Easter: love that transcends all Law

I want to explore, further, a theme that Mike Slaughter, Pastor of Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church, used as a pivotal point for a sermon in late March.  The underpinning or crux, of this 2 part homily, was the transition from Mt. Sinai to Mt. Calvary.  Or, in other words … what has changed as we have moved our faith from the place of Laws (religion) to the place of perfect love (grace)?  The first thing that comes to mind is the type of relationship that we have with God.  This may be the reason that early Christians believed that the Old Testament and New Testament Gods were indeed separate beings or entities.

Because of time constraints as we near the Easter (Passover) holiday, I do not believe that this will be an elegant nor particularly pristine lesson, but I pray it will get the point across.  

Remembering the love that transformed the world.  See e-Sword for translation (Holman Bible; CD6).
Points of interest

Easter is about a relationship … each of us and Christ 

Easter is about ultimate love … laying down of a life, God’s most precious life

Easter is about prophetic fulfillment of the Law … in Him is salvation 

Easter is about our debt being forgiven forever … as far as the east is from the west

Easter is about a God who cannot be placed in a box or confined by human understanding … He is greater than all we think we know, so we must keep an open mind to the possibilities.  Let no thing stand before Him.

(ITEM 1)

Matthew 16:1  The Pharisees and Sadducees approached, and as a test, asked Him to show them a sign from heaven. 

16:2  He answered them: "When evening comes you say, 'It will be good weather because the sky is red.'
16:3  And in the morning, 'Today will be stormy because the sky is red and threatening.' You know how to read the appearance of the sky, but you can't read the signs of the times.
This passage from Matthew sets the tone for our lesson.  The urgency Christ feels conveys the short time He knows He has left to thwart Satan, defeat death, fulfill prophecy, and be the ultimate lamb for our sins … but also the comparatively short time we have left in this church age.  

This age is the end of time.  Yet the legalists cannot see it coming.  Not then, not now!

(ITEM 2)

Mark 11:7  Then they brought the donkey to Jesus and threw their robes on it, and He sat on it. 

11:8  Many people spread their robes on the road, and others spread leafy branches cut from the fields. 

11:9  Then those who went ahead and those who followed kept shouting: Hosanna! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!
11:10  Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David! Hosanna in the highest heaven! 

This is how it began, celebratory and unabashedly upbeat.  It is amazing that such high hopes could be dashed within days.  Yet as the cycle must fulfill its purpose, and represent the very cycles of life and death, faith and tribulation, so the cycle of prophecy was set in motion.  

Christ was about to fulfill His reason for being.  And I do not believe that any of this was a surprise to Him.  On the contrary, the unfolding events are all too clear and painful.  Christ the man, was both afraid and driven.  But we glorify Him in His willingness to follow through with the greatest sacrifice that humankind has ever known.  A sacrifice we can only consider in our greatest sense of altruism. And yet, he placed us first … He died a criminal and slave to God’s will.  Would that we could be such slaves! 
(ITEM 3)

Mark 14:15  He will show you a large room upstairs, furnished and ready. Make the preparations for us there."
14:16  So the disciples went out, entered the city, and found it just as He had told them, and they prepared the Passover. 

14:17  When evening came, He arrived with the Twelve. 

14:18  While they were reclining and eating, Jesus said, "I assure you: One of you will betray Me--one who is eating with Me!"
14:19  They began to be distressed and to say to Him one by one, "Surely not I?" 

14:20  He said to them, "It is one of the Twelve--the one who is dipping bread with Me in the bowl.
14:21  For the Son of Man will go just as it is written about Him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that man if he had not been born."
14:22  As they were eating, He took bread, blessed and broke it, gave it to them, and said, "Take it; this is My body."
14:23  Then He took a cup, and after giving thanks, He gave it to them, and so they all drank from it. 

14:24  He said to them, "This is My blood that establishes the covenant; it is shed for many.
With the newly released Gospel of Judas, there is increased interest in all that surrounds the Synoptic accounts of the Last Supper and the betrayal that has come to symbolize all that we detest.  The truth is … Judas represents us all.   In light of that knowledge, none of us should be too smug.  We have all betrayed Him, yet He died for us.  That is why it’s  called grace, a gift… because we do not deserve it.  Like the best gifts, this one is free. 

Judas was not unique in Scripture, he was an icon; he was a necessity.  He did for silver what each of us does for various self-serving and hedonistic pleasures.  We should not be too hard on him unless we are prepared to cast stones and [pretend to] be without sin.

Before He willingly gave all, Jesus illustrated the new covenant between God and His children by symbolically offering up bread as body and wine as blood.  He taught us how to remember [as often as required] this selfless act, and how to perform the Eucharist, that we might also consume all that He is: to partake of Him. We are to remember His sacrifice with a holy act of remembrance, to ask forgiveness, atone … unlike the betrayer and the unbeliever, we are to purify our hearts and commune with Christ through the Holy Spirit.  We are to recline at the same table because we are also His disciples.  Our commission compels us to go out into the world and witness in Christ Jesus’ name.    

RU4JESUS?

(ITEM 4)

Matthew 26:45  Then He came to the disciples and said to them, "Are you still sleeping and resting? Look, the time is near. The Son of Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners.
26:46  Get up; let's go! See--My betrayer is near."

His disciples were sleeping, so to speak, as many of us are today.  The betrayer is as near as he has ever been, and gaining on us as we steer closer to God, and the living memory of the Perfect Sacrifice.  Make no mistake … Satan is extremely interested in these times of heightened fervor.  Unfortunately we are often vulnerable because we do not take the Spiritual warfare seriously.  This can be a time of great blessing and greater susceptibility.  Pray for the armor of God as defined in Ephesians 6.  

(Item 5)

Matthew 26:61  stated, "This man said, 'I can demolish God's sanctuary and rebuild it in three days.'" 

26:62  The high priest then stood up and said to Him, "Don't You have an answer to what these men are testifying against You?" 

26:63  But Jesus kept silent. Then the high priest said to Him, "By the living God I place You under oath: tell us if You are the Messiah, the Son of God!" 

26:64  "You have said it," Jesus told him. "But I tell you, in the future you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power and coming on the clouds of heaven."
26:65  Then the high priest tore his robes and said, "He has blasphemed! Why do we still need witnesses? Look, now you've heard the blasphemy! 

26:66  What is your decision?" They answered, "He deserves death!"
He deserved death because he told the truth, an unpalatable truth, the only real truth … and to the obvious chagrin of the power elite … the orthodoxy.  Sadly, much has not changed in the ensuing 2000 years.  It was all true:  the sanctuary would be rebuilt in three days.  Praise God for His risen Son … the Body of our church.

 (Item 6)
John 10:9  I am the door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved and will come in and go out and find pasture.
10:10  A thief comes only to steal and to kill and to destroy. I have come that they may have life and have it in abundance.
10:11  "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.
And, so He did.  Jesus Christ is the only door to an eternity with God.  He is the narrow and straight road.  The Good Shepherd always lays down His life down for His sheep. It is true that [we] will not die if we only believe … that if we follow Him faithfully and are fully, deeply committed … as sheep to the slaughter we may die to this world, but live in Him ... forever.  There is no greater glory.  Unlike the world, the thief of time and beauty, life in Christ gives back sevenfold the treasure of the spirit.  

We lay up our treasure in heaven. 

(Item 7)

John 18:33  Then Pilate went back into the headquarters, summoned Jesus, and said to Him, "Are You the King of the Jews?" 

18:34  Jesus answered, "Are you asking this on your own, or have others told you about Me?"
18:35  "I'm not a Jew, am I?" Pilate replied. "Your own nation and the chief priests handed You over to me. What have You done?" 

18:36  "My kingdom is not of this world," said Jesus. "If My kingdom were of this world, My servants would fight, so that I wouldn't be handed over to the Jews. As it is, My kingdom does not have its origin here."
18:37  "You are a king then?" Pilate asked. "You say that I'm a king," Jesus replied. "I was born for this, and I have come into the world for this: to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to My voice."
Pilate had choices, and so do we.  While God knows our hearts, He allows us free will.  Pilate could not give up all that he was … station, authority and Rome, to be all that could be made of him in Christ.  Christ is nothing but hope, all else is devoid of it.  

If the stories are true, God spoke to Pilate through his wife, the kind voice that beckoned him to consider the obvious.  But he could not.  He was not so different than you and me.

Pilate did not listen to the voice of truth; authorities do not listen to the voice of truth.  Christ speaks the voice of truth in the message of the cross.  His voice will shape our lives if we let it.   

(Item 8)
John 19:17  Carrying His own cross, He went out to what is called Skull Place, which in Hebrew is called Golgotha. 

19:18  There they crucified Him and two others with Him, one on either side, with Jesus in the middle. 

19:19  Pilate also had a sign lettered and put on the cross. The inscription was: JESUS THE NAZARENE THE KING OF THE JEWS 

19:20  Many of the Jews read this sign, because the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city, and it was written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek. 

19:21  So the chief priests of the Jews said to Pilate, "Don't write, 'The King of the Jews,' but that He said, 'I am the King of the Jews.'" 

19:22  Pilate replied, "What I have written, I have written." 

19:23  When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took His clothes and divided them into four parts, a part for each soldier. They also took the tunic, which was seamless, woven in one piece from the top. 

19:24  So they said to one another, "Let's not tear it, but toss for it, to see who gets it." They did this to fulfill the Scripture that says: They divided My clothes among themselves, and they cast lots for My clothing. And this is what the soldiers did. 

Christ asks us to pick up our cross and follow Him.  It may not be the one true cross at Calvary; it may not feel as rustic or look as foreboding.  But it carries the weight of the world … it carries the weight of a lifetime of sin.  But a shared cross is a lighter cross.  Ask Christ to walk beside you … for a lifetime, for an eternity.

(Item 9)
Luke 23:44  It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three, 

23:45  because the sun's light failed. The curtain of the sanctuary was split down the middle. 

23:46  And Jesus called out with a loud voice, "Father, into Your hands I entrust My spirit." Saying this, He breathed His last. 

23:47  When the centurion saw what happened, he began to glorify God, saying, "This man really was righteous!"
I don’t know what more can be said.  This is perfect! God, who was man, died that we might not.  He shed His spirituality to suffer completely so that the Father would find His sacrifice acceptable.  This so that God’s anger and justice might be directed away from His children.   That we might be found white as snow for eternity … and He did it on purpose!  

If anyone ever says they feel worthless, remind them of this story.  No one among us is worthless, we are simply worth more in Him … a life for a life.  A perfect life for the sins of all humanity.

(Item 10)

Mark 6:1  When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices, so they could go and anoint Him. 

16:2  Very early in the morning, on the first day of the week, they went to the tomb at sunrise. 

16:3  They were saying to one another, "Who will roll away the stone from the entrance to the tomb for us?" 

16:4  Looking up, they observed that the stone--which was very large--had been rolled away. 

16:5  When they entered the tomb, they saw a young man dressed in a long white robe sitting on the right side; they were amazed and alarmed. 

16:6  "Don't be alarmed," he told them. "You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has been resurrected! He is not here! See the place where they put Him.
I am sure that the women (notice that the men are still in hiding) were going to the tomb as a formality, presumably, after the Sabbath to finish any tasks required to treat the body with a more leisurely respect.  This was something they could not do as sun set for Sabbath preparation.  And, I am sure that none of them really expected to find the body missing, but less so their “Rabboni” again alive, much. much more than alive.  Like ourselves, it is not that they didn’t wish to believe, but that they doubted in the face of overwhelming odds.  

Was it faith or duty that brought them to the tomb that Sunday?  We will never know, but often times a relationship requires attending to the mundane duties that a relationship demands.  Not all encounters are peak experiences.  Some are real downers while most are simply routine. At the most difficult times follow through takes us to the place beyond the crisis.  I believe that the women were following through in their care as part of their commitment to the relationship they had with Jesus Christ.  We must do the same.    

(Item 11)
John 20:15  "Woman," Jesus said to her, "why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?" Supposing He was the gardener, she replied, "Sir, if you've removed Him, tell me where you've put Him, and I will take Him away." 

20:16  Jesus said, "Mary." Turning around, she said to Him in Hebrew, "Rabbouni!"--which means "Teacher." 

20:17  "Don't cling to Me," Jesus told her, "for I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to My brothers and tell them that I am ascending to My Father and your Father--to My God and your God."
20:18  Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, "I have seen the Lord!" And she told them what He had said to her. 

After His followers were taken to their lowest low, can we even begin to imagine how high their mountaintop was when they discovered that it was all true?   Being rebuffed by their Savior would have had but a temporary sting.  

Christ was in a holy state that prevented Him being directly approached without, apparently, some harm … like Moses standing on holy ground or the inner courts of the Temple, there would have been the issue of timing and ritual preparation.  Things we do not understand had not yet taken place.  Maybe He was actually between the physical and spiritual states … in essence, the resurrection transformation was not complete.  We are to know more of it in God’s time.  

(Item 12)

John 20:19  In the evening of that first day of the week, the disciples were gathered together with the doors locked because of their fear of the Jews. Then Jesus came, stood among them, and said to them, "Peace to you!"
20:28  Thomas responded to Him, "My Lord and my God!" 

20:29  Jesus said, "Because you have seen Me, you have believed. Those who believe without seeing are blessed."
20:30  Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of His disciples that are not written in this book. 

20:31  But these are written so that you may believe Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and by believing you may have life in His name. 

We walk in faith, because we believe.  A Bretheren Pastor told me years ago that the definition of “faith” is remembering God.  Do you remember?  

(Epilogue)

Matthew 28:11  As they were on their way, some of the guard came into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. 

28:12  After the priests had assembled with the elders and agreed on a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money 

28:13  and told them, "Say this, 'His disciples came during the night and stole Him while we were sleeping.' 

28:14  If this reaches the governor's ears, we will deal with him and keep you out of trouble." 

28:15  So they took the money and did as they were instructed. And this story has been spread among Jewish people to this day. 

Wrong information was propagated by Jewish authorities who, even in light of God’s obvious displeasure at the death of His Son, did not wish to lose their power and their prestige.  Whether they really had stronger doubts will never be known. However, it is no wonder that so few Jews would have been provided the truth.  Without the support of the Jewish authorities, and in light of Christ being tried and crucified as a common criminal, an irritant as it were, there would have been a lid kept on the process.  Pilate desperately wanted to keep the crowd in check, and with the Sanhedrin’s help he was able to keep the eye of Rome looking in another direction.  All of this business of keeping order created enough concern for the renegade disciples that they went into hiding.  Not until Christ appeared to them did they feel reassured enough to go out into the open (see Item 12).  Obviously, as later martyrdom would suggest, they were “on fire” ready to accept death rather than deny what they finally knew to be true beyond any doubt.   

Now we know why Jews today do not embrace this truth about the Messiah.  They were routinely misdirected.  This would also lend itself to the misinformation Mohammed would be willing to foster in his revelation from Gabriel.  Both cultures perpetuated the blasphemy.  It is sad that we began at approximately the same point and yet diverged so greatly.

But, in His mercy, He died more so for those who would not believe.

Can a relationship be outlined and defined by a script, or does it ebb and flow in response to the give and take of [the relationship]?  While the Bible is all that we need, the core of what our faith must embrace, it being the written testament of and for our faith, we cannot let it become so static and unmovable that it represents nothing more than another set of immutable laws.  If that should occur, and it is not viewed as a living document, superceded by the will of God, then it is no better than the Law Christ came to fulfill.  He need not die again to do so.  His one death was perfect and complete.  It is our obligation as believers to see that our communion with Him is greater than any book, doctrine or theology.  This is Our Father who art in heaven.  

In many of our churches the Bible has become a legalistic document that binds us to works as surely as the Sadduccees were bound to the Temple, and Pharisees were bound to their religion and class politic.  In the church age our faith is all about a growing relationship with our Lord or it is about nothing.  It is not about King James 1611, but about a personal relationship that is predicated on a trust and a belief that transcends all written Law and any preclusion.  We must be open to all that God can be in us, and through us.  It is His supreme desire to love us and to be loved by us.  Free will is the evidence of that love.

“Abba Father” … is the Aramaic serenade of perfect love.  It means “daddy.” They are the simple words Christ uses to address His Father when He prays, and the words we are taught to use, as well. It is in that vein that the Father embraces His prodigal giving robe, ring and fatted calf, unconditionally, moved to tears by the return of His lost.  In this there is no recollection of sin.     

 Amen.   ttt 
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