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THE HOUR OF JESUS CRUCIFIXION – Payback Time

Sermon Text:  Mark 15:25-32

May God’s grace be with you in richest measure this evening and always.  Amen.

Introduction

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

During this Lenten season, we have been looking at the hours of our Lord’s passion.  We started with him in the upper room as he washed his disciples’ feet and offered them a spirit-nourishing supper that to this very hour offers us his true body and blood and nourishes our souls.  Leaving that room, we then traveled with him and his disciples to the Garden of Gethsemane for the hour of his anguish in prayer.  There was the hour of his betrayal which came shortly after that, and then the hours of his trial.  And now this evening, we come to the hour of his crucifixion.  We turn our attention to the Gospel of St. Mark, the 15th chapter.  There in the 25th verse we begin reading

It was the third hour when they crucified him.

The written notice of the charge against him read:  THE KING OF THE JEWS.

They crucified two robbers with him, one on his right and one on his left.

Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads and saying, “So!  You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, come down from the cross and save yourself!”

In the same way the chief priests and the teachers of the law mocked him among themselves.  “He saved others,” they said, “but he can’t save himself!  Let this Christ, this King of Israel, come down now from the cross, that we may see and believe.”  Those crucified with him also heaped insults on him.

This is the Word of our God.

I. The People at the Cross say, “It’s Payback Time!”

Brothers and sisters in Christ, if we could have been at the hour of the crucifixion and walked up to the crowd that was gathered there at nine o’clock in the morning and asked anyone in the crowd, “What time is it?”, we probably wouldn’t have gotten the answer, “Well, it’s the third hour, of course.”  No, if we had been able to walk up to them and ask them, “What time is it?” so many in that crowd gathered around the cross would have said to us, “What time is it?  It’s payback time!”  That could have been their answer, because that’s how so many of them were feeling. It was payback time.  Everybody wanted to extract a little of payback from Jesus.  

Pilate himself was not there, but, nonetheless, he was still getting some payback.  He had sent that written notice to be attached to the top of Jesus’ cross, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” To be sure by sending that notice and having it attached to Jesus’ cross, Pilate was getting a little payback at those Jewish leaders.  They had bothered him.  They had brought Jesus to him so early in the morning.  They had put him into a no-win situation, one in which he would find himself not knowing what to do.  They had an innocent man in front of him, but was also told that he was no friend of Ceasar, if he let this man go.  Plus, the Jewish leaders had stirred up the  people and caused a near riot.  So, no being too happy with those Jewish leaders, Pilate takes a swipe at them when he sends written notice: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews”.  

But it was not just a slap at those Jewish leaders.  He was also getting a little payback at Jesus – the charge was one last slap at Jesus on Pilate’s part.  

Pilate had asked Jesus, “Are you a king then?”  Jesus had told him, “You are right in saying I am a king.”  He said for a fact, “For this reason I came into the world to witness to the truth.  Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”  And with those words, Jesus was reaching out to this lost soul called Pilate.  He was reaching out to him, saying “I’ve got the truth.  I’ve got what you need, not just for this life, but for eternal life.  I’ve got it!”  And how did Pilate greet such an overture of love on the part of our Savior?  With sneering cynicism and skepticism, as with great sarcasm, he said, “What is truth?”  So, with the written notice, Pilate, gets a little pay back from Jesus.  With that written notice Pilate says, “Well, good.  You’re some kind of king.  Fine!  You’re the King of the Jews? What do I care?  Some king – look what it got you!”

There were others there who wanted payback from Jesus.  Our lesson tells us that those who passed by said, “So!  You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, come down from the cross and save yourself!”  

What kind of people were these?  It says they were just passers by.  On the surface they didn’t have any stake in what was going on, but for some apparent reason they felt like piling on and hurling insults at Jesus.  Perhaps some of these passers by were some of the same people who joined the happy throng when Jesus had entered the city.  Perhaps they had joined in the crowds shouts of “Hosanna to the Son of David, Hosanna to the Lord in the highest.”  So, now,  who were these people?  What kind of people were they too kick Jesus when he was down even though the crucifixion didn’t seem to involve them.  

Perhaps they were the kind of people who ride the crest of popularity with someone, but when that person falls. . .when something goes wrong. . .they are all too happy to join those who are piling up on him.  It’s as if they were the people who were walking by and saying “Oh, how the mighty have fallen!”  Perhaps they were people who took some warped sense of joy in the misery of others.

Then there were the chief priests and the teachers of the law.  There is no doubt, if we went up to them and asked them what time it was, with cruel glee they would have answered,  “It’s payback time!”  This is exactly what they had wanted for Jesus.  That’s exactly where they wanted him – up on that cross.  You see, Jesus had been a big threat to them.  He had been a big threat to their popularity among the people.  Why?  One reason might be this:  The teachers of the law just kept teaching law, kept burdening the peoples’ conscience with laws they couldn’t possibly keep and gave them precious little Gospel, precious little news of forgiveness.  Then, along comes Jesus, speaking words of God’s love, God’s care, God’s mercy, and God’s forgiveness.  What a stark contrast!  

And all of a sudden, because the Gospel works, people are following Jesus, rather than these teachers of the law.  Their popularity was slipping out of their grips.  Their status in the community was slipping out of their hands, and they weren’t going to let that happen.  Why, just earlier that week they found reason for wanting to pay Jesus back.  Holy Week, they had come to Jesus and presented to him riddles, tough questions, questions they thought he couldn’t possibly answer correctly.  But each time, Jesus didn’tjust give a right answer, Jesus gave the perfect answer.  Jesus didn’t look like the fool.  These teachers of the law, these priests, the other Jewish leaders, they’re the ones that looked the fools in the eyes of the people.  And now what they had been plotting for, what they had been conniving for, what they had been drooling for had taken place – payback!  They had Jesus on that cross!

Why, even the two criminals – in some kind of warped way  - were trying to get some payback from Jesus.  Now, that strikes us as rather strange.  These criminals were under the same sentence – death.  They were in the process of dying themselves on crosses.  They are subject to public ridicule as well, as everyone who came by could gawk and stare and ridicule them.  But it’s almost as if they took some kind of warped comfort in the idea that they were one of the crowd.  They were still one of the crowd, accepted by the people as they too hurled insults at Jesus.  Or, perhaps they wanted to dump on this religious man, this supposed Messiah, because life hadn’t been too fair to them.  They didn’t feel they had gotten a fair shake in life, and so they were going to dump on the Man of God and the one who called himself the King of the Jews.  In their eyes God hadn’t treated them fairly so they were going to take it out on Jesus.  

II. Jesus says, “It’s Payback Time.”

Yes, a lot of the people there that day would have said,  “It’s payback time!”  But, what if we had been able to go up to Jesus at that very hour?  What if we would have been able to ask him the same question. “Jesus, what time is it?”  Indeed, the entire Scriptures would give us Jesus answer and it would be the same answer everyone else would have given there that day.  Jesus would have said: “Why, it’s payback time.  It’s the time, the hour set by my heavenly Father from before the laying of the foundations of this earth, way back in eternity.  This is the hour, nine o’clock in the morning, the third hour of the day.  This is payback time when I will pay back my heavenly Father for the sins of all people of all times.” 

Now, Jesus could have taken the harsh attitude: “ This is payback time!  And I’m going to pay back every one of these people who is mockingand ridiculing me. With vengence I’m going to payback everyone who put me up here.  

He could have done it.  As God, he had the right and he had the power.  The Scriptures tell us “Vengeance is mine” saith the Lord.”  Well, that’s the Lord on the cross.  Vengeance is his.  The Scriptures also tell us do not be deceived; God will not be mocked.  And they are mocking God.  And here Jesus had the right and the power to come down from that cross and put them in your place – pay them back!  But he doesn’t.

How would we react in such a situation?  Have you ever been mocked, ridiculed, scorned, cast aside?  Has anyone ever plotted or talked behind your back?  Has anyone ever made life difficult for you or a loved one?  And what do we do?  Well, sometimes we grin and bear it, but not necessarily because we’re all so noble.  Sometimes we bear it just we don’t know what to do.  We don’t feel we have the right to do anything about it.  We don’t feel we have the power to do anything to do about; so we grin and bear it and pretend that we’re noble, when the reality is  if we could find the opportunity and if we had the right and if we had the authority, we’d be more than happy to pay back those who are making our life so difficult.  Well, for all those times we have paid people back with vengeance, for all those times we wished we could hav, if we only had the opportunity, Jesus, our Savior is dying on the cross and not doing that.  He’s holding back.  He’s not extracting vengeance.  He’s not paying those people back.  He wouldn’t come and pay us back.  Rather, he was paying the heavenly Father back for our sins of vengeance.

But, are we there in another way at the cross?  You know, you can look at some of the paintings of the crucifixion from the Renaissance era, and if you look closely at the crowd gathered around the cross and find one face which is actually the face of the painter.  He’s painted himself into the scene; and he does not paint himself into one of the noble disciples sitting at the feet of Jesus.  He paints himself into one of the crowd who mocked and scorned the Lord.  What the artist was confessing through his own painting was that Jesus was dying for him, someone who had scorned God and mocked God and rejected God.  And he is taking joy, this painter is taking joy in the forgiveness that Jesus died for him.  Now, who of us could deny that our face could be painted into that crowd?  

You see, we, like Pilate, all too often have rejected Jesus.  Like Pilate, we’ve all too often not wanted to be bothered with Jesus when he comes to us with his  message and confronts us with the truth, because it might just be too difficult to carry through on what Jesus says.  Like Pilate, we have responded with cynicism so many times in our lives even though Jesus is the Lord of all and in control of all things.  Ya, we’re a lot like Pilate.  Yet, Jesus died for Pilate and his cynicism, his skepticism, his self-preservation; and he’s died for ours as well.  Those sins have been taken away.  Jesus was paying back the heavenly Father in that hour for us.

Sad to say, we are also like those passers by.  There’s part of us, sadly a part of us that is all too strong - our Old Adam, that evil part of us - that like those passers by takes delight, some kind of warped delight in seeing others fail, in seeing others fall, in seeing others in misery.  But just as Jesus stayed up on that cross for those passers by, he stayed up on the cross for us as well and for all the times we have delighted in the misery of other people.  

And what about the chief priests and the teachers of the law with their plotting and their conniving and their self-preservation and their emphasis on do this and don’t do that, rather than on the love of God?  We’re there too.  For all the times we have connived and plotted, for all the times we have emphasized God’s law at the expense of his love and mercy, Jesus stayed up on that cross for us too.

How about those criminals?  How do we identify with those two criminals as they hurled insults at Jesus, insults saying to Jesus that life wasn’t fair so we’re going to dump on you?  How many of us haven’t thought:  “Life’s not fair.  We haven’t been dealt with fairly.  We haven’t gotten a fair deal?  Life hasn’t treated us fairly?”  When we think and talk like that we’re not really blaming life; we’re blaming God.  But , Jesus stayed up on that cross and did not come down from that cross when taunted and mocked by those criminals.  He stayed up there for their sins and also for our sins of blaming God for all the things that go bad in our life.  Amazing!  Simply amazing!

And, the payback that Jesus gave to the Father bore fruit.  We know that if you look at some of the people that were there that day, it tells us in our lesson that both criminals that were crucified with Jesus began hurling insults at him, but that’s not how it ended.  As the hours passed ne of those criminals had his heart melted by Jesus’ words of love and his act of sacrifice.  Perhaps he began to remember the lessons from the Old Testament which he had learned in his youth.  At any rate, the Holy Spirit caused him to see that the notice above Jesus’ head was true. So, he said to Jesus:  “Remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  To which, Jesus responded the same way he will respond to you and me one day, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”  

What about those passers by?  Could it be that later on, after Jesus’ resurrection, perhaps after his ascension, perhaps on the Day of Pentecost, these passers by  found themselves in the city and heard Peter’s preaching?  Could it be that some of them joined the Pentecost crowd in saying, 

“What must we do?”  Could it be that some then heard that Jesus had paid the heavenly Father back  for their sins?

 We know that some other people who were at the foot of the cross may have come to faith.  We’re not sure whether it’s exactly these priests or not, but we are told later on in the Scriptures that many of the priests came to believe in the Way, that is Jesus, as the way, the truth, and the life.  

And you and I know that what Jesus did there, that payback, has been brought to us now.  It’s bore fruit in our hearts and lives.  For, although we  are by nature cynical, skeptical, self-preserving, nasty people, that’s not al we are.  We are also God’s children.  We have a new man that clings to Jesus in faith and receives his forgiveness.  We have a new man that uses that  forgiveness and motivation to put away cynicism, put away piling on other people, put away blaming God for the bad things that happen in life.  

Conclusion

You know, right now our nation has come to the conclusion that there are just some times you have got to use force to secure the peace.  We may not like that; we should never love that.  We may not like it, but the truth is we are sinners living in a sinful world; and if you are going to keep a temporal, earthly peace, sometimes that peace is going to have to be kept with force.  What a contrast we have in our Savior!   What a contrast we have between temporal, worldly peace and eternal, lasting spiritual peace in Christ; for he did not use force to secure the peace.  He, rather, gave himself up.  He sacrificed himself to keep the peace.  When they taunted him and mocked him saying, “Come down from the cross now, and we’ll believe”, Jesus gave himself up and said “No, I won’t come down until my body is lifeless and laid in the grave for you.”  When they said “He saved others but he can’t save himself”, to that Jesus would respond “That’s precisely the point.  If I were going to save others, if I were going to save all, I could not save myself.  I had to give myself up.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard and keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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