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It’s good to be with you here … to worship our Creator together, and to seek His words, His plans, and His purposes for our lives, and to see how He wants the Gospel to come alive in us AND THEN be poured out of us into the world.  Two Sundays ago we saw Jesus go through some “faux trials” of accusations and questions before the Jewish Religious Leaders … filled with false witnesses who couldn’t coordinate their lies.  And we saw Peter deny that he even knew Jesus – and then we saw the deep, repentant sorrow Peter felt after Jesus exposed his denials of Him.

This morning, as we look into MARK 15:1-21, we’ll see Jesus’s last trials before Pilate … where Jesus was mocked, beaten, and forced to carry His cross to Calvary.  My heart and my prayer for each of us gathered here this morning is that God will give us new insights and new levels of courage about how to make the Gospel come alive in our relationships … so that we can begin, in new ways, to talk with the people we love and the people we’re in relationship with, about God, about the things that really matter, and about the things that will last for all of eternity.

MARK 15:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Early in the morning the Chief Priests with the Elders and Scribes and the whole Council, immediately held a consultation; and binding Jesus, they led Him away and delivered Him to Pilate.

Remember, the “trial” held before the Sanhedrin the night before was “unofficial, off the record, and illegal.”  And now this first round of “legal trials” were held early in the morning, and immediately because they wanted to get Jesus passed over to Pilate quickly so He could be the first case on the docket that day.

We read in v. 1 that Jesus was bound when He was brought to Pilate.  Jesus wasn’t bound up in chains when He had His “unofficial trial” with The Jewish Religious Leaders the night before.  They knew Jesus wasn’t a violent man, but they apparently wanted Pilate to get the impression that they thought Jesus was dangerous, and so they put Him into chains before they brought Jesus to them.

What a long night this had been for Jesus.  Dinner with His disciples in the Upper Room in Jerusalem where Jesus exposed Judas as the one who would betray Him.  A  season of agonizing prayer in The Garden of Gethsemane on the Mt. of Olives.  Arrest by 600+ Roman soldiers.  Three phony Jewish “trials” where the beatings, which would only escalate, had begun.  Probably no food, no sleep, and no water.  Just pain, rejection, condemnation, and unceasing prayer.  And now, finally Jesus was turned over to Pilate.

And as each minute of that night ticked by, Jesus knew, in ways no one else could possibly know, that as difficult as each hour of this night was, THIS WAS the unfolding plan of God the Father for the redemption of the world through His upcoming death on the cross.  You and I can study this story, but there’s no way we can begin to really imagine the conflict, the pain, the loss, and the agony Jesus went going through during the hours we read about here at the end of MARK.
 
The Jewish Religious Leaders knew they had no legal way to get rid of Jesus – through crucifixion or any other method – because in 7 A.D. Rome revoked their right to execute anyone.  So for about 25 years, Rome had the final say in all things legal in Judea.  There were times when The Jewish Religious Leaders ignored this law, like in ACTS 7:57-60 when they oversaw Stephen’s stoning, and like the time in ACTS 9 when they led a failed attempt to capture and kill the recently converted Paul.

Because so many people had begun following Jesus, The Jewish Religious Leaders believed that if they got Pilate to pass judgment on Jesus, they’d be able to stay neutral in terms of Jewish public opinion.  So sending Jesus to Pilate was a cleverly calculated move.  They knew Pilate was known as a ruthless leader and a politician seldom swayed by public sentiment.  Surely, they must have thought to themselves, “Pilate will get rid of this Jewish Rabbi who’s life, and ministry, and teachings have caused us so much grief the past three years.”

Pilate regarded the Jews self-serving and troublesome … and so when he started asking Jesus questions, I believe he knew that the Jews had a hidden agenda in what they were asking him to do.

MARK 15:2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 Pilate questioned Him, “Are You the King of the Jews?”  And He answered him, “It is as you say.”

The Jews were MONOTHEISTIC – meaning they believed in and worshiped ONLY ONE GOD.  But the Romans, like their neighbors the Greeks, were POLYTHEISTIC, meaning they believed in and worshiped MANY GODS.  The Jewish Religious Leaders were pushed over the edge in their false trial when Jesus claimed to be God … but they knew that if they hauled Jesus in before Pilate on the charge of claiming to be God, Pilate would just laugh them off and say, “Which god?”

And so they brought Jesus to Pilate under the pretext that He was claiming to be the King of the Jews … which they hoped would make Pilate believe Jesus was a POTENTIAL POLITICAL THREAT, because under Roman rule, Caesar was the only King, and as Caesar’s representative in Judea, Pilate couldn’t tolerate Jesus’ claim.  And so in v. 2 Pilate asks Jesus, “Are You the King of the Jews?”  So, in a turn filled to the brim with irony, Jesus Christ now stands in chains before Pilate, accused of doing exactly what He refused to do:  TAKING A POLITICAL STAND AGAINST ROME.

And when Jesus answers Pilate’s question with the words, “It is as you say”, He’s speaking in a SPIRITUAL TERMS, not in POLITICAL TERMS.  If Jesus had just answered “Yes” to Pilate’s question, Pilate would have immediately declared Jesus guilty of treason against Rome.  But because Jesus gave Pilate a “qualified yes,” by saying “It is as you say” it made Pilate want to look deeper into who Jesus was.

 MARK 15:3-5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 The Chief Priests began to accuse Him harshly.
4 Then Pilate questioned Him again, saying, “Do You not answer?  See how many charges they bring against You!”
5 But Jesus made no further answer; so Pilate was amazed.

Pilate was the governor over Judea, appointed by Rome, and his permanent residence was in the city of Caesarea on the Mediterranean coast, but he would travel to Jerusalem every year during Passover to make sure that Roman authority was maintained.  But the Chief Priests wouldn’t just let Pilate do his job … and they just kept making accusations against Jesus.

In LUKE 23:2 we’re told more specifics about what these false accusations were … that Jesus incited rioting … that Jesus told people to withhold taxes from Rome … and that Jesus said that as the King of the Jews, and as such that He was going to raise up an army against Rome.  But Jesus made no comments, and Pilate was amazed, surprised, and astonished.  I have a feeling the Apostle Peter was thinking about all of this when, about 30 years later he wrote FIRST PETER 2:21-25 …

FIRST PETER 2:21-25 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

21-25 This is what you were called to do, because Christ suffered for you and gave you an example to follow.  So you should do as He did.  “He had never sinned, and He had never lied.”  People insulted Christ, but He did not insult them in return.  Christ suffered, but He did not threaten.  He let God, the One who judges rightly, take care of Him.  Christ carried our sins in HIs body on the cross so we would stop living for sin and start living for what is right.  You are healed because of His wounds.  You were like sheep that wandered away, but now you have come back to the Shepherd Overseer of your souls.

Jesus’ example for us here is as One who didn’t play “tit-for-tat”.  He didn’t offer threats back to The Jewish Religious Leaders or to Pilate.  Instead, He trusted God to take care of Him.  Let me tell you about a woman who followed the example of Jesus, and lived out this same kind of trust in God to take care of her while beginning and running a ministry that included much rejection, persecution, and shame.

Amy Carmichael was born into a Presbyterian family in Northern Ireland in 1867, the oldest of seven children, and she served God as a missionary in India for 55 years, from 1896-1951.  The ministry Amy Carmichael began was called the DOHNAVUR FELLOWSHIP and was based in the town of Tamil Nadu, 30 miles North of the Southern-most tip of India.

For 55 years, Amy Carmichael shared the Gospel of Christ with Hindu Temple prostitutes, leading them into relationship with Him, training them in other professions, and helping raise their children – which by the end of her life had numbered over 1,000.   While living and serving in Tamil Nadu, Amy received a letter from a young woman who was considering life as a missionary … and the woman asked Amy, “What is missionary life like?”  And Amy wrote back to her this one-sentence, but not simple reply …

                 “Missionary life is simply a chance to die.”
What you think Amy Carmichael meant when she wrote this reply?

Gang, Jesus Christ calls us into relationship with Him, and then He asks us to “die to ourselves, to our own dreams, to our own goals … and to find our purpose, our goals, and our dreams in Him”.  Then Jesus calls us to live out this new life we’re finding in Him within the relationships He’s entrusted us with … in our homes, at work, in the schools we attend, in the neighborhoods we live, and in our churches.  This is the message of the Gospel and how it spreads.  Do you see it?

When Amy Carmichael died in India in 1951 at the age of 83, she asked that no tombstone be put on her grave; instead, the children she cared for put a bird bath over her grave with the single word Amma, which means mother in the Tamil dialect.

Here are some words Amy wrote shortly before she died that reflect her desire to become more and more like Jesus … and to live out this Gospel-life, this with-God-life she’d told God that she would live with Him … a life where God, not her was on the throne of her life … where God was calling the shots, giving the direction, and providing the purpose.

“If in dealing with one who does not respond, I weary of the strain, and slip from under the burden, then I know nothing of Calvary Love.  If I have not the patience of my Savior with souls who change and grow slowly, then I know nothing of Calvary love … If I know little of struggle until Christ is fully formed in others, then I know nothing of Calvary Love.  If I avoid being ‘ploughed under’ with all that such ‘ploughing’ entails of rough handling, isolation, tests, and uncongenial situations, then I know nothing of Calvary Love.”

Friends, this Calvary love that Amy Carmichael wrote of, lived out, and that we see in Jesus in these verses, is learning to be patient, it’s sometimes suffering in silence, and it’s always loving others with a costly, sacrificial love, a love that God can use to transform us and others.  Which brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON … 

FAITH LESSON 1
 
Maturing followers of Jesus Christ don’t make up a defense when spiritually accused.  They make prayer their defense and keep their eyes on God, even when the road becomes unbearably steep.

And now in vv. 6-15, Jesus has His second audience with Pilate …

MARK 15:6-15 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
6 Now at the feast he [Pilate] used to release for them any one prisoner whom they requested.
7 The man named Barabbas had been imprisoned with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the insurrection.
8 The crowd went up and began asking him to do as he had been accustomed to do for them.  
9 Pilate answered them, saying, “Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?”
10 For he was aware that the Chief Priests had handed Him over because of envy.
11 But the Chief Priests stirred up the crowd to ask him to release Barabbas for them instead.
12 Answering again, Pilate said to them, “Then what shall I do with Him whom you call ‘The King of the Jews’?”
13 They shouted back, “Crucify Him!”
14 But Pilate said to them, “Why, what evil has He done?”  But they shouted all the more, “Crucify Him!”
15 Wishing to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released Barabbas for them, and after having Jesus scourged, he handed Him over to be crucified.
[emphasis added]

Both Pilate and his wife believed Jesus was innocent.  In MATTHEW 27:19 we read, “Pilate’s wife sent this message to him:  “Don’t do anything to that man, because he is innocent … ” (NEW CENTURY VERSION).  And in LUKE 23:14 we read Pilate saying, “I have found no guilt in this man …” (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE).

In the midst of a POLITICALLY AND RELIGIOUSLY VOLATILE SITUATION, it’s still unclear what Pilate was going to do.  He didn’t really want to help out the Jews – let alone cater to their whims, and I believe that this made him want to find a way to turn Jesus loose.  In fact, in JOHN 18, as Pilate is weighing everything, and just before he tells the Jews that he can find no wrong-doing in Jesus, we see him struggling with issues of faith and of doing the right thing.

JOHN 18:37-38 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

37 Pilate said, “So you are a king!”  Jesus answered, “You are the one saying I am a king.  This is why I was born and came into the world:  To tell people the truth.  And everyone who belongs to the truth listens to Me.”
38 Pilate said, “What is truth?”  After he said this, he went out to the crowd again and said to them, “I find nothing against this man.”

I see Pilate asking hard questions here, but remaining unsure how to make right and hard choices.  I see Pilate wrestling with faith the same way we do … thinking, “What’s it going to cost me to do the right thing?”  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON … 

FAITH LESSON 2

Maturing followers of Christ come to Him with their doubts, their questions, and their struggles, and ask Him to pour His truth into them, SO THAT THEY CAN THEN LIVE OUT THAT TRUTH.  This is how the Gospel comes alive in the world, and how you and I as followers of Christ live missionally in the day-to-day stuff of life.

Look back with me at v. 7 …  The word insurrectionist used here to describe Barabbas tells us that he was not only a murderer, but also a terrorist … in other words, Barabbas was a REAL political enemy of Rome, and not a FALSELY ACCUSED political enemy of Rome like Jesus was.  Remember, it was Passover, and Jerusalem was filled to overflowing with Jews who’d come to town from all over the known world for the celebration.  So when Pilate asks them whom he should let lose, according to the Passover tradition that he’d established, he was no doubt hoping that they’d say “Jesus.”  But instead, the people firmly demanded that Barabbas was the one they wanted to see set free.

I wonder if any of the people in the crowd – the ones crying out for Jesus’ death on this day, had also been in the crowd a few days before shouting loud “Hosannas” over Jesus as He came back into Jerusalem riding on a colt.  I guess the bottom line is that there’s seldom a shortage of people willing to just follow the crowd.

Interestingly, the name Barabbas means son of the father.  Do you see the choice Pilate was setting before the people?  They had to choose between Barabbas - the son of the father, and Jesus Christ - the only begotten Son of the Heavenly Father.  The irony is nearly blinding …

Barabbas was a prisoner, and Jesus came to set the captives free.  Barabbas was a robber, and Jesus came to give Himself up for you and for me.  Barabbas was a murderer, and Jesus was allowing Himself to be put to death so that you and I could be forgiven from our sins and live.  And friends, just like Jesus Christ took Barabbas’ place that day in Jerusalem, HE TOOK YOUR PLACE AND MY PLACE ON THE CROSS.  You and I are the ones who deserve to die, to somehow try to pay the price for our sins and our separation from God.  But God knew that there was nothing we could do to earn our way back to God.  

On one hand, every single one of us has the condemnation of death on our lives.  We all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  And every single one of us has been separated from God by our sins.  And on the other hand, Jesus Christ was totally guiltless.  Jesus Christ didn’t deserve to die.  And yet Jesus Christ did die, like the lamb led to slaughter … and because He paid the price and the penalty for our sins we can know true freedom.  So Barabbas is a picture of each one of us.  I love how the Apostle Paul writes about this reality of what we here at 2nd Street call, THE GREAT EXCHANGE in SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:21 …

SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:21 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

21 Christ never sinned!  But God treated Him as a sinner, so that Christ could make us acceptable to God. 

Listen to me … if you were Barabbas, would you have agreed to this exchange?  Would you have argued and said to Pilate, “No way man!  I don’t need anyone to take my place, I’d rather die for my own sins!”  This is the offer God lays out before us today … a chance to let His Son, Jesus Christ, take our place and give us a pardon.  Will you take it?  I’ll come back to this question in just a bit.

MARK 15:16-20a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

16 The soldiers took Him away into the palace (that is, the Praetorium) [the palace of Herod Archelaus was located in the SW part of Jerusalem, just East of the Temple Mount], and they called together the whole Roman cohort.
17 They dressed Him up in purple, and after twisting a crown of thorns, they put it on Him;
18 and they began to acclaim Him, “Hail, King of the Jews!”
19 They kept beating His head with a reed, and spitting on Him, and kneeling and bowing before Him.
20a After they had mocked Him, they took the purple robe off Him and put His own garments on Him. [emphasis added]

Kings in Jesus day often wore purple robes and had wreaths of gold-covered leaves on their head.  And so this raggedy old purple robe they put on Jesus … trying to cover up His beaten, laid-open back that they didn’t want to see and be reminded of what they’d done … and this crown of thorns they’d made and then jammed down onto Jesus’ head, were both a mockery of this common kingly garb.

When a person was scourged they were stripped, tied to a post, and bent forward to fully expose their back.  Here’s how James R. Edwards, in his commentary on The Gospel of Mark describes scourging.

“As the Roman soldiers repeatedly struck the victim’s back with full force, the iron balls and shards of sheep bone imbedded into the strands of the leather whip would cause deep contusions, and cut into the skin and subcutaneous tissues.  As the flogging continued, the lacerations would tear into the underlying muscles and produce quivering ribbons of bleeding flesh.  Pain and blood loss generally set the stage for circulatory shock.  The extent of blood loss during scourging determined how long the victim would survive the cross.”

The hitting, the scourging, the scorning, the beating in the head with a reed, symbolizing being beaten with a royal scepter, the spitting, the dress-up, the crown of thorns, and the false bowing before Jesus.  The physical sufferings of Jesus have always been, and will always remain, a window through which we see the redemptive heart of God!  Here’s how this truth is expressed in another New Testament verse …

HEBREWS 2:10 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

10 God is the One who made all things, and all things are for His glory.  He wanted to have many children share His glory, so He made the One who leads people to salvation [Jesus Christ] perfect through suffering. [emphasis added]

MARK 15:20b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

20b … And they led Him out to crucify Him.

After scourging, victims being crucified were forced to participate in a parade of sorts through the streets of Jerusalem carrying their own cross to Calvary, also called Golgotha, meaning the place of the skull.  This death procession was led by a Roman solder on horseback and a hired person who walked out in front of the condemned person, shouting out the crimes that they’d been convicted of.  This was Rome’s horrific way of both “advertising” a crucifixion – getting a crowd to turn out … and to make everyone who saw it and heard it afraid of doing anything to violate Roman laws.  And this exact scene was no doubt what Jesus was prophetically referring to when many months earlier He’d said to His friends in MARK 8:34 …

MARK 8:34b (COMMON ENGLISH BIBLE)

34b … “All who want to come after Me must say ‘no’ to themselves, take up their cross, and follow Me.”

As Jesus led His crucifixion cavalcade, He was probably stripped naked and his hands were lashed to the cross-member of His cross, which would have weighed between 75 and 125 pounds … and the whole cross would have weighed about 300 pounds.  Jesus began the journey through the streets of Jerusalem toward Calvary carrying His own cross, but at some time along the way He was simply too weak to go on.  Preferring to keep Jesus alive until He was crucified, when He fell under the weight of the cross, a Roman soldier, probably a Centurion, conscripted a man by the name of Simon to carry Jesus’ cross the rest of the way to Calvary.

MARK 15:21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 They pressed into service a passer-by coming from the country, Simon of Cyrene (the father of Alexander and Rufus), to bear His cross.

Simon's cross-bearing is mentioned in three of the four gospels (MATTHEW 27:32; MARK 15:21; LUKE 23:26).  Since Simon lived over 800 miles away, on the other side of the Mediterranean Sea in the Northern Africa town of Cyrene (a town with many Jews … with Carthage to the West and Egypt to the East) – he was no doubt in Jerusalem for the Passover, and was just standing nearby as Jesus’ crucifixion parade came by, perhaps with his two sons, Alexander and Rufus.  Perhaps they’d been part of the crowd that had welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem several days before – who knows?  Yet, the Romans were the law, and Simon wasn’t given a choice about whether to help or not.  He was compelled, or pressed into service.  Which brings us to our THIRD FAITH LESSON … 
FAITH LESSON 3
 
Maturing followers of Jesus Christ are often blessed by the things they’re compelled by God to do.  Simon may not have wanted to carry the cross of Jesus Christ, and maybe he even resented it when he was forced to do it.  But it probably became the most meaningful moment of his entire life.

If this Rufus is the same one mentioned in ROMANS 16:13, then I believe we can conclude that while Simon may not have been a follower of Jesus before carrying Jesus cross on this day, it looks like he may have become one after it was over, and that he came to know what it really meant to take up his cross and follow Jesus.

The general consensus is that Simon’s sons, Alexander and Rufus were Christ-followers known to the Christians who received The New Testament letter Paul wrote to them in Rome … and remember that Mark wrote this gospel with Peter’s help, from the city of Rome.  And in this story I see a beautiful picture of a son following in his father’s footsteps and choosing to become a follower of Jesus Christ.

May this be the prayer of all of us who are parents.  That no matter where our kids may be with God right now – that we will never stop praying for their salvation – and that we would CONSISTENTLY, VISIBLY, and INTENTIONALLY live out the Gospel to them, being salt and light to them, and inviting God to use us and others to draw them to the truth of the Gospel.

Oh friends, the next time your plans are interrupted and you’re invited by God to bend down and help carry another person’s cross, remember what Simon did for Jesus – and what Jesus did for Simon, and rejoice that you’ve been given another opportunity to live out the Gospel in word and in deed.  Blessed be the Word of the Lord.

NEXT SUNDAY GREGG LAMM WILL TEACH THROUGH MARK 15:22-47.  INVITE SOMEONE WHO ISN’T YET PART OF A CHURCH FAMILY TO JOIN YOU … AND COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING 

JOIN OTHER 2ND STREETERS AT THE CHURCH OFFICE ON THURSDAY MORNING AT 6:00 A.M. TO STUDY GOD’S WORD FROM THE ANNUAL BIBLE READING PLAN! 
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