
Why is the Cross so Crucial?
Gal 6.14
St Martin’s Evening 1 May 2011-04-30 1st in Series of 3 on Cross

From comments I have received when I have preached on the Cross at this service before it does seem that you appreciate being asked to think; and that’s so encouraging. I don’t know who said this:

God made you with 2 ends, one to sit with, one to think with.

What you accomplish depends on which end you use.

Heads you win, tails you lose.

But seriously as you know I feel very strongly that God has ennobled us with minds and we must at all times, as Peter commands in his epistle, be ready to give a reason for the faith we have. In a day when Xtians are often branded happy-clappers or Jesus freaks, the answer is not to retreat into our shells but rather to study and grapple with the great truths of our faith so we can boldly assert 
‘I have a faith that stands to reason’

‘When I came to Christ I took a measured step into the light, not a leap into the dark’

‘There IS a sufficiency of evidence’

‘The truth has set me free; I know the truth because I know the One who is the Way, the Truth and the Life.’

That’s the way to win our families, our friends and the nation to Christ. So I am very excited about this series of 3 talks on the Cross which is of course not only the symbol of our faith but the very heart of it. Hope you will try and be here for all 3. I will ened tonight will a trailer for the next 2.
To study the Cross is to study the profoundest of all subjects -  and we must realise that we venture not only on to sacred ground, but into an area which certainly for this life must remain mysterious and beyond the comprehension of even the greatest intellects. 
Here’s how Charles Wesley summed it up:

And can it be that I should gain
An interest in the Saviour’s blood?

Died he for me who caused His pain –

For me, who Him to death pursued?

Amazing love! How can it be

That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?

‘Tis mystery all! The immortal dies:

Who can explore His strange design?

In vain the first-born seraph tries

To sound the depths of love divine.

‘Tis mercy all! Let earth adore,

Let angel minds enquire no more.

By contrast, the R is neither mysterious or particularly profound. It either happened or it didn’t. If Jesus was God it had to happen. It was inevitable.

But a Cross, not an empty tomb is the symbol of Christianity

And the Cross is a profound mystery indeed; the NT writers struggle it seems to find words to explain it.

But we discover that in their search to explain it they fall back on 4 analogies, none of which is adequate of course in itself. Analogy is an inadequate word – they are really better described as four different facets of the same jewel.
Now I must interpolate at this point that we need to refer to lots of scripture, and we need to go fairly fast. To spare you a paper chase I am going to use P/Pt, but I urge you to email me for full notes afterwards inc all the scriptures.

FIRST, A sacrifice for sin – A metaphor from the Jewish Temple:

Throughout the OT days, whenever sin was committed the most pure and spotless lamb that could be found had to be slain as a sacrifice for sin.
Jesus came to be  the Lamb of God; His death was the perfect sacrifice – the sinless God-Man voluntarily laying down his life; because it was a perfect sacrifice it never had to be repeated.

JN 1:29 The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, "Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!
Hebrews was written particularly for Jewish converts to Christianity and that’s where this truth is spelt out:

Heb. 9.22 In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.

28 so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people;

John writes in his epistle:
1 Jn 2.2 He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.

So Jesus was the ultimate and the perfect sacrifice for sin.
As Cranmer put it in the Anglican Prayer Book for the Communion service:

‘He made there a full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world’
So the first facet of the jewel is sacrifice, and this facet highlights God’s WRATH against sin, the seriousness of sin.
SECOND, Redemption, or a Ransom, a buying back:

This was an illustration from the slave market where a slave’s freedom could be bought for a certain sum – that was called the redemption price. We’re more familiar with terrorists and kidnappers and a ransom price.
Mark 10.45 : The Son of Man came to give his life as a ransom for many.

Eph 1.7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace 8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 9
1 Peter 1.18: For you know it was not with perishable things such as silver and gold that you were redeemed….but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.

Eph 6.19 You are not your own; 20 you were bought at a price. 

Notice Peter combines our first two metaphors.

And notice he specifies the ransom price, again a link to the OT truth that  the shedding of blood was always required as a ransom for sin. Blood represents life, and shed blood represents death. The OT says ‘The life of the flesh is in the blood’ (Lev 17.11) – we know that. Blood is the very essence of life. Without it we die.
So it is not difficult to understand that blood is the ransom price.

The difficult question is: ‘To whom was the ransom paid?’

And the answer must be: To God’s justice.

Sin is such an affront to a perfectly just and holy God that it cannot go unpunished.

Even in human society, it is a mockery of justice if wrong-doing is passed over and swept under the carpet. How much more to a God who is perfectly holy.
So the blood of Jesus ran down the wooden Roman cross and was given up for ever on the green hill of Calvary. That was the ransom for sin. The body of Jesus was raised a new R body; His blood paid the ransom price for us and was lost for ever.
This second facet – redemption or ransom – highlights our CAPTIVITY  to sin.

You will recall 2 well-known verses not on the screen
Gal. 3..22 But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe.

Fetters of Richard Coeur de Lion. We are good at covering sin with a veneer of respectability, but it enslaves us. 
JN 8:34 Jesus replied, "I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.
THIRDLY, the NT writers repeatedly speak of Justification – an analogy with legal overtones.

Romans 3.22-25: 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood
Notice all 3 of the illustrations here: Sacrifice, Redemption and Justification.

JUSTIFICATION = to be Justified = Just as if I had not done it.

The wonderful thing here is that God’s forgiveness, God’s justification goes much further than human justice:

In God’s courts, there is no issue of Guilty or not guilty. All are guilty.

‘There is none righteous, not one.’
But because Jesus paid the penalty, took the punishment instead of me,

I am not merely free to go, but I leave no criminal record behind.

Every sinful thought, word and deed is expunged.

The hard-disk and every back-up copy is wiped clean. There is no longer any record!

Isn’t that wonderful! Forgiveness is so freeing!

      HEB 10:17 Then he adds:

  "Their sins and lawless acts

    I will remember no more."

It’s only the devil who reminds us of our sins; never God. And remember, when the devil reminds you of your past, counter-attack by reminding him of his future!

The Bible speaks of forgiven sins in the following ways:
As being ‘as far as the east is from the west’

‘Behind our backs’

‘Buried in the depths of the sea’

‘Underfoot’

That’s justification!!  And being the legal facet, it highlights our GUILT.
FOURTHLY, Reconciliation:

2 Cor 5.17-21

17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

It’s a timeless concept. Enemies become friends. That’s reconciliation.

H and wife are reconciled and re-marry, nations such as France and Germany for centuries enemies are now allies in the EU,  enemies apology and make up and become friends, political parties like the DA and Freedom Front merge after years of fighting one another.
Its something most people want even if its hard to attain in a sin stained world.

Eph. 2.13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.

God says: You who were once my enemies, because you rebelled against me, did your own thing, went your own way, you can be brought near,  fully reconciled to me. Listen to this:

    RO 5:6 You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. 7 Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. 8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

We, who were once God’s enemies, are admitted as part of His family – adopted into his family – because Jesus on the Cross took the punishment in my place and wiped away my past.
Reconciliation then highlights our HOSTILITY to God. Faced by our hostility, His love nevertheless triumphed. Jesus spoke in John 15 of a man’s love being demonstrated by his willingness to lay down his life for his friends; Jesus went way beyond that; he laid down his life for his most hostile enemies.

So there are the 4 analogies that rustle through the pages of the NT:

Sacrifice, Redemption or Ransom, Justification and Reconciliation

What ties them together?

The answer in one word is SUBSTITUTION.

John Stott, who I believe is the greatest Anglican scholar alive today, well into his 80s – in his classic ‘The Cross of Christ’ says this:

Substitution lies at the heart of both sin and salvation. The essence of sin is man substituting himself for God. The essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man.
Do our 4 analogies fit that yardstick?

Take sacrifice: The lamb is sacrificed a substitute for the sinner.

Take redemption or ransom: The price is paid in exchange for – in substitution for – the life of the sinner.

Take justification: The penalty is paid by the substitute.

Take reconciliation: While we were enemies, God reconciled us to himself by substituting himself for us.

Of course at the end of the day we still find ourselves paddling in the shallows of a huge ocean; its not merely a mystery but a divine mystery. It’s as if the scripture writers ransack the human vocabulary for words to try and express some small fraction of the wonder of the atonement.

But the glorious truth is of course that however limited our understanding, and however limited our intellect, we can grasp enough to receive the benefits and blessings of the Cross.

Eg:  
· the thief on the cross – HS gave him sufficient understanding
· ‘There is life for a look at the crucified one.’

· The bronze snake in Numbers 22:

Jn.3.14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.
‘Twixt the saddle and the ground, I mercy sought, and mercy found’

20 years ago,
Pan Am 303 over Lockerbie, Scotland – experts say 5 secs before losing consciousness – passengers found with fingers forming a cross. If it was mere superstition, it would not avail them. If it represented turning to the Cross of Christ even at the 59th second of the final minute of the 11th hour of their lives, those people may be in heaven.

A 5 year old child can understand enough to respond. I don’t understand much about electricity, but I know enough to put my finger on the switch in faith.

And so it is that the Cross has always had a universal fascination. But at the same time it deeply divides. To some  it is anathema, but to others it is  everything. Nobody puts it better than St Paul writing to the Corinthians:

1CO 1:18 For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written:

  "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise;

    the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate."

    1CO 1:20 Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. 22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than man's wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man's strength.

Either a stumbling-block or simply foolishness – its just the same today. Many find the concept of a God requiring retribution for sin simply out of date. Others recoil at the idea of  blood being the ransom price.

Somebody wrote to DL Moody in the hey-day of his gospel campaigns and offered huge sums of money in his support on condition that he would delete all references to the blood of Jesus from his hymns.

But those who have experienced its life-changing saving power don’t hesitate to speak out too:
My 20th century example is the most eloquent description I know of the universality of the cross. It is Malcolm Muggeridge , one of the earliest TV personalities from the 50s and 60s, and for many years a profound cynic who gained notoriety for his attacks on the Royal family.

 Brought up in a Socialist home, and familiar with Socialist Sunday Schools and their 'sort of agnosticism sweetened by hymns', he became, he wrote, uneasy about "this whole concept of a Jesus of good causes'.
I would catch a glimpse of a cross - not necessarily a crucifix; maybe two pieces of wood accidentally nailed together. on a telegraph pole, for instance — and suddenly my heart would stand still. In an instinctive, intuitive way I understood that something more important, more tumultuous, more passionate, was at issue than our good causes, however admirable they might be. 

It was, I know, an obsessive interest... I might fasten bits of wood together myself, or doodle it. This symbol, which was considered to be derisory in my home, was yet also the focus of inconceivable hopes and desires. . . .

As I remember this, a sense of my own failure lies leadenly upon me. I should have worn it over my heart; carried it, a precious standard, never to be wrested out of my hands; even though I fell, still borne aloft. It should have been my cult, my uniform, my language, my life. 1 shall have no excuse; I can't say I didn't know. I knew from the beginning, and turned away.
Later in life he turned back, became a devoted and outspoken Christian and wrote:
I may, I suppose, regard myself as or pass for being, a relatively successful man. People occasionally stare at me in the streets—that's fame. I can fairly easily earn enough to qualify for admission to the higher slopes of the Tax Man—that's success. Furnished with money and a little fame even the elderly, if they care to, may partake of trendy diversions—that's pleasure. It might happen once in a while that something I said or wrote was sufficiently heeded for me to persuade myself that it represented a serious impact on our time—that's fulfillment. Yet, I say to you — and I beg you to believe me — multiply these tiny triumphs by a million, add them all together, and they are nothing —less than nothing, a positive impediment — measured against one draught of that living water Christ offers to the spiritually thirsty, irrespective of who or what they are.'

100 years ago there is no better example than:
P. T. Forsyth, the English Congregationalism wrote in The Cruciality of the Cross (1909):

Christ is to us just what his cross is. All that Christ was in heaven or on earth was put into what he did there . . . Christ, I repeat, is to us just what his cross is. 'You do not understand Christ till you understand his cross (pp. 44—45).

Or an early missionary to Islam – to whom as you know the Cross is anathema – the Koran is quite explicit – Jesus did not die on the Cross -

Here is the testimony of the American missionary Samuel M. Zwemer {1867—1952), who laboured in Arabia, edited The Muslim World for forty years, and is sometimes called 'The Apostle to Islam':
The missionary among Moslems (to whom the Cross of Christ is a stumbling-block and the atonement foolishness) is driven daily to deeper meditation on this mystery of redemption, and to a stronger conviction that here is the very heart of our message and our mission. ...

If the Cross of Christ is anything to the mind, it is surely: everything — the most profound reality and the sublimest mystery. One comes to realize that literally all the wealth and glory of the gospel centres here. The Cross is the pivot as well as the centre of New Testament thought. It is the exclusive mark of the Christian Faith.

Several centuries earlier at the Reformation, Martin Luther put it most succinctly of all:
If you want to understand the Christian Faith, you must begin with the wounds of Christ. (Martin Luther)
And so the question at the end of the day is always: ‘What about you? What about me?

Is the cross to me merely ‘an event that broke the very backbone of history’ as Dorothy Sayers, the playwright put it, or is it the power of God for my salvation?

I had a friend in England called Michael King – a judge. Always fascinated. He would sit and talk for hours about the Cross. ‘Oh, the Cross…’ he would say and off he would go.

But I never felt he had appropriated to himself its truth: Acts 2.23 gives 3 answers to the question ‘Who put Jesus on the Cross?’:

Acts 2.23 This man was handed over to you by God's set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross.
First, God put Jesus on the Cross – his set purpose and foreknowledge – the rescue mission was heaven’s plan for our salvation. It was no accident. 

Holman Hunt’s Shadow of Death – the teenage carpenter at work with hammer and nails, and the sun coming through the window casting the shadow of a cross on his body.

But the verse gives 2 more answers: Wicked men – Judas, Caiphas, Pilate and others

But the third answer is ‘YOU’ – Peter was preaching to 1000s at Pentecost and I believe he put the emphasis on that little word  YOU. ‘You’ plural, the crowd, all of you, all of us, every sinner.
Horatius Bonar, the prince of Scottish hymn writers as he is known, put it like this in his hymn:
'Twas I that shed the sacred blood;
I nailed him to the tree;

I crucified the Christ of God;
I joined the mockery.

Of all that shouting multitude
I feel that I am one;

And in that din of voices rude
I recognize my own.

Around the cross the throng I see,

Mocking the Sufferer's groan;
Yet still my voice it seems to be,

As if I mocked alone.

And so the Cross asks for and must have an individual response. I have to come alone.

Just as I am, without one plea,

But that thy blood was shed for me

Just as I am, and waiting not

To rid my soul of one dark blot

O Lamb of God I come.
**********
Other themes for a CROSS series:

The Cross in the OT – The scarlet thread : See O/H file

Who died on the Cross – Jesus the man, or more than a man?

                                                        (See MBM cross talk)

The Cross and Sin

The Cross and Sickness

The Cross and Self          (See notes in File  ‘Sermon Material’)
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