
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Fifth Sunday in Lent – Passion Sunday

psalter:
Psalm 51
1st lesson:
Isaiah 1:10-20
2nd lesson:
John 8:46-59
Predictions of the Passion
The Gospel for today ends by telling us of an attempt to put Christ to death by stoning Him. At the climax of His dispute here in one of the temple courts, He took unto Himself the ancient Name of God, as given in the book of Exodus: "Verily, verily, I say unto you, Before Abraham was, I am." His listeners, whose hearts were closed to Him, believed He was thus guilty of blasphemy, and picked up some of the pieces of building stones lying in the temple to put Him to death. "But Jesus hid himself, and went out of the temple."
This enmity had not taken long to develop in the hearts of those who would not accept His message. Saint Mark tells us in the second chapter of his Gospel that Christ was charged with blasphemy, early in His ministry, because He said to a paralytic, "My son, your sins are forgiven." The power to forgive sins was God's alone, and some who were there rejoiced that God had given such power unto men; but His critics saw Him as worthy of death.
They also wanted to execute Him because of what they believed were violations of the commandment to keep holy the Sabbath day. In a certain synagogue on a Sabbath, there was a man there with a withered hand. Current interpretation of the commandment at that time held that a medical emergency could be taken care of on the Day of Rest, but that all other medical work must wait until the next day. But the Lord of the Sabbath was present, and He knew that a work of mercy on the Day whose institution was an act of mercy would not be wrong. So He restored the man's hand to its original condition. His enemies' sense of what was right was so far out of balance that they "went out, and immediately held counsel . . . against him, how to destroy him." (Mark 3:1-6)
He knew that if He were to carry His work to its conclusion, as He fully intended to do, this course of action would lead to His death; and that death was in fact a necessity, if He were to give His life as a ransom for many. Thus He eventually began to teach His disciples that this was coming.
In Matthew, Mark and Luke, there are three clear predictions of His Passion and Resurrection. The first one was a great shock to the disciples, not only because it went against their beliefs about what the Messiah would be, but also because it came immediately after Peter's great confession of faith at Caesarea Philippi; when, in response to his Lord's question, "Whom say ye that I am?" he answered, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God." Then, writes Matthew, "From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised." (Matthew 17:21)
Peter was bold enough to rebuke Him: "God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you." He and the other disciples could not at this point comprehend a suffering Messiah. But he is severely rebuked himself; Christ tells him to get behind Him, and even calls him "Satan," because Peter, without realizing it, was trying to get the Lord to be a Messiah without any suffering, as Satan himself had tried to do. Then Christ tells His disciples that they must learn to share in His sacrifice: "If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me." (Matthew 17:24)
As someone has said, "They, too, must walk in the same path and share in their measure the heavy load which lay on Him. They must deny themselves, but not Christ; they must even 'bear the cross' as a condemned criminal did on the way to his crucifixion."
The second prediction of His Passion came soon after the Transfiguration, and the contrast between the two was as great as the contrast of the first with Peter's confession. On the mountain top, Luke tells us, "His countenance was altered, and his raiment was white and glistering." Moses and Elijah appeared to Him "in glory," and then the cloud of God's glory came down onto the top of the mountain; and Peter, James and John, who were there with Christ, heard the divine voice saying, "This is my beloved Son: hear him." (Luke 9).
Shortly thereafter, He repeated the prediction of His coming suffering. All the glory of the Transfiguration would seem to be gone, but He would return to it, but only by the way of the Cross. As the Collect for Monday before Easter says of Him, He "went not up to joy but first he suffered pain, and entered not into glory before he was crucified."
The third prediction came near Jericho, as Jesus and the disciples were starting up the road to Jerusalem. He was walking alone, ahead of them, bowed down with the prospect of what was ahead of Him. The disciples walked behind; "and they were amazed, and . . . afraid," writes Mark (10:32-34). They were still a long way from understanding what was going to happen, but knew by now that a period of great suffering lay before their Master, and that nothing would turn Him away from this course of action.
He followed this way because He knew that He was the embodiment and fulfillment of the vision of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53. He accepted His Passion because He was convinced that only in this way could He give His life as a ransom for many, as He had said that He would (Mark 10:45). As any human being would who was faced with such a prospect, He asked that it be removed from Him, but pledged anew to do His Father's will, and did so when it was clear again that He must go to the cross to redeem mankind. 

"He hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows," says Isaiah of the Suffering Servant: "He was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed . . .  and the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all."
If anyone is scandalized by how quickly God forgives us when we ask Him to, we can remind them that it is because Christ has borne the moral cost of our sin. It is not because God takes sin lightly. It is because, as Isaiah writes of the Suffering Servant, He has made "his soul an offering for sin."
But Isaiah also says, "He shall see the travail of his soul, and be satisfied." That is, because of the redemption that He has accomplished through His life and work, and especially through the Cross, the Servant will come again to His glory which was revealed on the Mount of Transfiguration. God says of Him, "Therefore will I divide him a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong." Christ saw the Way of the Cross, and knew that He must follow it. Thus, in some other words spoken by the prophet Isaiah, God can freely say to us and to all people, "Come now, and let us reason together . . .  though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool." (Isaiah 1:18)
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