03/04/09 Midweek Lenten Sermon:  “The Crucified Lamb of God!”
(Texts:  Proverbs 1:7 & 3:5-7;  1st Corinthians 1:18-25;  Matthew 16:21-23 )

**************************************************************************************
     The theme for our midweek Lenten sermons is based on our sermon hymn entitled:  “Lamb of God, Pure and Holy.”  Tonight is the second sermon is this series and we will focus on these words from our sermon hymn:  “who on the cross didst suffer.”

     Jesus died on the cross to save us from our sins.  Do you know how the devil wants us to respond to that message?  “So what!  I’ve heard that message before!  I want to hear something different.  I want to hear a message that is more practical or more entertaining or more positive.”  But we must resist the devil’s temptation, because when we no longer hear the preaching of the cross we are losing out on the very heart of the Gospel!

     Now, I will be the first to admit that the preaching of the cross isn’t popular today, just as it was not popular in Paul’s day.  In our reading from 1st Corinthians the Apostle Paul says that the message of the cross is a “stumbling block” to some and “foolishness” to others.  But at least these people were shocked by the cross.  

     Sadly, in our culture people don’t always realize what the cross is saying to us.  We see crosses everywhere, but we do not give it a second thought.  We see crosses on our church buildings and inside our church buildings.  Many people wear crosses as jewelry.
     But what would you think if you came into this sanctuary, and instead of seeing a cross on the altar you saw a miniature sculpture of an electric chair?  Or what would you think if you saw a man or a woman wearing a piece of jewelry in the shape of a hangman’s noose?  Let’s face it.  We’d be shocked!

     But what is the cross?  The cross is an ancient instrument of Roman public execution.  People were nailed to crosses and left to hang there – enduring a slow, agonizing death.  With that understood, the Christian message is that God Himself was nailed to a cross.  This message was a “stumbling block” to some and “foolishness” to others – and the same is true still today.  Why is this the case?

     First, it is important to understand that God’s ways are not our ways.  This sinful world has a wisdom of its own, but that “wisdom” flies in the face of God’s wisdom.  Modern day skeptics are always complaining that the Bible doesn’t make any sense.  They can’t figure out how God created the world in six ordinary days or why God allows bad things to happen to people who are supposedly good.  
     In fact, many in our modern world expect God to behave like a famous scientist at a respectable cocktail party who patiently fields questions and then gives answers that make perfect sense to our human reason.

     But God will not be put into that box!  God won’t allow us to write His job description.  You see, God is far more wise than we will ever be.  Scripture says that no one can know the mind of the Lord or serve as His counselor, for He is the almighty Creator of heaven and earth.  
     Nevertheless, we prideful sinners insist on teaching God a thing or two.  We insist that God do things our way.  But then we must hear these words from Proverbs chapter 14:  “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”
     You don’t believe me?  Just ask Eve and her husband, Adam.  The devil said they would be better off it they rejected God and decided for themselves what is good and what is evil.  Adam and Eve believed this appealing lie and turned their backs on God’s wisdom – even though God had warned them that such a choice would end in death.  

     Adam and Eve DID die, just as God said.  First, they experienced SPIRITUAL death.  They no longer loved God.  They no longer trusted Him.  As a result, they would also have to face PHYSICAL death one day – God’s sign to them that we are nothing with out God.  As we learned last week during the Ash Wednesday Service:  “Dust you are, and unto dust you shall return.”
     When we trust our own wisdom, all it gets us is a plot in the cemetery and an eternity separated from God’s love.  But God’s wisdom is different!  God’s wisdom leads to life – eternal life in His love, as He intended “In the beginning.”  So, what is this wisdom of God?
     Simply put, God in His wisdom was willing to sacrifice Himself to save His own enemies – His own enemies who are hell-bent on their own destruction.  Jesus willingly went on what appears to be a fool’s errand.  From eternity the Father set into motion a plan that would require His Only Son to humble Himself in order to save us.

     Jesus took on our human flesh when He was conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  Jesus was and is God in the Flesh.  But He did not use His power for Himself.  The only time He used His power was to serve others.  But as for Himself – He allowed Himself to suffer all the things we sinners must suffer in this broken world.  Why would God do that to Himself?  The world thinks it’s utter foolishness.

     But what is even more foolish to our sinful reason is the fact that Jesus allowed Himself to be nailed to a cross – an instrument of Roman public execution.  

     Imagine being stripped naked and being laid on a rough wooden post.  Your hands and feet are then nailed in place so you can’t get off.  Then the cross is raised to a vertical position and you are left to hang there while people look at you and laugh as you die a slow, painful death.
     Jesus allowed Himself to endure that shame and physical suffering.  But even worse than that, Jesus took our sins upon Himself and suffered God’s wrath in our place.  Jesus took the punishment we should have received for our many sins against Him.  
     Now, why would God do that for us – His enemies?  It doesn’t make sense to us.  I’m afraid that the preaching of the cross has never gone over very well among those whose hearts have not been opened by the Holy Spirit.  
     The Greeks thought the message of the cross was foolishness because some of them didn’t think they were sinners.  Sound familiar?  Many today don’t think they need “Christ crucified” because they don’t think they need to be saved from their sins.  
     Then again, other Greeks thought the message of the cross was foolishness because some didn’t even believe God existed.  We also find people like that today.  

     Still other Greeks worshipped false gods who were selfish and demanded that humans serve them.  These Greeks couldn’t imagine a God that would die for his enemies.  “Foolishness!” they said.
     Now, as for the Jews of Paul’s day, they thought the message of the cross was a stumbling block to their understanding of the Messiah.  You see, Jesus said He was their promised Savior.  But they wanted a Messiah who would save them from their earthly troubles.  

     You see, the Jews wanted Jesus to use His almighty power to destroy the Romans and then give Jews a paradise on earth.  But when Jesus taught that He had come to save them from their sins by His own suffering and death, well, they didn’t want such a Savior.  That’s why Peter said:  “No, Lord!  This will never happen to you!”  But then Jesus said:  “You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men!”
     We find the same problem in our culture today.  The Lamb of God “who on the cross didst suffer” doesn’t sell too well among religious consumers who want to know how God can give them their best life now.  
     Today people want Jesus to give them worldly peace and prosperity.  People want Jesus to be a motivational speaker who gives us principles for successful living.  People want Jesus to build up their self-esteem and make them feel happy.  Sadly, I’m afraid we sinners want to hear good advice when what we really need is GOOD NEWS!  My friends, that is precisely why God tells us what we NEED to hear and not what we WANT to hear.  

     For example, we need to hear that our sin is so horrible that it took nothing less than the death of God’s Son to deal with it.  The message of the Lenten season may seem like a downer to our modern ears, but that’s okay.  You see, we all need to be taken down a few notches.  We need to repent of our sin rather than ignoring it or affirming it.
     In fact, if you’re tempted to think that your sin is no big deal, then look at the cross – and not a bare, empty cross, but the cross upon which hangs the body of our Lord.  I have a cross on my office door, but it is not an empty cross.  You can see Jesus’ body on that cross.  That cross reminds me how serious my sins are.  But even more, that cross reminds me how much God loves me!
     You see, the reason that God gives us the BAD news about our sin is so that we will joyfully hear and receive the GOOD news about our SAVIOR – the Pure and Holy Lamb of God who was crucified for us!

     Jesus’ holy body and pure blood were placed in the scales of God’s eternal justice, and the full weight of the guilt of every sinner came down on Jesus.  Jesus died for your foolishness so that you might live in His love forever.  The sinful world calls the message of the cross “weakness” and “foolishness,” but by God’s grace we call it “strength” and “wisdom.”

     God has spoken His wisdom to you tonight – and this wisdom is God’s power that calls you to repentance and faith in Christ, your Lord and Savior.  As we heard at the beginning of our second reading:  “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.”
     Jesus is your Lord and Savior.  That means you need not fear God’s wrath when the guilt of your sin weighs you down.  God’s wisdom has brought you to faith in Jesus who has washed away the guilt of your sin and has clothed you with His own purity and holiness.  When you were Baptized you received all the benefits of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  By the power of your Baptism you can now live a new life of repentance and faith in Jesus.

     Therefore, you need not despair when the world thinks you’re “foolish and weak” for trusting in Jesus and living according to His will.  You need not despair if you face mockery or persecution because you are striving to conform your life to God’s will.  Instead, remember these words:  “…the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength.”
     Our sermon hymn tells us about the Lamb of God, pure and holy, who on the cross didst suffer.  He suffered for YOU, and He lives for YOU.  Tonight He says:  “Take, eat.  This is My Body, given for YOU.  Take, drink.  This is My Blood, shed for YOU.”

Amen!
