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1 Early in the morning the chief priests met hurriedly with the elders, the teachers of the Law, and the whole Council, and made their plans. They put Jesus in chains, led him away, and handed him over to Pilate. 2 Pilate questioned him, “Are you the king of the Jews?”
Jesus answered, “So you say.”
3 The chief priests were accusing Jesus of many things, 4 so Pilate questioned him again, “Aren't you going to answer? Listen to all their accusations!”
5 Again Jesus refused to say a word, and Pilate was amazed.
6 At every Passover Festival Pilate was in the habit of setting free any one prisoner the people asked for. 7 At that time a man named Barabbas was in prison with the rebels who had committed murder in the riot. 8 When the crowd gathered and began to ask Pilate for the usual favour, 9 he asked them, “Do you want me to set free for you the king of the Jews?” 10 He knew very well that the chief priests had handed Jesus over to him because they were jealous.
11 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to ask, instead, that Pilate set Barabbas free for them. 12 Pilate spoke again to the crowd, “What, then, do you want me to do with the one you call the king of the Jews?”
13 They shouted back, “Crucify him!”
14 “But what crime has he committed?” Pilate asked.
They shouted all the louder, “Crucify him!”
15 Pilate wanted to please the crowd, so he set Barabbas free for them. Then he had Jesus whipped and handed him over to be crucified.
16 The soldiers took Jesus inside to the courtyard of the governor's palace and called together the rest of the company. 17 They put a purple robe on Jesus, made a crown out of thorny branches, and put it on his head. 18 Then they began to salute him: “Long live the King of the Jews!” 19 They beat him over the head with a stick, spat on him, fell on their knees, and bowed down to him. 20 When they had finished making fun of him, they took off the purple robe and put his own clothes back on him. Then they led him out to crucify him.
21 On the way they met a man named Simon, who was coming into the city from the country, and the soldiers forced him to carry Jesus' cross. (Simon was from Cyrene and was the father of Alexander and Rufus.) 22 They took Jesus to a place called Golgotha, which means “The Place of the Skull.” 23 There they tried to give him wine mixed with a drug called myrrh, but Jesus would not drink it. 24 Then they crucified him and divided his clothes among themselves, throwing dice to see who would get which piece of clothing. 25 It was nine o'clock in the morning when they crucified him. 26 The notice of the accusation against him said: “The King of the Jews.” 27 They also crucified two bandits with Jesus, one on his right and the other on his left. 28 [a]
29 People passing by shook their heads and hurled insults at Jesus: “Aha! You were going to tear down the Temple and build it back up in three days! 30 Now come down from the cross and save yourself!”
31 In the same way the chief priests and the teachers of the Law made fun of Jesus, saying to one another, “He saved others, but he cannot save himself! 32 Let us see the Messiah, the king of Israel, come down from the cross now, and we will believe in him!”
And the two who were crucified with Jesus insulted him also.
33 At noon the whole country was covered with darkness, which lasted for three hours. 34 At three o'clock Jesus cried out with a loud shout, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why did you abandon me?”
35 Some of the people there heard him and said, “Listen, he is calling for Elijah!” 36 One of them ran up with a sponge, soaked it in cheap wine, and put it on the end of a stick. Then he held it up to Jesus' lips and said, “Wait! Let us see if Elijah is coming to bring him down from the cross!”
37 With a loud cry Jesus died.
38 The curtain hanging in the Temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. 39 The army officer who was standing there in front of the cross saw how Jesus had died.[b] “This man was really the Son of God!” he said.
40 Some women were there, looking on from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of the younger James and of Joseph, and Salome. 41 They had followed Jesus while he was in Galilee and had helped him. Many other women who had come to Jerusalem with him were there also.
42-43 It was toward evening when Joseph of Arimathea arrived. He was a respected member of the Council, who was waiting for the coming of the Kingdom of God. It was Preparation day (that is, the day before the Sabbath), so Joseph went boldly into the presence of Pilate and asked him for the body of Jesus. 44 Pilate was surprised to hear that Jesus was already dead. He called the army officer and asked him if Jesus had been dead a long time. 45 After hearing the officer's report, Pilate told Joseph he could have the body. 46 Joseph bought a linen sheet, took the body down, wrapped it in the sheet, and placed it in a tomb which had been dug out of solid rock. Then he rolled a large stone across the entrance to the tomb. 47 Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph were watching and saw where the body of Jesus was placed.

Let us pray
O God, how can this be – how can you O God come into the world you have created and allow the people you have created to treat you this way?  Tis mystery all the immortal dies – who can explore your strange design O God?  By the enabling power of your Holy Spirit be with us all.  As I write my human words, may it be your living Word Jesus Christ we hear, love, and obey.  We ask in Jesus’ name, Amen.

As I have preached through this part of the Gospel of Mark over the last few months one of the things that has struck me is the distinction between what the various human actors see on the surface compared to the reality that God is accomplishing beneath the surface of mere appearance.  Also the way these human actors therefore respond to what they see – their mockery of Jesus, their crying out for Barabbas to be released, their ridicule and contempt – that as Mark writes his Gospel, all these things actually point to the truth of who Jesus is and the truth of what God was doing that day.

But what sort of God elects to reveal himself in such a humiliating way?

As I have preached through this part of Mark, one of the points I have made is that this distinction between what people see on the surface compared to the reality God is accomplishing reveals both the deep irony as well as the deep humility of God.  Through all the brutality, degradation, and death that Jesus willingly bears the true meaning that lies beneath the surface of this is that Jesus:
· Really is God’s king – of the Jews, of all humanity, and all creation.
· Really does take the place of Barabbas – a man who represents us all – and dies on the cross in his place.
· Really is crowned, saluted, and worshipped as God’s appointed king of us all.
· Really does tear down the Temple that has been made by the hands of men and builds a totally new one from God not made by human hands.
· Really is God’s Messiah who saves others.
· Really does suffer the utter god-forsakenness that should have been ours
· Really is God’s Son.
· And really does tear the curtain of separation in two from top to bottom thus opening up to us free and confident access to God the Father through Jesus Christ.

Yet the astonishing thing is that all this truth is concealed beneath the surface of human mockery, contempt, and unbelief.  As the prophet Isaiah asks:
Who could have seen the Lord’s hand in this?  Who has believed what we now report?

I heard someone say recently that whenever we draw a line, Jesus jumps to the other side.  In other words, that whenever religious people think they have certainty about God, Jesus positions himself on the other side of our human certainty in order to confront and subvert our presumption. 

The Cross, more than any other part of the ministry of Jesus, reveals both the deep irony and the deep humility of God.  
Who could have seen the Lord’s hand in this?  Who has believed what we now report?
Think of all the gods that human religious imagination has constructed.  All the idolatrous gods of both pagan as well as Christian religious imagination.  The one thing these gods of human imagination all have in common is that they are great and glorious and powerful – the way we humans typically understand greatness, glory, and power.  

But in Jesus Christ God jumps to the other side of this line and instead elects to reveal himself – not in the kind of greatness, glory, and power that we are so familiar with – but in suffering, degradation, and humiliation.
 
What kind of God does that?!
Who could have seen the Lord’s hand in this?  Who has believed what we now report?

Ask any typical group of Christians what words come to mind that best describe God.  The kinds of words, more than likely, will be – “all-powerful”, “great and glorious”, “triumphant and all-conquering”.  And these are all true providing we understand these things in light of Jesus Christ.  But very seldom do words like – “humble”, “acquainted with sorrow”, and “covered with shame” – come to mind.  And yet this is what the Cross reveals – that it is precisely in this way that God elects to come among us and reveal himself to us.

If we use the Cross of Christ as the lens through which we see God most clearly – and this is certainly what Mark is revealing to us in his Gospel, that we will never see or understand who Jesus truly is until, like the Roman soldier, we see him from the foot of the Cross – then what we see is a God who elects to reveal himself to us as King, Messiah, and Saviour through ridicule, suffering, humiliation, degradation, and contempt.

But what kind of God does that?!
Who could have seen the Lord’s hand in this?  Who has believed what we now report?

Moreover if we seek to be with Jesus – in other words, if we seek to be followers of Jesus and be where he is – then we also need to jump across to the other side of the line to where he is.  It means we need to jump from that place where we think we find power and glory and triumph, and instead go to where Jesus is in humility, sorrow, and shame – on the Cross.

And the thing is that this is precisely the place where real people are in their ordinariness, in their suffering and shame.  The truth is that the only people who think that God is found in the place of privilege and power – in the place where there is greatness and glory the way humans typically think about greatness and glory – are people who have never truly met and known Jesus, people who have never seen Jesus with clarity from the foot of the Cross!

Psalm 69 prophetically anticipates the Cross.  Therefore it prophetically anticipates and reveals the true heart of God.  Listen to how this psalm echoes the ministry of Jesus.  Listen to how is speaks of suffering, humiliation, and shame.  Listen between the lines to how it points to the truth the prophet Isaiah reveals, that:

He was treated harshly, but endured it humbly; [and] never said a word.
Like a lamb about to be slaughtered, like a sheep about to be sheared, he never said a word.  He was arrested and sentenced and led off to die, and no one cared about his fate.  He was put to death for the sins of our people.

Listen to Psalm 69: 7-21:
It is for your sake [O God] that I have been insulted and that I am covered with shame.  I am like a stranger to my relatives, like a foreigner to my family.  My devotion to your Temple burns in me like a fire; the insults which are hurled at you fall on me.  I humble myself by fasting, and people insult me; I dress myself in clothes of mourning, and they laugh at me.  They talk about me in the streets, and drunkards make up songs about me.  But as for me, I will pray to you, LORD; answer me, God, at a time you choose.  Answer me because of your great love, because you keep your promise to save.  Save me from sinking in the mud; keep me safe from my enemies, safe from the deep water.  Don't let the flood come over me; don't let me drown in the depths or sink into the grave.  Answer me, LORD, in the goodness of your constant love; in your great compassion turn to me!  Don't hide yourself from your servant; I am in great trouble – answer me now!  Come to me and save me; rescue me from my enemies.  You know how I am insulted, how I am disgraced and dishonoured; you see all my enemies.  Insults have broken my heart, and I am in despair.  I had hoped for sympathy, but there was none; for comfort, but I found none.  When I was hungry, they gave me poison; when I was thirsty, they offered me vinegar.

What kind of God does that?!
Who could have seen the Lord’s hand in this?  Who has believed what we now report?

Listen to the Apostle Paul and how he describes what the Cross reveals about the kind of God that God is in Philippians 2:6-11:
[Jesus] always had the nature of God,
    but he did not think that by force he should try to remain equal with God.
Instead of this, of his own free will he gave up all he had,
    and took the nature of a servant.
He became like a human being and appeared in human likeness.
He was humble and walked the path of obedience all the way to death—
    his death on the cross.
For this reason God raised him to the highest place above
    and gave him the name that is greater than any other name.
And so, in honour of the name of Jesus
    all beings in heaven, on earth, and in the world below will fall on their knees,
and all will openly proclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Let us pray:
[bookmark: _GoBack]O God, how can this be – how can you O God come into the world you have created and allow the people you have created to treat you this way?  Tis mystery all the immortal dies – who can explore your strange design O God?  By the enabling power of your Holy Spirit help us to understand the truth that this points to – that you O God, in and as Jesus Christ, have radically undermined and subverted our human ideas of greatness, glory, and power – and instead have elected to come amongst us in weakness, humility, and suffering in order to rescue us from the power of sin and evil.  How can we thank you enough.  Help us by the enabling power of your Holy Spirit to lead lives that are deeply shaped by the reality of what you have accomplished on the Cross.  We ask in Jesus’ name, Amen.
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