June 15th, 2008, Sermon:  “The Great Exchange!”
( Texts:  Isaiah 53:1-6, 10-12;  2nd Corinthians 5:17-21;  Matthew  20:20-28 )

************************************************************************
     How many hear have heard of or read the book by Charles Dickens entitled:  “A Tale of Two Cities.”?  If you have not read it, I’d encourage you to do it.  It is a very good story.  Even though the story itself is fiction, the setting is the real historical setting of life in London and Paris during the time of the French revolution.
     During the French revolution the lower economic classes in France were rising up against the upper classes and the political parties that supported the upper classes.  Sadly, those in the upper classes did much to oppress those who were in the lower economic classes.  However, the lower classes who eventually revolted ended up being guilty of even worse evils than those who had oppressed them.

     For example, during the French revolution many innocent people were killed.  Many were executed even though they had no fair trail and there was no evidence against them.  Others were executed simply because of their political views.
     Now, in the book “A Tale of Two Cities” a man by the name of Charles Darnay was sentenced to death even though he was not guilty of any crime deserving death.  Charles Darnay was imprisoned in Paris, awaiting execution.  Charles Darnay was sentenced to die by the guillotine – a device that would behead people and thus end their lives.

     But there is another important character in this book.  His name is Sydney Carton.  Now, I don’t have time to give you all the details of this part of the story.  So, let’s just say that at the end of the story Sydney Carton decides to rescue Charles Darnay so that Charles can escape with his family and flee to England.  But how does Sydney Carton plan to rescue Charles Darnay?  Well, Sydney decides to make an exchange.

     Even though Sydney Carton does not deserve death either, he decides to switch places with Charles Darnay in prison and then die in is place.  This will give Darnay time to flee the country with his family.  Therefore, Sydney visits Charles in prison.  But during the visit Sydney drugs Charles and then exchanges clothes with him.  After this is done, Sydney calls for the guard.

     When the guard arrives, Sydney pretends to be Charles, and he then tells the guard that his visitor has become ill and should be rushed back to his family.  The guard doesn’t recognize that a switch has been made, and so Charles Darnay – disguised as Sydney Carton – is taken to his family.  But the prison still thinks that Charles Darnay is still in his cell when, in truth, Sydney Carton has taken his place.

     But why would Sydney do it this way?  Well, Sydney realized that trying to break Charles out of prison would very likely not succeed.  Therefore, Sydney chooses to switch places with Charles in the hope that Charles will escape without anyone noticing because they wrongly think that Charles is still in his cell.  In fact, in order to give Charles the best possible chance to escape, Sydney remains in the cell until the time of the scheduled execution.
     Eventually, Sydney in taken to the guillotine – but the prison staff still thinks he is Charles.  He is then placed on the guillotine.  But just before he dies, Sydney Carton speaks these words to himself:  “It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.”
     What a wonderful story of loving self-sacrifice for the sake of another.  But you and I know an even better story, don’t we?  In fact, the better story that we know is not fiction.  The better story we know actually happened!  In our reading from 2nd Corinthians the Apostle Paul writes the following:  “God made [Christ] who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”

     Martin Luther loved that text I just read for you.  Martin Luther called this passage “The Great Exchange.”  I wonder if Charles Dickens had this passage in mind when he wrote “A Tale of Two Cities.”  Of course, even though the death of Christ is similar to the sacrifice made by Sydney Carton, there are very great differences also.  
     Therefore, I will now briefly describe 4 significant differences between the sacrifice made by Sydney Carton and the sacrifice made by Jesus.  As we examine these 4 differences together we will learn how much our Savior loves us and we will also better appreciate the freedom Jesus has given us.
     Here’s the first difference:  The cross is not the guillotine.  The guillotine was made for mass execution.  It was also intended to be quick and easy.  Your head was instantly severed from your body, and so you were dead before you could feel any real pain.

     But the cross was different!  Jesus died as a result of one of the most horrible forms of execution ever invented.  Death on the cross was slow and caused great pain and agony.  So, even though Carton gave his life for a friend, he also knew that his death would be quick and painless.  In contrast, Jesus knew that his death would be slow and very painful.

     Now for the second difference:  Carton sacrificed himself for an innocent man, but Jesus sacrificed himself for the guilty.  You see, Jesus died for us sinners who are condemned by God’s law and deserve God’s present and eternal wrath.  

     Think about it.  It’s one thing to give your life for a good person who is innocent.  But it’s quite another thing to give your life for people who you know are evil and deserve death.  But that’s just what Jesus did for us.  Listen carefully to what Paul writes in Romans chapter 5:  “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die.  But God demonstrates his own love for us in this:  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

     Now we’re ready for the third difference:  Sydney Carton was a sinner, but Jesus innocent, righteous and holy.  You see, many people who read “A Tale of Two Cities” wrongly conclude that Sydney Carton was a saint.  They think:  “What a wonderful person!  He was willing to give his life for another.  If anyone deserves to go to heaven, he does!”  

     But the truth is that Sydney Carton was a sinner just like you and I.  Even though Sydney Carton did a wonderful thing, his sacrifice did not change the fact that he had sinned against God his whole life, just like you and I.
     However, in contrast, Jesus was and is the only human who was sinless and holy.  Jesus was and is a perfect human.  Jesus kept God’s Law perfectly.  Unlike Carton, Jesus was truly innocent before God.

     So, what does this third difference teach us?  It teaches us that we cannot stand before God and claim that we deserve His mercy based on who we are or the good things we have done.  Some people wrongly think that if they do some wonderful deed of service or perform some sacrificial act of charity, that this will somehow make up for all the sins they have done throughout their lives.  But this is a lie of the devil!  No matter how many good things we do, our sinful nature remains with us.

     But the good news is that Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross not only washes away the guilt of our sin.  Jesus also clothes us with His own righteousness and innocence.  We receive both gifts in Holy Baptism.  In Holy Baptism our guilt is washed away by the power of Jesus’ shed blood.  Also, in Holy Baptism we are clothed with the righteous life of Christ.  This fact reminds me of what Paul writes in Galatians chapter 3:  “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.”
     So, being holy before God has nothing to do with who we are or the good things we may do.  Instead, being holy has everything to do with who Christ is and what He has done for us.  Therefore, God uses His Word to humble us and convict us of sin.  Then God uses His Word to give us faith in Christ so that we might become new creations through faith in Him.
     When God convicts us of sin and brings us to faith in Jesus we become new creations.  God moves us to live in daily repentance and faith – confessing our sins to God and rejoicing in the forgiveness and righteousness that we have because of Jesus’ sacrifice for us.  This wonderful salvation will move us to do good works – not to earn salvation, but to give glory to God who loved us enough to sacrifice Himself for us.

     Now we’re ready for the fourth and final difference between the sacrifice made by Sydney verses the sacrifice made by Jesus:  Simply put, Carton was a sinful human, and so he could not save himself after he died.  But Jesus was not only a perfect human.  Jesus was also God Himself.  Jesus conquered death for all of us!!

     Think about it.  When Sydney Carton gave his life for Darnay, Carton knew that he would face death.  Carton chose to do this for his friend.  However, there’s one thing Carton could NOT choose to do.  Carton could not choose to bring himself back to life again.  Carton did not have this power over death.  Someone else would have to give him hope in the face of death.

     But who can give life to those who have already died?  You know the answer.  Jesus!  Jesus willingly gave His life for us.  But He also willingly conquered death for us when He rose from the grave on the 3rd day after his death on the cross.  

     You see, even though Jesus was a perfect human, He was also fully GOD!  Therefore, Jesus had authority to lay down his life, and he also had authority to take it up again.  In fact, I’m sure this truth gave Sydney Carton hope and peace as he faced the guillotine.  Carton knew that he was going to a far better place.  Carton knew that Jesus was his Savior, and that Jesus would give him a future resurrection and eternal life with God.

     In closing, allow me to read the very beginning of “A Tale of Two Cities.”  This book by Charles Dickens begins with these famous words:  “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”  The people of that time who lived in safe and secure places and were enjoying the good things that life offers concluded that it was the best of times for them.  But those who experienced the evil of the French revolution concluded that it was the worst of times for them.

     We Christians who live in America have it very good.  We could call this the best of times.  But there are Christians today who live in other parts of the world who face persecution every day for their faith in Christ.  I’m sure they would call this the worst of times.  But whatever our experience in life may be, we must keep our focus on that one point in history – the point when Jesus was hanging on the cross for us.  That event was the best of times and also the worst of times.

     Christ’s death on the cross was the worst of times because the innocent and holy Son of God was suffering and dying.  But Christ’s death on the cross was also the best of times.  You see, the cross was God’s way of showing love for His enemies and rescuing us from ourselves so that we could be free to live as God’s children – now and for eternity.

     Today you have heard about “The Great Exchange.”  There was a great exchange at the end of fictional book “A Tale of Two Cities.”  But there’s an even better story that we know – a story that is true!  The Greatest Exchange took place almost 2000 years ago, and this Great Exchange continues to set people free still today.  We heard about this Great Exchange at the end of our Gospel reading.  Jesus said:  “…the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Amen!
