Luke 23:1-49

The narrative we have just heard speaks for itself, so I’m only going to speak briefly this morning. 

As we listen to the story each Easter, most of us, I’m sure, shake our heads in sorrow and disbelief that such awful things could have happened.  But if we reflect for a moment, we may just find that there characters in this story that we identify with.

What about the disciples?  At this point, Jesus had been saying some pretty disturbing things.  He’d been talking about going away – about leaving them – about dying.  No doubt they were confused.  They believed Jesus to be the Messiah – but in their understanding, the Messiah was going to overthrow the Romans.  Now it looked as if Jesus was going to abdicate – to wuss out. Many scholars feel this was the reason behind Judas’s betrayal – that it was an attempt to force Jesus’s hand – to make him show his colours.  Of course Judas got it wrong.  The disciples didn’t understand, and they ran away.

Do we identify with that, I wonder.  At times, when we don’t understand the way God works in our lives, are we tempted to give this whole Christian thing the flick?

Then there was Judas. He didn’t understand the way God was working either.  But his approach was different.  He tried to take matters into his own hands, and make things happen the way he thought they should.  Do we identify with that, perhaps?  Are there times when we’re tempted to help God along – to give him a hand?   Do we sometimes find that it’s hard to wait for God to fulfil his promises to us, and so we try and move things along ourselves?

Then there’s Peter.  Do we identify with him?  Peter was full of enthusiasm and bravado when he was with all the other disciples – but with his back to the wall he lacked courage – he chickened out.  He was afraid. I’m sure some of us have been there.  In a group with others who are rubbishing the church, or rubbishing the Christian faith, or where people may be applauding and approving of injustice –we choose to remain silent. Sometimes our silence shouts as loudly as Peter’s denial…

How about the high priest?  So CERTAIN that he was right, so inflexible, so unwilling to listen, that he committed one of the worst atrocities the world has ever known. Have we been there, I wonder.  In a place where we have been totally unwilling to listen to others opinions, because we don’t want to acknowledge we may be wrong. Where we don’t want to back down or lose face.

Then there’s the crowd. Have you ever found that you have been swayed by public opinion?  That you’re thinking has been moulded by the media, or by strong personalities?  Has your belief about controversial Christian doctrines been formed by what others think, and not what you have determined for yourself?  

We mustn’t forget the centurion.  He stands out, doesn’t he, in this whole awful picture of corruption and violence.  He comes to a place, despite the violence, despite the corruption and the horror, where he can say aloud – “Truly – this was the Son of God.”

Perhaps we can identify with one of these characters – maybe more.  I’d be surprised if we didn’t.  If we see ourselves in the horror of this story, let’s not be discouraged, though.  Because in the very same story, out of the ashes as it were, comes a wonderful new beginning.

Out of all the violence and the horror of the crucifixion story – comes the dawning of peace and forgiveness.  Betrayal is met with victory.  Denial is met by love.  

There is a wonderful scene in Mel Gibson’s movie “The Passion”. As Jesus breathes his last, the earth quakes and the soldiers & crowd run away in panic, it seems that evil has won. Then the scene changes as the camera pans down on to a dry cracked surface like the ground in a drought – and to the devil.  In a moment of time, we see his screech of anger as he realises he has been totally defeated.  
Over the next couple of weeks, we follow the rest of the Easter story.  We see Jesus appearing to the women who loved him. – Gently healing their grief.

We see him appearing to the disciples – restoring their faith, and rebuilding their confidence

Peter’s story is particularly beautiful.  In the chapters that follow, we see Jesus, after he is raised from the dead, going back to Peter – broken, disillusioned Peter – and gently re-instating him, not only back into the group – but as leader of the group!  Three times, Peter denied his Lord.  Three times, Jesus gives him a new commission, to care for his church.

The story of the Passion of Christ is the story of the salvation and redemption of humankind.  The offer forgiveness and eternal life.  These are mind-blowing, cosmic realities.  

But the Passion of Christ is also the story of the transformation of the human spirit.  People meeting Jesus and finding wholeness from in their brokenness. Courage in their fear. Confidence in their insecurity. Love in their loneliness. Jesus takes and transforms those who place their lives in his hands, into his own image.  They become all that they are meant to become.

Christ offers that transformation to each one of us this morning.  No matter what we perceive our failures and weaknesses to be, Jesus takes us and transforms us.  Our part is simply to come.  

It’s to recognise, like the centurion, that Jesus is truly the Son of God.  That he is Lord of all.  And to come to him, offering him our life, in gratitude for his sacrifice.

Our part is to also to obey.

Jesus Christ offers us wholeness.  But the road to wholeness is a journey – a process.  And we facilitate that process by our obedience.  We need to be aware that there are times that obedience can be costly.  Jesus showed us the ultimate in obedience – and it cost him his life.  But even in the suffering of obedience, there is abundant life.

Jesus said, “I have come that you may have life, and have it in all its fullness”

This Palm Sunday, as we’ve listened again to the story of the sacrifice and love of our God for us, I pray that we will all be moved to come to him – wherever we may be in our journey of faith.  And to take that step of complete commitment to our Lord, who gave himself for us.

Let’s pray.

