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An Easter Love Story: Palm Sunday

April 1st, 2007

One of the dreams of companies these days is to come up with a logo that just gets indelibly fixed in people's minds... 

· A symbol that people will associate with a product… an expression of who that company is that tugs on people’s hearts…

· So when they see it, they not only think of that company, but they want to buy whatever it is the company sells.

I want to demonstrate this in a couple of ways, so I'm going to actually draw a couple of logos up here… 

· Though, I want to manage the expectation factor as I do that because I'm very bad at drawing things.

· So, I want you to turn to the person next to you and say, "Craig is really bad at drawing things." Go ahead… turn to that person and tell them that… because I really am bad.

The first one should be familiar to you, although it may not appear familiar to you based on how I'm drawing it. But I'll give it a shot. Okay, what company does that make you think of?

· Nike, that's exactly right. That was my intent, and there it is, that's Nike. 

· In fact, there's a word for this little design. What is it called? It's the swoosh, the Nike swoosh. 

· Nobody even knows what a swoosh is, but there it is. That's the sign of victory. That's the sign of a winner!

You may not have known this, but the word Nike comes from a Greek word used in Jesus' day, which meant victory—to win. 

· And so when Nike pays an athlete to wear their clothing… they’ve got to hire the best. So, what golfer, for example, do we associate that symbol with? Tiger Woods… because when people see Tiger Woods, they say, "You the man!” 

· And then we think, "Maybe if I have that “swoosh” on my sneakers… maybe if I buy that Nike shirt… maybe I'll be ‘the man!’" 

· That’s what you call a successful logo!

Now, here's a second one. I have to switch colors for this one. What company does this make you think of? McDonalds!

· Yes… this is the ultimate "You deserve a break today" logo… a symbol of kicking back and “being happy!”  

· In fact, McDonalds is the home of the Happy Meal, the meal of great joy.

· Little kids, when they see that logo, their hearts start to beat fast. "If I just have one of those meals, I'll be happy." 

 When some of you approach those golden arches, your blood pressure goes up… knowing that you’re about to enjoy some wonderful, delicious, fatty, artery-clogging food that really will raise your blood pressure. 

· You can even get it in the drive-thru lane so your whole family can eat in the van the way God intended families to eat. 

· And what’s so convenient is that if your kids become suddenly hungry the next day or even a month later while in the car…

· All you’d need to do is to rummage through your van a bit where you’d likely discover a whole meal of old French fries.

Okay, one more. This involves a circle… and, no… it's not a peace sign! Anyone know what it is? Yes!  Even Janis Joplin wrote a song about it back in 1970… it was written in the form of a prayer… 

· "Oh Lord, won't you buy me a Mercedes Benz? My friends all drive Porsches, I must make amends." 

· I saw an ad for one of these cars a while ago. And the ad said, "You can't buy happiness, but now you can lease it." You see, this logo… this is a symbol of status.

Truth is… we live in a world of logos. Some of the smartest people in our world stay up twenty hours a day trying to dream up one of these symbols in order to make their product more compelling than ever before… 

· So that when you see one, you unconsciously think, "I want everything that logo represents… the status, the happiness, the confidence that comes from ‘being the man!’”

· And that brings us to an important question because for 2,000 years now, the clearest, most remembered, most widely recognized symbol of what it is that the Christian faith stands for… 
· Are two pieces of wood stuck together on which criminals are executed. 
· For 2000 years, what was essentially an instrument of death has been our corporate logo.
If you're a follower of Jesus Christ, this is the symbol on which everything in your life is built. And, of course, the question that screams out to be asked is why? 

· I mean, if you were trying to create a movement that would attract men and women from all around the world to sign up and be a part of it, why in the world would you choose a symbol like this?

· Of all things… why a cross?

· No one would choose a logo like this in our day. It would be like a toy company having an electric chair as their logo. It’s not going to happen!

Now today it’s not as big of an issue, because the whole meaning behind the cross has been turned into something so much more palatable.  In fact, its gone from palatable to darn right fashionable.  

· Because you can buy one at any store from Target to Tiffanies, even we can forget what it is that this really stood for. 

· But I’ll tell you… if someone from the first-century Roman world were to suddenly transport into our world today, the idea of our wearing the cross as jewelry would be more shocking to them than cell phones and TVs.

· Truth is, in Jesus’ day and for centuries before and after Him, the cross was not a sign of happiness, or status, or “I’m the man.”  

· It was the ultimate symbol of humiliation and agonizing death.

· And yet, the God of the universe, choose as the essential expression of his  heart and love and character this symbol of a cross.

And so, whether or not you have embraced the ultimate meaning of the cross personally in your life, by the time you leave this morning, I want you to be very clear about its meaning… about why it stands at the center of the Christian faith. 

· I want you to understand the pain of the cross, what it is that Christ suffered. 

· I want you to understand the power of the cross, the difference that it makes in the life of this world and can make in your life.

· And I want you to understand what does it mean to be a people of the cross? What is it that Jesus invites his followers to do? 

· I want you to be real clear after this morning about the cross because next week we'll come together, and we'll be celebrating Easter. 

· But there would be no Easter if it were not for the cross.

Let me say a little bit about the history of the crucifixion so we can really understand the context of the cross.

· You know, in the ancient world, the Romans and others like them knew a lot about executing those they believed were against them. 

· They did a lot of it, whether through burning or stoning or just the stroke of a sword.

· So why crucifixion? Crucifixion was a lot more trouble. At the very least it required four soldiers and a centurion to oversee them. It took hours, sometimes days. 

· It was a lot more time consuming. It cost a lot more money. So… why would they use crucifixion?

They used it when they wanted to do two things. They used it only in those cases when they wanted to maximize the agony the condemned man would suffer because of how long it could take someone to die from crucifixion.

· And then secondly, they used it when they wanted to maximize the public humiliation of the person being crucified. 

· The custom was that the man who was condemned would be forced to place the crossbeam on his back and then be paraded through the heart of town. 

· They would deliberately take the longest, most crowded route so people could see what was going on. 

· And soldiers would go in front and to the sides of the condemned man. 

· And one of them would carry a sign proclaiming the crime for which the condemned man was accused.

The purpose behind this was to attract a large group of people who were supposed to make a public spectacle of the man’s death. 

· They wanted to make sure that anyone even thinking of treason or insurrection again Rome would know what would become of them.

· And yet, crucifixion was such a cruel form of death that according to Roman law it could only be used on foreigners or slaves. 

· If you were a Roman citizen, no matter what you did, you couldn't be crucified. 

· There are three things that I want us to interact with this morning regarding the cross. The first is…

Pain of the Cross

As you know, it was a painful death, and I want you to understand something about what Jesus experienced on the cross for you and for me.

· In many cases, as was the case with Jesus, the condemned prisoner was first beaten with a whip with multiple leather straps… 

· With small pieces of metal or bone attached to the ends, which were designed to cut into the flesh. 

· The bleeding was so profuse that if the centurion didn't calculate it real carefully, it was not uncommon for the man to die while he was being beaten because of the loss of blood.

After this, the crossbeam of the cross would be placed on that same back, on those same shoulders, and the man was forced to carry it through the town to a place outside the city where he would be condemned to death. 

· There the cross would be laid down on the ground, and the condemned man would be forced to lie down on it. 

· Then, the soldiers would tie his left hand around the beam and then drive a spike just below the wrist.

· Then they would do the same with his right hand, driving that spike through his wrist into the wood of the cross.

· Then they would take his feet, right foot against the cross, left foot in front of it, and either bind them or take a spike and drive it through the arc of both feet… nailing his feet into the wood of the cross. 

Then they would raise the cross, and on it the condemned man would immediately have to push himself up in order to exhale. 

· This would place his full weight on the nail that went between his feet, ripping the nerves between the metatarsal bones in his feet, causing searing pain. 

· And yet, as unbearable as that was, he would then have to inhale by sagging down.  But to do this, he would have to place all the weight on the nails between his wrists, again causing searing pain.

· And to make this suffering worse, the Romans deliberately left the arms and the legs of the crucified man slightly flexed so that the victim could do this for a longer period of time as a way to prolong the agony. 

He would be left on the cross for hours, exposed to heat or cold, the skin on his back lacerated by the movement up and down, while he struggled for breath. 

· And this would go on for hours, sometimes days, until the condemned man would eventually die, most often of suffocation. 

· This is the physical suffering of an average criminal on a cross…. It’s what Jesus, the perfect, sacrificial Lamb of God, experienced for my sake and for yours. 

· This is what was going on when he looked down from that cross on the soldiers who were crucifying him and the mobs that were taunting him and prayed, "Father, forgive them. They don't know what they're doing" (Luke 23:34).

What's interesting, though, is that the gospels say very little about Jesus' physical suffering on the cross.  In the Gospel of Mark (15:24) it just says, "And they crucified him." 
· They say very little about his physical experience on the cross because Jesus' deepest suffering was unique from anyone else who has ever suffered like that.

· You see, beyond the physical agony of the cross, Jesus was also experiencing a form of spiritual suffering that you and I can only dimly imagine.

· The Bible says in 2 Corinthians 5:21, that on the cross “He who knew no sin”—never experienced guilt, never a moment's shame, never the pang of regret, only pure innocence throughout his entire existence…. 

· that “He who knew no sin became sin for our sake, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.”
Think for a moment about the darkest thing you have ever done. That thing that would cause you the most intense pain and humiliation if it were flashed up on the screen for this whole room to see.

· Maybe it was an act of betrayal or deceit that caused you to hurt someone you cared for… that caused you to lose a job or a friendship. 

· Maybe it's a habit or a pattern that you would be so ashamed if other people knew about it or something you did that you’d do anything to keep a secret through the rest of your life.

· I don't know what it is, but I know you've got something. We all do. Remember how much pain that action caused you and others.

Now imagine experiencing the weight of that sin and countless other sins that you've committed, some of which our consciences are too dulled even to remember or notice. 

· Add to that not just the guilt of your sin, but the guilt and pain and shame and regret of every sin ever committed by every human being who has ever lived; 

· Every act of physical abuse, every murder from the beginning of time from Cain and Abel right down to today and into the future; the horror of every genocide.

· Every seduction, every betrayal, every deception, every mean, spiteful word, every turning away from someone in need… 

· Every greed-driven business deal, every sacrifice of integrity, every shabby lie. 

Imagine feeling the crushing weight of all that sin on your shoulders in one moment of time. 

· Imagine in that moment the unspeakable despair of experiencing the judgment and anger of a Sovereign, Righteous God because you had chosen to take upon your own shoulders, the sins of humanity.

· Throughout eternity, Jesus had never experienced anything other than perfect intimacy with his Father. 

· Understand that through eternity, Jesus had never known a single moment apart from the love and presence of the Father.

· And yet, in that moment, He cried out, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" 

In that moment on the cross, Jesus experienced something we can only dimly imagine, and that is the horror of what it would be like to be utterly forsaken by God: 

· Complete spiritual darkness, spiritual aloneness, utter forsakenness, utter abandonment, and utter hopelessness. 

· That's why in the Garden of Gethsemane he said in Matthew 26:38, "My soul is in anguish. I'm sorrowful to the point of death." 
· Even in anticipation of the crucifixion, the sorrow was so great in Jesus that even then He thought he might die.

As unimaginable as it was, Jesus’ physical suffering was nothing compared to this. He was mistreated by the authorities. He was mocked by the crowds. He was abandoned, deserted, betrayed by his best friends. 

· But his real suffering was a spiritual suffering that you and I can hardly imagine. Paul writes in Galatians 3:13 that on the cross, Jesus "redeemed us from the curse by becoming the curse for us." 

· He experienced supernatural suffering and guilt that you and I will never know… So that you and I could experience a supernatural healing and forgiveness that we could never earn.  

Power of the Cross

Now this leads to the second aspect of the cross, the power of the cross. It was very apparent to onlookers that what took place on the cross when Jesus died was an act of extraordinary, spiritual power. 

· We're told in the text that when Jesus hung on the cross, the land became dark and soon began to shake violently… 

· Suddenly, the veil that separated man from the Holy of Holies in the inner-most part of the temple, a place where only the high priest could enter once each year, was ripped in two, top to bottom. 

· The scene was so powerful that a centurion looked up at the cross in Matthew 27:54, and said, "Truly this is the Son of God!"
This is an act of extraordinary spiritual power, and I want us to understand the kind of power that was released in the cross. 

· First, there was the power of forgiveness because on the shoulders of that one man, on Jesus Christ, was the collective sin and guilt and shame of the entire human race, including yours. 

· Your guilt was on the cross with Jesus. Your sin was on the cross with Jesus. And yet, we’re told in 1 Peter 1:18-19…
· “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed… but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.” 
· That’s why we talk about the blood of Jesus cleansing us from every sin.
You see, Paul writes in Romans 6:23 that “the wages of sin is death.”  In other words, the result of sin in our lives is spiritual separation from God.  And because God is holy and just, this would always be true.
· And yet, because of His incredible love, Jesus took our sin on His own shoulders at Calvary, paying the penalty for our sins… dying the death that we deserved.
· Paul writes, “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.”
· And so, whatever sin you’ve committed or guilt you bare, you can walk out of here this morning with a clean conscience completely forgiven of your sins… 

· Not because you've earned it or deserve it or have been so good. It's just the power of the cross. 

And because He tore that veil in two, we can come freely into God’s presence with boldness and confidence. 

· If you ever need wisdom… If you ever need guidance… If you ever get discouraged and need comfort… 

· If you ever get lonely and need a friend… God says, "Come to Me." 

· Fallen and sin-stained as you and I are, God says, "You can come to me anytime." Where do we get the power to do that? It's from the cross.

The cross is also the power of reconciliation.  Because of the cross, people can not only be reconciled to God but to one another. 

· Through much of Israel’s history, the Jews and Gentiles around them remained bitter enemies.  

· That was certainly true in Jesus’ day when the Jews were forced to live under Roman rule.

· And yet, in Ephesians 2:14, Paul said “For Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one people when, in his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us.”
In other words, when Jesus Christ died on the cross, He tore down the dividing wall of hostility that had separated Jews from Gentiles, men from women, and slaves from masters. 

· He tore down the dividing wall of hostility that has separated one race and culture from another.

· Its happened as a matter of historical fact in the church, and it still does as people discover just how level the ground is at the foot of the cross. 

· What makes that happen? That's the power of the cross.

Then there's victory and power over evil. 
· In Colossians 2:14, Paul tells us that when Jesus died, he disarmed the spiritual powers and authorities opposed to God and made a public spectacle of them. 

· Think about that.  Jesus made a public spectacle of them.

· You see, that's what the people thought they were doing to Jesus… they thought they were making a public spectacle of Him, shaming and humiliating Him.

But when Jesus died on the cross, he was really showing the ultimate triumph of the self-sacrificing love of God.
· Look at how Paul puts in here in Colossians 2:14, “You were dead because of your sins and because your sinful nature was not yet cut away. Then God made you alive with Christ, for he forgave all our sins. He canceled the record of the charges against us and took it away by nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.”
· Sin & satan and guilt & death were ultimately defeated on the cross.

That's the power of the cross. And part of what that means is you don't have to be defeated by sin. You can begin to change. 

· You can begin to experience transformation even in this fallen world. You don't have to be trapped or stuck. Why not? Because of the cross.

· *That's why for 2,000 years, at the center of the Christian faith stands not a candle, not a star or a crescent-shaped moon, but a cross. 

· That's why Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:18, "For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved, it's the power of God."
People of the Cross

We’ve talked about the pain of the cross… and the power of the cross… but there is a third thing that we really need to grab hold of this morning.  And that is the Father’s desire that you and I become a People of the Cross. 

· His primary concern is that the self-giving, self-sacrificial love that is supremely expressed on the cross be publicly displayed in your life… 

· in this room, in board rooms, in living rooms, in every room… That you be a man or a woman of the cross.

· In Luke 9:23, Jesus shared some of the most sobering words He ever spoke. 

· He said, "If anyone would follow me, they must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me." 

So let me ask you… have you chosen to become a person of the cross? 

· Have you told God privately in your heart, "God, I choose today to take up my cross… to follow You… to live the life you’ve called me to live as your son (or daughter).”
· Have you become a man of the cross, a woman of the cross?  

· It’s not always easy. At times it involves a kind of death where, out of obedience, you have to lay down a sin or ungodly habit in your life.

· And yet, the kind of death that is required in following Jesus ultimately leads to life. 

· You see, there’s no Easter without a cross. We live in a world that wants Easter without a cross.

I don't know what may be going on in your life right now that may be keeping you from walking more closely with Him.  

· Truth is, we all carry with us an issue or two that dulls our passion and desire for Him.  

· Maybe it’s lust; maybe it's pride; maybe it's deception; maybe it's resentment; maybe it's greed. 

· What I'm asking you today is “will you nail it to the cross?” 
· Will you say to God, "Lord, whatever it takes, however much it hurts, I choose to lay those issues at the foot of the cross. From this moment on, I will take up my cross." 

· So I ask you this morning, will you take up your cross?

Guys, you can go down different roads if you want to. You can choose to be a people of status or a people of power or a people of pleasure or a people of comfort. 

· You can walk a long way down those roads if you want to, and you can accumulate a lot of the kinds of symbols that would communicate that “you’ve made it.”

· Or will you have the courage to say, "I'm going to be a man of the cross; I'm going to be a woman of the cross. I'll take up my cross today. I will seek to live my life with a self-sacrificing, self-giving love. 
· I'll mess up sometimes, but then I'll take up the cross again, and the next day I'll take up the cross again. And as best I can, with Your helping me, God, I will live as a man of the cross, as a woman of the cross until the end of my life comes… where I will stand face to face with the One who gave His life on the cross for my sake."
I hope you choose that because if you do, then you really understand what Easter is about. 

· Then you'll really be ready to celebrate Easter because it really will be Easter for you. 

· But there is no Easter without the cross. Will you be a people of the cross? 

