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Readings: 
Isaiah 61:3  To appoint to them that mourn in Zion, to give to them beauty for 
ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; 
that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he 
might be glorified. 
 
Luke 23:34  Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are 
doing.” And they divided up his clothes by casting lots. 
 
 
When I was a young primary school kid in Cape Town I got into the bad habit of 
swopping my toys as soon as I got bored of them.   My folks bought me a full troop 
of Cowboys and Indians, complete with wagons and tepees and painted totem 
poles and I swopped them for a broken boat hull with a non-functioning motor.  I 
had a one of a kind German-made train set and I swopped it for a barely functional 
hi-rev battery operated racing track.   My parents bought me a highly detailed 
plastic truck that was big enough to sit on and ride and I wanted to swop it for a 
giant plastic bag that an older boy was trying to fly as a kite (I was sure I could do a 
better job!)  Fortunately on this occasion my parents intervened and said, “Enough 
now!” 
 
Some swops are bad ideas, but, some may be good for us.  What would you like to 
swop out?   Isaiah 61:3 says that God can swop ashes for beauty, mourning for joy, 
and the spirit of heaviness for praise.  Are you interested in finding out how this 
swop shop works? 
 
Questions for Reflection 

1) If you could swop out some things in your life what might these be? 
2) How would these swops change your life? 

 
Today I would like to suggest that the cross is the ultimate swop shop.  At this swop 
shop you are never cheated only blessed, but remember at every swop shop you 
have to give something up!  
Questions for Reflection 

1) What would you be eager to give up at the foot of the cross? 
2) What would be difficult to give up? 



 
How does this swop shop work?   The general principle of life is that our sin is 
simply reflected back to us.  We get angry with someone who cuts us off, we shout 
and shake our fist and… they get angry back and sign us (our sin reflected back).  
Both of us now have higher levels of angry adrenalin pumping through our veins 
and who knows who the next victim will be, our spouse, our child…? Sin most often 
begins a chain reaction.  How can these chains of sin be stopped?  It takes a punch 
bag.  A punch bag is a wonderful thing.  I’ve got one hanging in my garage.  I can 
put my gloves on and channel some low level aggression into it and after it has 
stopped swinging it just hangs there.  It carries it no further…. It’s a little like 
punching a wall but just more user friendly.  The wall absorbs the impact into 
itself…. 
 
Questions for Reflection 

1) If you feel like punching a wall what is normally going on in your life? 
2) What does “punching a wall” do for you (other than bruised knuckles)? 

 
Now the cross of Christ works something like this, only much better!  Picture the 
scene: Christ hanging on the cross and a crowd before him.  Who is this crowd, who 
do they represent!   They are humans; they represent humanity, you and me.  They 
are angry, bitter, threatened, looking out for themselves, protecting their interests, 
apathetic, closed to the new life that Christ brings, arrogant, proud, easily 
influenced and swayed by corrupt authorities etc. etc.  All manner of sinfulness is 
represented here. The sin inside you and me publically displayed.  And where is the 
brunt of this sin directed? Where is the punch bag?  Who are they hitting out at?  
Christ on the cross!  How does he deal with this sin?  I said earlier that the general 
principle in life is that our sin is just reflected back at us.  Imagine if Christ did this: 
the all-powerful God annihilating this crowd of sinners with fire and earthquake.  
No, at great cost to himself he allows himself to be this punch bag,  whipped and 
beaten, nailed to a tree, mocked and scorned….he absorbs it all into himself.  And 
in return he offers forgiveness, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what 
they are doing.”   This is his prayer. 
Questions for Reflection 

1) Picture Christ absorbing sin for us.  What is the cost to him? 
 
Can you see how the ultimate swop shop works?  We stand before the cross and 
pour our hearts out to God.  And in return he offers us forgiveness, his life poured 
out, his body given and his blood shed.  It’s beauty for ashes, joy for mourning and 
praise for heaviness.    The cost of these swops is paid by Christ, he takes the 
punches and absorbs our violence. He dies, and in return, not vengeance but 
precious and sacred life is renewed. 



 
What would you like to swop at the cross today? Let us look at the verse from 
Isaiah. This verse presents us with three categories of transformation: 
 
 

1) We bring ashes, he gives beauty.  Ashes represent destruction, annihilation, 
death, the end. All colour is gone, only grey remains, beauty is hidden.  The 
crowd before the cross destroys beauty and reduces it to ashes:  “Crucify 
him, crucify him” they shout.  What destructiveness do you need to give up at 
the foot of the cross?  We can be destructive towards ourselves, to those 
close to us, to our dreams and plans, towards creation and towards God. How 
can God transform our ashes into something of beauty again?   As our old 
selves die at the cross, he clothes us in Christ: Love, love, love…..This is the 
beauty of Christ…. 

 
Questions for Reflection 

1) In what ways are you destructive towards yourself, others and God? 
2) Looking at your past: how has destructive behaviour harmed you? 

 
 

2) We bring mourning, he gives joy.   Our mourning represents those things that 
have hurt us.  Those areas where we need healing.  In our unhealed state we 
easily become part of the problem, passing on our brokenness to others.  The 
cross becomes a place of trade:  We bring our mourning, he heals: his body 
and blood.  And as we journey in healing he brings joy…. 

 
Questions for Reflection 

1) How are you hurt? What wounds do you carry?    
2) How does it feel to know that Christ was wounded for you? 

 
 

3) We bring a spirit of heaviness, he gives us praise!  We are told that it is not all 
about feelings and that facts are what is important. But what is life without 
positive feelings, what is life without a “wow” or “that’s awesome” or 
“cowabunga man”.   What is life without praise?  At the cross we can swop 
our spirit of heaviness for trust, optimism, security, a life of worship and 
praise.  A life that is really worth living. 

 
Questions for Reflection 

1)  How are your feelings hopeless and repetitive?  How do these feelings erode 
life? 



 
 
Isaiah says,” to give to them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the 
garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness;… that they might be called trees of 
righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he might be glorified.”  It is so that we 
can stand tall like beautiful trees of life reflecting God’s glory. 
 
Without the cross we don’t only gather dust: we gather ashes, mourning, 
heaviness. Let the cross swop the burden for beauty, for joy, for praise, so that you 
can stand tall reflecting Christ glory…. 
 
Going to the cross: Let’s make use of this gift of transformation!  
 

1) First off we must note that engaging with the cross is something we are 
called to do daily.  “Then he said to them all: “If anyone would come after 
me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 
9:23). This transformation that God offers us is a life giving process.   The 
exercise below is something to be lived with and repeated. 

2) How do we begin?  Sit comfortably or kneel (perhaps even before a cross).   
Slow down your breathing and breathe deeply and comfortably.  Find peace 
and calm in the rhythm of your breath.  This may take a few minutes. 

3) Bring your heart to God and together with him search your heart.  It may help 
to consider the three categories we have looked at today.  We are searching 
for ashes (that which is destroyed or destructive), for mourning (hurts, pain) 
and for heaviness (oppressive feelings).  Keep breathing deeply.  As you 
become aware of any areas of struggle name them as you breathe out and 
give them to Christ upon the cross he will “absorb” them into his death.  
Again this may take a few minutes. 

4) Hear God pronouncing a word of release and forgiveness. “Your sins are 
forgiven, go and sin no more.”   And now focus on your in breath.   As you 
breathe in let God lift up a new work that He would breathe in to your heart.  
This is resurrection.  What would replace the ashes?  Beauty!  What would 
replace the mourning? Joy!  What would replace the heaviness? Praise!    

5) Picture how you would practically live this new life that God is raising up.  See 
yourself moving through your life (carrying the cross) expressing beauty, joy 
and praise.  In this way you will be sharing in this transforming ministry of the 
cross and Christ.  

6) This process cannot be rushed; it is like a seed planted in the ground. Set 
aside some quiet time each week to repeat this exercise and expect the seed 
to germinate, to break the soil and grow into a tall tree reflecting the glory 
and life of God. 


