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Palm Sunday/Sunday of the Passion/Confirmation
Luke 23: 1-56

March 28, 2010

Well, Luke, Joey, after two years we have finally arrived.  This is your day.  All of this is for you.  With only moments until your confirmation, you are without a doubt the center of attention.  That’s why you’re wearing those white robes.  That’s why you’re wearing a boutonnière.  That’s why you processed in with me from the back of church and why you are sitting up here in the front all by yourselves with, not to make you self-conscious, the whole congregation staring at you.  That’s why, after the service, we will all adjourn to the parish hall where you will find gifts and even a cake with both your names on it.  It’s all for you.


Now, I realize in saying that I run the risk of making your heads swell and giving you a bit of an overinflated ego.  For that, I suppose, I need to apologize to your parents but somehow I am not too concerned.  God gives parents an amazing ability to let the air out of overinflated heads and bringing overgrown egos back down to reality!  However, I do want to be clear about something, when I say this day is “for you,” I really do mean it but I am not simply referring to the fact that you will be confirmed today.  Nor am I referring to the reception in your honor.  To be sure, if I might make up a word, the “for you-ness” of this day includes your confirmation but there is another aspect of this day that is also for you.  We call this day the Sunday of the Passion of our Lord and believe it or not, as we look at our gospel lesson for today from St. Luke, what I want you to realize on this the day that you will confess Christ as your Savior before both God and man, is that what Jesus did, his suffering and his death, his passion is all for you.  

I realize that sounds a bit egocentric but it really is all for you and especially on this day I don’t want you to forget that.  And I say that because I think we sometimes run the risk of forgetting exactly that when we read through the passion of our Lord.  It is easy to read it as mere history; as nothing more than a compilation of historical tidbits from 2000 years ago that don’t really have any impact on us today.  After all, those 2000 years constitute such a huge gap between us and the events surrounding the passion of Jesus.  In many ways, it was so long ago and so far away from us and our lives right here and right now.  Don’t think that way, though.  All of this was for you.

When we read, as we do in Luke about Jesus’ unfair trial, he is not just making the point to us that Jesus was condemned unjustly.  No, he is making the point that the innocent Jesus was condemned unjustly . . .  for you.  We all know that Jesus was sinless.  He never so much as even had an impure thought throughout his entire life.  Nevertheless, Jesus stood there blameless and permitted all of these false accusations against him . . . for you.  
And, they were false accusations; demonstrably false.   Notice, the charge that the religious leader bring against Jesus, “ We found this man misleading our nation and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.”  Jesus never said that.  In fact, he said the exact opposite as he encouraged citizens to pay their taxes.  So, why did they level these false charges against him?  Why did they lie so flagrantly?  Well, without getting into all the background, these men simply hated Jesus because he upset their applecart, so to speak.  He challenged their teachings and told them that they were the ones misleading the people concerning God.  They taught a kingdom of the Law whereby you must earn your way into heaven.  Jesus taught a kingdom of grace where God earns heaven for you.  They taught a strict, legalistic religious view of life.  Jesus taught that self-sacrificing love should guide us.  They considered Jesus a false teacher and this is the reason they sought his death.  Earlier in Luke’s gospel but not part of what we read a few moments ago, Luke tells us that the religious leaders sought to kill Jesus because they accused him of blasphemy, that is, speaking wrongly about God when, ironically, they were guilty of speaking wrongly about God.  Nevertheless, that is why they wanted him dead, however, when they come to Pilate, the governor of Judea, they realize that he couldn’t care less about a charge of blasphemy.  For Pilate, that was a religious issue.  So, notice of what do they accuse him?  Tax evasion.  Well, which was it?  Of what was Jesus guilty, blasphemy or dodging taxes?  Do you see what they are doing and the level of injustice heaped upon Jesus?  They didn’t care what the charge was; they just wanted something to stick.  They just wanted him dead even if that meant trumping up a bunch of bogus accusations.    

Again, don’t just view his trial as the narrative of a series of unfortunate events experienced by Jesus.  This trial was for you.  Do you realize what Jesus is doing here?  Jesus stood trial and permitted these lies to spoken against him for one reason and one reason only:  so that the truth would never be spoken against you.  Jesus accepted the false accusations of being a blasphemer, a rebel and sinner before this human court so that you and I would never have to stand before the divine court of God and be rightly accused of being blasphemers, rebels and sinners.  For that is what we all are.   


How many here today have ever thought about that aspect of your salvation?  How many of you understand that Jesus has saved you from the terrifying prospect of standing before the judgment seat of God Almighty as sinner who must defend himself?  I have.  Throughout my life I have considered this a lot and I have to tell you, that Jesus did this for me comes as a great relief.  The thought of standing trial before God in heaven terrifies me.  The idea that I would have to defend myself before God, all the while knowing that I am guilty, disturbs me so much so that I try to force it to the deepest, darkest, recesses of my mind.  I already know, even before the trial begins, all that I have done.  I know how often I have failed to live as God would have me live.  I know how often I have chosen to live for myself and not others.  I know the countless times I have acted in anger, with selfishness or with pride.  I know the darkness of sin in my heart and how often I have spit in the face of my Lord.  I know the outcome of my trial before the proceedings even began:  I would be found guilty and so would you.  


Knowing this, Jesus stood in the dock for us.  Knowing this, Jesus assumed our guilt even though he was innocent.  Knowing this, Jesus stood on trial for you and was sentenced for you. 

And this too, his unfair sentence, was for you.  I don’t know if you have ever noticed this before but, one of the ironies of the passion of Jesus is that he is never actually declared “guilty” by Pilate.  Pilate simply acquiesces to the will of the people.  In fact, three times Pilate declares him not guilty which is something of note.    In his book, “Roman Law and Roman Society in the New Testament,” Dr. Sherwin-White notes that Roman judges gave a defendant three opportunities to refute the charges against them.  Jesus, as we know, remained silent in the face of the charges and it is, ironically, Pilate who defends his innocence.  Pilate, in a sense, acted as Jesus’ defense attorney and proved him not guilty.  Jesus should have been released.  But he wasn’t.  Instead, Pilate released Barabbas, a terrorist and a murder in Jesus’ place.  Do you see the swap?  Jesus for Barabbas.  The innocent for the guilty.  Jesus for us.  With Pilate washing his hands of the whole affair, he affectively sentenced Jesus to death not for the sins he committed but for the sins we have committed.  He was sentenced to death for you.

And of all the things Jesus did “for you” this is the most important.  Luke, Joey . . . Jesus died . . . for you.    This might be a little be late in the sermon to do this but, I should probably clarify exactly what I mean when I say he did this “for you.”   “For you” means more than simply “on your behalf.”  It means more than “for your benefit.”  When I say Jesus’ passion and death was “for you” I mean, “in your place.”  Jesus suffered and died in your place.  He stood on trial in your place.  He was sentenced in your place and he was nailed to a cross in your place.  All that we read here in Luke’s gospel is what we rightly deserve and to truly understand, to truly grasp the magnitude of what Jesus has done for us we need to insert our name into the text.  By all that is right, it should have been Luke Picek who was accused.  It should have been Joey Keeler who was sentenced.  It should have been me who was condemned.  It should have been all of us nailed to that cross.  It should have been the whole world breathing their last and paying for their own sins with their own life.

It should have been.  But it wasn’t.  Jesus died in your place.  That is the whole point of the gospel and that is the whole point of the Christian faith.  Yes, we deserve to die.  We all deserve to be crucified but we are not and though that is the fate we all deserve, because of Jesus,, that is not what we receive.  Jesus died for us, in our place and it is the “for you-ness” of the gospel that we must grasp hold of.  This is so important.  Understanding that Jesus passion and death were for you takes us from being mere observers of some historical facts to participants.  Jesus didn’t just die for the sins of the world, he died for my sins.  He didn’t just come as a Savior to the world, but he came as my Savior.


My dear friends in Christ, on this Sunday of the Passion of our Lord, if you walk away with one thing, let it be this:  “for you” is what Jesus is all about.  Everything that Jesus did, he did for you.  He was born for you.  He lived a perfectly holy and sinless life for you.  He kept God’s Law for you.  He suffered for you.  He was crucified for you.  He died for you.  He was buried for you and he rose from the dead for you; all for you.  


Now, I have said this before but I am going to say it again because . . .well . . .  it is true:  if Jesus knew from the beginning that only one person, just one, solitary person in all of history would believe him and that one person’s name was Luke, or Joey, or Steve, or Cheryl, or Lois, or John, or anything else, he would have done everything in exactly the same way.  He would have still lived and died and rose again for you.  So great is his love . . . for you.


And you don’t have to just believe me on this.  Martin Luther realized this too.  In fact, listen to what he had to say in his Christmas day sermon from 1530.  “Therefore this is the chief article, which separates us from all the heathen, that you, O man, may not only learn that Christ born of the virgin is the Lord and Savior, but also accept the fact that he is your Lord and Savior, that you may be able to boast in your heart:  I hear the Word that sounds from heaven and says, ‘This child who is born of the virgin is not only his mother’s son.  I have more than the mother’s estate in this; he is more mine than Mary’s for he was born for me, for the angel said, ‘For you, is born the Savior.”  I just love it when Luther agrees with me!


Luke, Joey, the point of going through catechism classes was never to simply teach you facts about Jesus and his life.  The point was so that you may learn more deeply and grasp hold of more strongly what Jesus Christ has done for you and so I now ask you to come before this congregation and confess your faith in him who has not only done it all . . . but who has done it all for you and you, and you and you there in the second pew, and you in the back and you in the balcony.  It’s all for you.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

