TEXT: Luke 23:26-49

SUBJECT: Luke #90: Christ Crucified


Today’s topic is the Crucifixion of Jesus Christ.  


Over the years, I have spoken on it more often than on any other subject, and maybe more often than all the others put together.  I make no apology for this, for it is the central doctrine in the Bible and the one thing needful.  You can live a Purpose Driven Life and master the Doctrines of Grace, but if you don’t know Christ crucified, they will do you no good.  There is no salvation in daily devotions or hope in the Eternal Decree.  Our salvation and hope and purpose and joy are in Christ alone.  But not Christ in the manger or Christ working miracles or Christ setting an example or Christ telling stories.  They are in Christ hanging on the cross!


To the Jew, the cross is a stumbling block, to the Greek it is foolishness, but to those who are called—both Jews and Greeks—it is the power of God and the wisdom of God!


There is power in His weakness, wisdom in His folly, glory in His shame and life in His death. Life for you in His death.   


How do you study the crucifixion of our Lord?  There are two ways to do it: up-close and at a distance.  Each is good in its own way, but neither is complete without the other.  Do we get so close that we can see every drop of blood that trickles from his forehead?  Or do we back up and simply, Behold the Man?  


I don’t know which is better.  So for now, we’ll split the difference and try to take in the whole story in less than an hour without skipping over all the details.  God help us! 

THE VIA DOLOROSSA


The story begins on the Via Dolorossa or the road of tears.  The Lord has been found innocent by Pontius Pilate, King Herod, and the people of Israel, and yet He is marched off to the cross.  


He’s had a long night full of suffering and with a major loss of blood.  This has left Him weak, too weak to carry the heavy cross beam to the place of execution.  There’s no cowardice here or hesitation in accepting God’s will, but just a breakdown of His body.  


A foreigner has come to town for Passover, it seems, and he’s ordered to carry the Lord’s cross for Him.  His name is Simon the Cyrenian, who later became a well-known Christian.  For now, though, he probably has no idea who the Lord is or why He is being put to death.  


But there are others there who do: 
A great multitude followed Him, and women who also mourned and lamented Him.  


This is a surprising observation and Luke’s way of hinting at something very important.  Just a few minutes before the people were on the Rulers’ side—and against the Lord Jesus, demanding His crucifixion.  But now, they’re turning away from the Rulers and toward Christ.  What does this mean?  It means that God is slowly, but surely, starting to overturn the verdict passed on His Son.  He’ll do it several more times before we’re done today.  


The Lord turns to the wailing women and tells them to stop it!  This may sound heartless, but He’s got a good reason for saying it:

Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for Me, but weep for yourselves and for your children.  For indeed, the days are coming in which they will say, `Blessed are the barren, wombs that never bore, an breasts which never nursed!’  Then they will begin to say to the mountains, `Fall on us!’ and to the hills, `Cover us!’  


Up to now, the crucifixion of our Lord was the worst thing that had ever happened to them!  They thought things couldn’t get any worse.  But the Lord knows better.  The judgment falling on the capital this day isn’t nearly as bad as the one that is to come.  


That day will be so awful that women will wish they had never had children—because they will see their sons and daughters starving to death, dying of dystentery, raped, murdered, mutilated, and forced to do shameful things.     


This is not the end of the world our Lord has in mind, but a day much closer: It is the Fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.  After years of rebellion and months of siege, the Romans will have had enough of the Jews and wipe them out with the holocaust not even Hitler could dream up.  For the whole story, read Josephus’ book, The Wars of the Jews.  He was a Jew, a general in the Israelite army, an historian, and an eye-witness to it all.  After describing it all in graphic detail, he passed this judgment on his own people: The God of Israel went over to the Romans.  


The Lord closes with a proverb—
For if they do these things in the green wood, what will be done in the dry?


Scholars have interpreted the saying in at least six different ways, but leaving aside the details, they all mean pretty much the same thing.  The one I liked best came from the Dutch commentator, Greijdanus,

“Jesus was innocent.  Now if He, the innocent one, was mad the object of such ill treatment and plunged into suffering, what will happen to those who are guilty?”  


If God pours out His wrath on a sinless Man, what will He do to the people who killed Him?  


We don’t have to wonder: within one generation,

The wrath of God has come upon them to the uttermost. 


The last mile has been walked.  

GOLGOTHA


 They come to a place called…  Some Bibles say, Calvary, but many scholars say it should be Golgotha or the Skull.  This is not a big deal, of course, since both are true, but the Skull underscores the hideousness of the place.  This is not a pretty, antiseptic room where people are gently put to sleep—no, it’s the stuff of nightmares!  

BETWEEN TWO THIEVES


On that hill, the Lord is place between two criminals.  They were the fools who followed Barabbas—but weren’t as lucky as their master!  


There is mockery in the arrangement.  Pilate and the Romans hated the Jews and thought it would be funny to lift up their King between a pair of hoodlums.  


This was what the Romans were thinking, but God was thinking something else.  By putting His Son alongside two criminals, He was teaching them—and us—that He has identified with sinners and will die the death they deserve.  

THE PRAYER


Crucifixion is not a sudden like—like the guillotine—but a slow one, leaving plenty of time to talk.  The first thing we hear our Lord saying is a prayer—a prayer to God for…the men who are crucifying Him!

Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do.  


When I was a young Calvinist, the Lord’s prayer tied me in knots.  If you know your theology, you know why: The Lord’s priesthood is made up of two parts: sacrifice and intercession.  Now, if the Lord sacrificed Himself only for the Elect, then how can He pray for others so generally?  


The question seemed serious to me years ago, but now I see it’s a stupid one with an easy answer.  The Lord practices what He preaches.  If He tells us to pray for our enemies, He prays for His—even His worst enemies and when they are at their worst!  


How dear the prayer is to sinners!  It means God is not hard and looking for a fight! He takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but prefers them to turn from their evil ways and be forgiven.  


It’s even more dear to saints.  It means God loves us as we are.  Even on our bad days.  


Luke adds a footnote to the Lord’s prayer,

“And the people stood looking on”.  


In other words, Luke is not making this up; he’s not reading back into history what he wishes was there.  No, he got the story from people who were there.  They were at the foot of the cross that day and heard the Lord pray for His enemies while they were killing Him!  

THE MOCKERY


You’d think crucifying a Man would satisfy even the most sadistic heart.  But it doesn’t.  The Jews and the Romans have to pile on and add insult to injury.  


The Jews quote the Bible at Him—

He saved others, let Him save Himself, if He is the Christ, the Chosen of God.  


The words are taken from Psalm 22, but they’re not spoken with reverence for God or His Word, but in ridicule.  They’re laughing at His claim to be the Messiah, to be God’s Favorite!  


I’m not the most pious man in the world, but it hurts me to hear the Lord’s Name taken in vain.  I’ve heard it millions of times, of course, but I still wince at it.  Now, the Lord is the most pious Man in the world!  It must have cut Him to the heart to hear these loud-mouths profane the sacred Name of God and make a mockery of that Word that angels tremble to hear! 


The soldiers join the mockery in ways that must have embarrassed them later.  First, they gamble for His coat.  Can you imagine yourself being pushed into an operating room and—the last thing you hear is the doctors flipping a coin for who gets your watch if you don’t make it? 


Next, they call Him King.  Finally, they offer Him sour wine.  This is not an act of mercy, it’s a cruel joke: offering Him wine as though He were an honored guest in their home.  


The soldiers have had their fun, now it’s their master’s turn, Pontius Pilate.  He has affixed a board over the Lord’s head and on it, he has written,

THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS


The barb is aimed at both the Jews and the Lord.  The Jews boasted of their heritage, their history, their Messiah, and so on, but the only king they’ve got is a crucified criminal!  Ha!  Ha!  Ha!


But it’s also a jab at the Lord Himself.  A short time before, Pilate was somewhat sympathetic to His plight, but now, even his heart has gotten hard and he thinks it is hilarious to call the dying man Your Majesty.  


No one is left out of the scorn.  The sign is written in three languages: Hebrew, Greek, and Latin.  This means everyone is in on the great joke of God’s crucifixion!  

THE CONVERSATION


As the day wears on, the men hung alongside Him, keep up the abuse.  But one of them has had a change of mind.  When the others says a particularly nasty thing, his partner in crime rebukes him for having no shame!  

Do you not even fear God, seeing we are in the same condemnation?  And we indeed, justly, for we receive the due reward of our deeds, but this Man has done nothing wrong!  


The scoffer is shut up for the moment, but his old friend has one last thing to say:

Lord, remember me when you come into Your kingdom.  


We can’t be sure of what he had in mind, but judging by the beliefs of the day, I suspect he thought that one day in the distant future, God would set up His kingdom on earth and that Jesus would have a high place in it.  When He took that high place, the thief hoped He would leave the back door cracked for him.  


The Lord is happy to do that for him—and far more than that!

Assuredly I say to you, today you will be with Me in paradise.  


The future is now!  In a few minutes the Lord will be in paradise and, an hour or two later, his new friend will join Him!  Heaven will be like that bar in Star Wars—every hideous, malformed, ill-clad, alien and his brother will be there—and happy with the Lord forever!  

THE DARKNESS


The Lord hung on the cross from nine in the morning until three in the afternoon.  At noon that day, a bizarre and terrifying thing took place: the lights went out.   Some have taken this to be an eclipse, others have taken it for a miracle, but it doesn’t matter because God is in control of all events: natural and otherwise.  


What does the darkness at noon mean?  Some think it is a punishment—and they’re right, it is.  But whose punishment?  Who’s being judged by the blackout?  Most would say the people are suffering for their impiety, but this is as wrong as it can be.  It is not they who are blacked-out, but the Lord Jesus Christ!  


And how do we know that?  Because of what darkness stands for.  Peter and Jude tell us it stands for hell, for the punishment of the wicked, to whom is Reserved the blackness of darkness forever!  

The blackout is part of our punishment—that Christ took on Himself!  

THE DEATH


At three o’clock sharp, a voice is heard from the cross—but it’s not a scream of agony, but a shout of triumph!  

“Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit!”  


The words are not original; they’re quoted from the Bible, the 31st Psalm, to be exact.  They’re full of faith and hope.  God promised to receive the Lord and the Lord believes He will!  God promised a glory to Christ and He is now laying claim to it!


The accusers have been answered!  They said He was a heretic, a blasphemer, and a trouble-maker, but He knows better!  He’s the Son of God who’s leaving this world for His Father’s loving hands.  

THE AFTERMATH


His claim is fully justified by the events that took place right after His death:

The veil of the Temple was torn in two.  


This means The Rulers of Israel and their system have been toppled.  And the way to God is now open to all—but not through the temple in Jerusalem, but through the Real Temple, our Lord Jesus Christ! 

When the Centurion saw what happened, he glorified God, and said, `Truly, this was a righteous Man’.  


The very people who judged Him and put Him to death are now turning to Him.  

And the whole crowd who came together to that sight, seeing what had been done, beat their breasts and returned.  

The Jewish people didn’t go quite as far as the Centurion did, but even they now feel that what they did was wrong—that the Man they took for a criminal is that, but is something else. 


To back up the claim, Luke reminds us that he didn’t dream this up or get it out of a book, but,

All His acquaintances, and the women who followed Him from Galilee, stood at a distance watching these things.


Except for Judas Iscariot, the people who had quit the Lord and stayed away, have all come back to support the Man who loved them.    


That’s the story.  Christ crucified.  

WHAT IT SAYS


What does the crucifixion say?  More than you think.  In his great book, The Attraction of the Cross, Gardiner Spring writes:

“The cross was designed to be the fullest and most vivid expression of all religious truth.  Nowhere else does truth utter her voice with such distinctness, such fullness and emphasis.  Every truth in the Bible brings us at last to the cross and the cross brings us back to every truth in the Bible.  The sum and substance of all truth is most impressively proved, illustrated, and enforced by `Christ and Him crucified’.  It is the hinge on which the whole system turns, and the great truth by which alone any and all truths can be understood”.  


Every Bible doctrine and all truth outside the Bible is lighted up by the cross or seen but darkly away from it.  Let me mark three or four of them in passing and we’re done.


What does the cross say about man?  


It says he’s a bloody mess!  When talking to unbelievers, we always try to make them see that men are in sin and have no hope without Christ.  When they’ll listen to the Bible, we go over to Romans 1; when they won’t, we refer to the newspaper and history books: Hitler, Stalin, child molesting.  When they say only some people are bad, we ask them if they ever sin, ever sin intentionally, and always do their best.  


Why do we waste our time on these things?  Why not go to the cross and ask the unbeliever to explain it in light of man’s basic goodness!  


Who’s good in this story?  The envious Rulers of Israel or the cowardly Governor of Judea?  The mindless mob or the disloyal friends?  The soldiers who gambled for His coat or the thieves who cursed Him as they died?  


Who’s the good guy at the cross?  Where does man’s basic decency shine through?  


The human race is totally depraved—in body and mind and heart and will and emotions and in every other way.  We’re not as bad as we could be—that’s not the point—but we’re all bad.  There is none righteous, no not one!  If there is a righteous man in the world, where was He when they crucified the Lord of Glory?  


What does the cross say about God?


It says He is just and loving.  God does not let sin go.  He punishes it—He always punishes it as fully as it deserves.  And, on the cross, we see His justice at work.  He poured out His wrath—not His rage—but His thoughtful, measured wrath on His Son in the place of the sinners who deserved it.  


He did this out of His great love for sinners.  God commended His love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.  


The Middle Ages emphasized the justice of God to the point it drove Luther mad.  Our age underlines the love of God so much that we no longer fear Him.  What does the cross do?  It doesn’t split the difference—making God somewhat loving and somewhat just.  No, it shows Him both loving and just--infinitely and equally both!  


What does the cross say of Christians?  


It says our sins must be far worse than we think they are.  How bad must envy or lust or gossip or laziness or the love of money be if it put this Man on the cross? 


It says God loves us, even when we sin, and that our guilt should bring us back to Him and not push us away.


What does the cross say of Christ?  


It says He is God and Man, prophet, priest, and King, Lord and Savior, all in all.  And, most of all, it says, In all things He must have the preeminence.     

