SPC Palm Sunday International Bible Study Class Lesson by O.T.Crowther, 04/04/2004


Today is Palm Sunday and we gather to celebrate Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. Maundy Thursday we celebrate the Lord’s Supper in corporate worship and next Sunday we will celebrate, as a community of faith, the triumph of our Lord’s resurrection. But, do you realize that we seldom focus on the Crucifixion? I find it curious that our lesson plan has selected specifically that event to study on this Sunday, when our community is debating the impact of a rather controversial movie on the same subject. Despite what you may feel about the movie, you may acknowledge some merit, only if it motivates us as Christians to explore and discuss the Crucifixion’s impact on our faith and significance to our salvation.

The Crucifixion is chronicled in all four Gospels, with minor variations. The version in our Scripture lesson, for today, is from the 19th chapter of John. 

In a contemporary view of the time, the event was probably of little consequence. It was just another itinerant rabble-rouser crucified under the authority of a minor, and unremarkable, Roman governor, in a hardscrabble outpost of the Empire. After all, crucifixion was used as punishment only for non-Roman citizens. These people were nameless criminals and rebels. They were, in the modern world, that is to say the Roman world, non-persons. The severity of this punishment was a deterrent to agitators and anarchists. It was essential that occupied peoples understood the might and brutality of the Roman Empire in order to maintain the “Pax Romana.” With the exception of the people in Jerusalem on that day, the Jews and other people of the occupied lands of Judea would take little notice of these events.

But we know that, just as God’s grief shook the very ground on which His Son’s tormentors stood that day, one man’s life, death, and resurrection would shake the foundation of man and his world in all of the centuries to follow.

In order for God’s covenant to be fulfilled, God’s Son and God’s people had to suffer that one day of torment, cruelty, and pain. Without the death there would be no resurrection. Without the resurrection Jesus life would not have fulfilled God’s promise. Therefore it is important that we explore our own individual place at the cross.

In anticipation of this lesson I went to see the “The Passion of The Christ.” It has given me, at least, an outline for our lesson. This won’t be a movie review and I hope you don’t detect any value judgments about the movie. For those of you who may want to see it I don’t think I am giving away anything. I won’t deny it did stimulate some new sensitivities, which you may detect.

The old Negro Spiritual asks, “ Were you there when they crucified my Lord, were you there when they nailed him to the tree?” 

This morning I am here to suggest that the answer is, “Yes, we were!”
Much has been made of how characters in this modern day “Passion Play” were justified or vilified for their part in the death of the Christ. For me, I didn’t see Romans or Jews, good guys or bad guys. I saw us. I saw real, everyday people. I saw you and me. We were there. I submit that the Crucifixion of the Christ is part of us, and we party to it.

I saw us in:

	Peter
	We share his contradictions in faith. One moment we are aggressive, even violent, in defense of our Lord. Then at other times we are timid and cowardly, denying our faith because we perceive a risk or condemnation

	Judas
	We live the emotional roller coaster ride of our faith journey: zealot, betrayer, and repenter.

	Caiaphas
	Like him we become stuck in our faith as we define it. We become closed to new ideas. and new revelations. We commit to any means to maintain the status quo, to stay in charge, and to stay secure, especially when the word of the Son of God makes us uncomfortable.

	Herod
	Don’t we look for the parlor tricks to convince us? We recognize Jesus, but the odd miracle here or there wouldn’t hurt to help remind me that he is really the Messiah

	Pilate
	Don’t we find life is tough enough without those “no win” decisions? Sometimes it appears a “no decision” is better than the wrong decision? What is the reward for doing the right thing? Which serves better, peace of mind or political correctness?

	The Roman soldiers
	We are all “soldiers” in some army, members of some team. We just want to do our job, just follow orders. All one can do is obey the law, correct? But, the question is whose law, man’s or God’s?

	The Crowd
	Crowds are always crowds and we find our greatest security there. Whether we pick the crowd or they pick us, we can get swept along in their emotion, forgetting God’s personal promise to us. I saw a lot of our faces in the crowd.

	The Mocking Criminal
	Unable to accept responsibility for our actions we too, often mock the Lord and reduce him to our level.

	Satan
	Can’t you hear the little voice always asking if there isn’t an easy way out? Don’t we all recognize the voice of the tempter urging us to take a shortcut?  What could it hurt just once, especially if it eases the pain?


All that I recognized, however, was not negative. I saw us in:


	Pilate's wife
	We sense the good that is Jesus. We feel the promise, but we are frustrated by our inability to express it or to convince others of its presence and to submit to it.

	John
	Like the disciple Jesus loved, knowing the love of Jesus enables us to comfort others in their hour of need. We can accept His charge to love His people.

	Simon of Cyrene
	We can perform a small act of heroism. Though we may be a reluctant hero, we can be joyfully caught up in the act of sharing Jesus’ burden, however we may experience it.

	The Repentant Criminal
	It is never too late to acknowledge our Lord and seek his forgiveness.

	The Young Jewish Mother
	We can be moved to a spontaneous act of compassion for a stranger, for Christ’s sake.

	The Roman Soldier with a sponge of sour wine
	We should make more random acts of kindness. We need offer only that which we have to ease one’s suffering, if but for only a moment.

	Mary Magdalene
	We can all be capable of love because of the love that forgives our sins. Like her, our shame can be replaced with an open heart by following His word.

	Mary, the Mother of Jesus
	God’s divine power of love is no more poignantly experienced than through that of a mother and child.

	Jesus
	Like Him our mortality encourages us to blame God for the failings in our bodies and mind or when life disappoints. We, like Jesus on the Cross, often ask God why he has abandoned us, when we are the one who have abandoned his Word. But, also like Jesus on the Cross, we can be filled with God’s infinite Spirit and empowered to forgive those who have wronged us, and to commend our lives to His service.


As I review the characters of the story, I realize it wasn’t the people I recognized, but their emotions. I recognized their successes and failures of faith that we all experience. 

No symbol in Christianity, or event in Jesus’ life, ties us more to his humanity, or connects us more powerfully to God’s promise of love and salvation, than do the cross and the crucifixion. We were there. No, rather, we are there. The core issues of our beliefs, played out by the characters of the “Passion Play”, are with us throughout our own, personal journeys of faith. Our faith and our commitment to our Lord are formed in the context of the crucifixion. This is not just a Bible story for the Easter Holidays. It is a lesson for every day of our lives.

George Bennard was a Methodist evangelist in the Midwest in the early 20th Century. After a difficult season of ministry he said he needed to better understand the power of the cross. He said that as he prayed and studied, the "Christ of the Cross" became more than a symbol, and the words of John 3:16 came alive in his mind as an act of redemption. In the following weeks and months the words to express these feeling began to form, and when he published his hymn in 1913 the first verse read;

“On a hill far away stood an old rugged cross, 

the emblem of suffering and shame.

And I love that old cross 

where the dearest and best,

 for a world of lost sinners was slain.”

You see, I believe we all live at the foot of the cross and its shadow is cast out before us. Its form need not be a symbol of agony or despair. Rather, it is one of hope and promise, because He that died on that cruel tree took all the sins of man, past, present and future, unto himself. Upon his death, light replaced the darkness of the grave and we were loosed from the grip of sin so that  “… whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”
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