and disgrace—only traitors and the lowest of
criminals were executed by crucifixion. Not only did the Jews not understand the
two comings of Christ, that He must first come as the Suffering Servant, but they
were mortified by the thought that their Messiah could ever be accused of God
and die such a shameful death.

The problem of the Jews in general with the message of the cross

The Jews, just like many others today, fail to understand that they have a problem
that can only be solved by someone else dying for them: They think that they can
do enough on their own, that they are good enough on their own, to be accepted
by God. Because they don’t understand their sin problem, they fail to see that
Jesus’s death in their place is the only solution to that problem. Of course this is a
common problem for people today as well, not just the Jews. The answer is to
use the Law when sharing the good news of the Gospel.

“I do not believe any man can preach the gospel who does not preach the Law...
lower the Law and you dim the light by which man perceives his guilt. This is a
very serious loss to the sinner rather than a gain, for it lessons the likelihood of his
conviction and conversion. | say you have deprived the gospel of its ablest
auxiliary [its most powerful weapon] when you have set aside the law. You have
taken away from it the schoolmaster that is to bring men to Christ... They will
never accept grace till they tremble before just and holy Law. Therefore the law
serves a most necessary purpose, and it must not be removed from its place.”
(Charles Spurgeon)

“People will never set their faces decidedly towards heaven, and live like pilgrims,
until they really feel that they are in danger of hell... let us expound and beat out
the 10 Commandments, and show the length, and breath, and depth, and height
of their requirements. This is the way of our Lord in the sermon on the mount. We
cannot do better than follow His plan. We may depend on it: man will never come
to Jesus, and stay with Jesus, and live for Jesus, unless they really know why they
are to come, and what is their need. Those whom the spirit draws to Jesus are
those whom the spirit has convicted of sin. Without thorough conviction of sin,
men may seem to come to Jesus and follow him for a season, but they will soon
fall away and return to the world.” (J. C. Ryle)

The problem of the Jews with the bearers of the cross

If we are going to be effective in our witness, we must first demonstrate love to
those who we share the gospel with. For the message to reach the heart, it must
come from the heart—we must demonstrate a genuine and sacrificial love and
concern for those who we are sharing the gospel with. We must walk the walk
before we have the right to talk the talk. It is not only the Jews who are turned off
by worldly Christians, but any unbeliever. May we seek to love the Lord with all
our heart, soul, mind and strength, so we can life a life that pleases Him, and not
blaspheme His holy name, effectively inoculating people from ever wanting to hear
and understand the gospel.



