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Matthew 27: 27-31, 35-44
If You are the Son of God


The last hours of Jesus’ life were extremely unpleasant.  In this passage we read about all the pain and humiliation that filled his final moments.  This is, of course, something that most of us would rather not think about.  It is hard enough to accept that the one we worship was killed by the powers of this world.  But accepting that Jesus was executed is somehow easier than dealing with the reality that he was tortured.  It is not as though Jesus was given an orderly and fair trial and a speedy execution.  No, he was in fact condemned without any kind of trial, turned over to a company of thugs who brutalized him and mocked him before he was put to death in one of the most painful ways ever conceived by humanity.  There is a good reason why the Apostles’ Creed says that Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilot”, because he did suffer . . . a lot.  
Before he died, Jesus was subjected to both painful assaults on his body and bitter attacks on his spirit.  He was beaten and insulted.  He was laughed at and threatened.  The soldiers in the Praetorium staged an elaborate drama to make fun of Jesus.  They pretended to honor Jesus as “king of the Jews”.  They gave him a robe and a crown and a scepter and they pretended to bow down to him.  But a moment later they were spitting on him, beating him with his own scepter and cutting him with his crown of thorns.  They even put a sign above him on the cross that read, mockingly, “This is Jesus, King of the Jews.”  These actions were intended to do a lot more than punish Jesus.  They were intended to demoralize and humiliate him.  It is one thing to kill a person, it is quite another to torture and brutalize him first.  Even as Jesus was on the verge of death the chief priests and religious leaders came by just to hurl insults at him and quote his own words back to him in disgust.  Even the two rebels who were crucified with Jesus insulted him.  Jesus was not just killed, he was also robbed of every shred of decency and honor he may have had.  It is possible that in the end Jesus actually welcomed death as an escape from the torture he was enduring.   

The description of Jesus’ final hours in this text is brutal and disgusting.  And I realize this is not the kind of thing we generally like to hear about when we come to church.  We do not give up our precious time on Sunday mornings to come here and be told about torture and execution.  We naturally prefer to hear about the good parts of Jesus’ story.  And, honestly, most of us would rather skip over the more unpleasant details about the end of Jesus’ life.  But during this next week in the church year, a time we call Holy Week, we are invited to spend some time thinking about this last part of Jesus’ life.  We are asked, during this one week each year, to allow ourselves to face the reality of what happened to Jesus in his final days and hours.  And I think it is very important that we not shy away from these brutal realities.  It is vital that we not gloss over the suffering of Jesus.  There are some valuable lessons we can learn from this story of Jesus’ execution.   
The first thing I think we can learn has to do with Jesus’ behavior in the midst of his suffering.  The things that are happening to him are incredibly painful, both physically and emotionally.  Jesus’ body is abused and he is also humiliated.  He was betrayed by a friend and abandoned by his disciples and his family.  Everything he believes in is being ruthlessly mocked and criticized.  The soldiers, the religious leaders, the people on the street, and even the criminals are insulting Jesus mercilessly.   Yet, in spite of all this Jesus does not lash out at his captors.  He does not respond to their hatred with hatred of his own.  He does not threaten them with eternal damnation for mistreating the Son of God.  In fact he continues to have compassion even for those who are brutalizing him.  Jesus patiently absorbs all the hate that is heaped upon him without becoming bitter or angry.  Even in the midst of his pain, Jesus is filled with love.  
It seems to me that Jesus behavior in these final hours tells us a great deal about the kind of person he is.  The true measure of a person is not how they behave when things are going well, but how they behave when everything is falling apart.  It is one thing to be godly when everyone loves you and thinks you are great, it is quite another to walk with dignity through pain and mockery and betrayal.  If Jesus was only gentle and humble and loving when his life was going well, he might not be a savior worth following.  But this is not the case.  Jesus carries himself with love and grace even in the midst of crisis, even while he is the victim of the worst things one human being can do to another.  Jesus is godly in all circumstances, not just when everything is going his way.      

And this passage reminds us that as followers of Jesus we should strive to be the same.  I certainly hope and pray that none of us ever have to endure anything like what Jesus went through, but the reality is that in one way or another we all do go through struggles and pain.  We all face times when it seems our lives are falling apart.  It is one thing to be caring and loving and generous to those around us when things in our lives are going well.  It is another thing to show that same care and respect when we are broken.  When our lives are going badly, it is easy to take out our frustrations on those around us.  It is easy to treat others with love and respect when they treat us that way.  It is a lot harder to be kind when people are insulting us.  It is one thing to be generous when we have a good income.  It is another thing to give when we ourselves are struggling to make ends meet.  Difficult situations in life tend to bring out the worst in us.  But those are precisely the moments that reveal out true nature.  It is when we are pushed to our limits that we find out what kind of people we really are.  Our passage this morning reminds us that when our Lord came face to face with the worst this world has to offer he still behaved with love and grace.  As followers of Jesus we are called to show this same compassion toward others no matter how difficult our lives may be.  

Of course we cannot be like Jesus on our own, we need God’s help to do that.  We need the presence of our loving God if we are to love those around us.  Our passage this morning also reveals something important about the God of Jesus Christ.  This text is not just about the human being Jesus, it is also about the God whom Jesus served.  When Jesus is being mocked, it is not just him who is being humiliated it is also his God.  The soldiers and the people of Jerusalem are not only attacking Jesus, they are also degrading the God Jesus has been proclaiming.  When Jesus is on the cross the religious leaders challenge him to come down and prove that he is the Son of God.  They even say that they will believe in him if he comes down.  This is not just a challenge to Jesus, it is a challenge to God.  “Let God rescue him if God wants him” they say.  But God does not rescue Jesus.  God does not lift a finger to save Jesus.  The same God who parted the heavens at Jesus’ baptism to speak words of love and reassurance, the God who walked with Jesus through his ministry and empowered Jesus to heal the sick and cast out demons, the God who allowed Jesus to calm the raging seas and walk upon the water.  This same God sits silently and watches the Beloved Son suffer and die at the hands of sinners.  God does not say or do anything to save Jesus.

The religious teachers and the people of Jerusalem take God’s inaction as a condemnation of everything Jesus has been saying.  Obviously this man is not the Son of God or the Messiah or even a prophet if he cannot save himself from this fate.  God saved Daniel from the lion’s den, God saved Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego from the firey furnace, God saved Elijah and David from the enemies seeking their lives.  If God did not save Jesus then surely he is not really who he claims to be.  Surely he is not worth listening to at all.  I honestly do not know how God resisted the temptation to break Jesus off that cross.  But God does not do it.  So what does God’s failure to intervene in the death of Jesus tell us?  What does it mean to serve a God who did not rescue Jesus from the cross?  How can such a God be counted on?  How can we love and serve a God who may or may not be there for us in our time of need?  

The death of Jesus can be a challenge and a stumbling block to faith.  There are those who have found it impossible to worship a God who would abandon Jesus on the cross.  But the important thing to remember in this passage is that while Jesus is fully human, meaning he feels every painful blow he is given, Jesus is also fully God.  Knowing that Jesus is God changes this scene considerably.  It is one thing for a distant God somewhere in the sky to allow Jesus to suffer on the cross.  But God is not watching from a distance.  Jesus is God incarnate, the second person of the Trinity.  So when Jesus is suffering brutality and humiliation - God is not watching, God is the one being beaten and humiliated.  This is not a story about a God who allows poor innocent Jesus to suffer.  No, it is a story about a God who is willing to come down to earth and be tortured, humiliated, and even killed.  God is the one being mocked by those soldiers and by the religious leaders and even by the criminals on either side.  God is the one being challenged to prove something to the waiting crowd.  God is the one suffering and bleeding and dying on that hill outside Jerusalem.  Imagine what it must have been like for God in those final hours.  Imagine being put to death by the very hands you yourself created.  Imagine being taunted by those you created in your own image.  What it must have been like to hear the people demand a sign when you had already given sign after sign after sign and no one was listening.  Yes, it was not just the human being Jesus of Nazareth who died on the cross that day – it was also the almighty king, ruler, and creator of the universe who was put to death.
So the question we should be asking this week is: what does it mean to worship and serve a God who dies?  What does it mean to serve a God who is willing to suffer humiliation and torture?  For me, the most important thing it means is that there is absolutely nothing we can go through in which God is not present with us.  God knows exactly what it is like to be afraid and alone and scared and in pain and humiliated.  God even knows what it is like to die.  So no matter what we experience in our lives.  No matter how many difficult things we may go through in our time on earth.  We can always, always be assured that God is with is.  God knows exactly what we are going through, because God has been here before.  Even when the day comes for us to die, we will do so with the knowledge that God has already died – God has been there and God walks with us even into the deepest darkness.  There are those who believe in a God who is nothing but goodness and light, a perfect God who cannot stand to be around any weakness or sin or pain.  But this is not the God of this text, and it is not the God of Jesus Christ.  The God of Jesus Christ is not afraid to dive into the messiness of life, even if it means coming face to face with horrible pain and sin.  The God of Jesus is a God whose love is so powerful that is can penetrate even the most terrifying and humiliating situations.  This God is willing to go anywhere and do anything to make sure that we, God’s beloved, do not have to face our trials alone.

The suffering of Jesus in this passage is the suffering of God.  And that suffering is a message to all of us.  It tells us that no matter what we may face, no matter what dark or desperate places we may be in - God is always with us.  Our God is not afraid of our places of shame or pain or fear.  There is no place we can go in this life where God has not already been.  There is nothing that we can experience that God has not experienced first hand.  The great message of the cross is that we are not alone, we are never alone.  Even when we believe ourselves to be far away from the goodness and love of God, the truth is that God is right there with us.  God does not wait for us to get our lives together before showing up.  God does not wait for us to get our church together before showing up.  God is with us always: in good times and bad, in joy and in sorrow, in suffering and in death.  This is the message of the cross.  And this is what it means to worship a God who dies.  Amen.               
