THE MISSION OF CHRIST
TheWay of the Cross

Just over a month ago we were celebrating the bfr@hrist and at
the beginning of the New Year, at least in the Asagl church where
| worship back home, we celebrated Epiphany - évelation of
Christ to the Gentiles represented by the Magi,enpapularly known
as the Wise Men. You'll notice | didn't say thi®ese Men because
the only place they're mentioned in the Bible elvapter 2 of the
gospel of Matthew - it doesn't say how many theeeewalthough
there were certainly at least three firstly becabsg brought three
gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh and secoitdégause you
wouldn't undertake a long journey in those timethaut a reasonable
group of people. The Eastern church, especiadySyriac churches,
believe there were at least twelve Magi or Wise Men

So why is Christ so central to our faith - and $ieantral, after all it's
called Christianity - and why do we still celebrats birth over 2,000
years later and why did Magi from the East come&aoship him?
The answer lies in his mission and as we move bilitsoseason of
Epiphany and towards the season of Lent and Elatant to talk
about that mission today.

Jesus's mission was to die for the redemptionl ehahkind, to die to
secure the forgiveness of all our sins, my sinsyanuat sins. This
mission was always God's plan for the redemptiomafkind, a plan
made before the Fall and foretold by the prophataits more than 500
hundred years before Christ's incarnation. Lejuseread to you
from Isaiah:

“Who has believed our message and to whom hagsthefthe
LORD been revealed? He grew up before him likendee shoot, and
like a root out of dry ground. He had no beautynajesty to attract
us to him, nothing in his appearance that we shdesire him. He
was despised and rejected by men, a man of soremdsfamiliar
with suffering. Like one from whom men hide thacés he was
despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely he fpakiuinfirmities
and carried our sorrows, yet we considered hinakstn by God,



smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierceddur
transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquitfespunishment that
brought us peace was upon him, and by his wouncsrgveealed.
We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of sguraed to his own
way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity efall. He was
oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open histmdie was led like
a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep befoshkarers is silent, so
he did not open his mouth. By oppression and juddrne was taken
away. And who can speak of his descendants? Feakeut off

from the land of the living; for the transgressairmy people he was
stricken. He was assigned a grave with the wickad,with the rich

in his death, though he had done no violence, ras any deceit in
his mouth. Yet it was the LORD’s will to crush hand cause him to
suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a gufiiering, he will
see his offspring and prolong his days, and theoiihe LORD will
prosper in his hand.” (Isaiah 53:1-10 NIV)

isn't that a wonderful prophecy of Christ's missionearth?

Christ's mission was also indicated by many othieigis. One of the
three gifts of the Magi that | just mentioned - nhy¥ was
traditionally used for anointing the dead and emadj, pointing us
towards Christ's death on the cross. John thei®aptist have
known of Christ's mission because he describeddsitGod's
sacrificial lamb, as John the Gospel writer tels u

“The next day John saw Jesus coming towards hinsaia Look,
the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the aNb(John 1:29
NIV)

This image of Christ as a sacrificial lamb is esplicpowerful
because at the first Passover each Jewish houssdwificed a lamb
to spare them from God's wrath and In Jesus'slambs were
sacrificed for sin each day in the temple as wekiathe annual
Passover festival. Also Jesus was born in Bethtelige main source
of sacrificial lambs for the Jewish Temple and ofteese sacrificial
lambs were wrapped in cloths by the shepherdsetogmt them from



becoming sick and thus being disqualified as pedacrificial lambs.
Jesus was wrapped in cloths by his mother as Lellseus:

“and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. Shepwed him in cloths
and placed him in a manger, because there wasomo far them in
the inn.” (Lu 2:7 NIV)

and the garment she used for this may well hava heedeath
shroud - as every Jewish woman in those timesezhthis shroud
with her when she went on a journey. I'm goingttp there for
reasons of time, but the symbolism surroundingsledairth which
points us towards his mission is absolutely wondexhd incredible.
The more | study it the more | turn to God in anmagat and worship.

But, you know, the question people most frequeaslhy me is why
was Christ's mission necessary? Why did Chriséhawie for our
sins? Why couldn't God just forgive us?

Well to answer that question | have to start bying at a subject
which isn't at all popular today, especially In &oe where | live, and
that's SIN. Most people today, even most Christiaimply do not
realise the seriousness of sin. In order to Haistthis, how many of
God’s Laws, no let's make it simpler, how manylof ten
commandments do you think you have to keep toderto be
righteous before God. ......... Lots of Christians wdly you have to
keep more than half, say six or seven out of iaecidentally that’'s
exactly what Islam says about keeping God'’s lawsthat's a topic
for another day). But, that's not what God sayadan the Bible he
says you must keep them all. God’s pass markti§® or 70% or
even 99% - its 100%. That’'s how seriously God régain. It's also
why we could never achieve salvation by ourselwe&scan’t achieve
100%. God hates sin, is angered by it and refergessto come to
terms with it. As it says in the book of Exoduspter 20 and verse 5
“.. for I am the Lord your God, punishing the chhdd for the sin of
the fathers to the third and fourth generation ..”.

As | said, the seriousness of sin, even sin itaedf,not acceptable
topics in contemporary society. Popular authokehramarked on it.



Karl Menninger, an American psychiatrist has eveittan a book
entitledWhatever Became of Sn? Does this mean, he says, that no
sin is involved in our current troubles ....? Heweas "No, indeed
not". He concludes that the vast majority of thebjems in our
world today result from a failure to respect Gddws. Actually, the
fact that we downplay the importance of sin is wklstrated by the
fact that we have only one word for it. In the €t®f the New
Testament, there are no less than five words fprogith passive and
active. The most commonamartia which depicts sin as missing a
target. Adika is unrighteousness or iniquity apdneria is a vicious
degenerate kind of evil. Also we haparabasis a trespass or
transgression anahomia which means lawlessness.

As | said, one of the things that non-Christiaremd even some
Christians — frequently say to me is "we understhiatiwe have been
sinful and that we need to be forgiven, but Goehésciful and wants
to forgive our sins so why couldn’t he just forgive. What was the
need for Jesus to die a horrible death?" As tlkead¥r cynic Heinrich
Heine put it “the good God will forgive me, thaliss speciality”.

| must admit that at first sight the idea of Chhsing sacrificed on
the cross for our sins sounds like a primitive ssii@on which
should have been discarded long ago. Indeed oneus Christian
writer shockingly called it "the first case of casmhild abuse".
However, the more we look at Christ's death oncttoss the more it
makes sense, the more it becomes absolutely certsaBishop
Stephen Neill says “in the Christian view of higttlhe death of
Christ is the central point of history; here ak ttoads of the past
converge; and here all the roads of the futurerde/e

Those who express the view that God could simpigi¥e us are
lacking a balanced view of the gravity of sin oa tine hand and the
majesty and nature of God on the other. God ISpbetely loving
BUT he is also completely just and completely raghts and all these
aspects of his nature are unchanging and unchalegdadt me say
that again, God’s nature is immutable — unchanginghangeable
and absolute. As the prophet Malachi says:



“| the LORD do not change. .................. " (Mahi 3:6 NIV)

and as James says:

“Every good and perfect gift is from above, comduayvn from the
Father of the heavenly lights, who does not chdikgeshifting
shadows.” (James 1:17 NIV)

Yes, God is absolutely loving and wants to forgige but he is also
absolutely just and couldn’t simply forget about sin. God acts in
accordance with ALL of his attributes ALL of then&e. The problem
of forgiveness was not in the world, it was witidiod.

Sin is a rebellion against God’s laws and a lawcliiias no sanction
against breaking it is no law at all. It is incen@able that God’s
moral laws could be of that kind. The sanctioniagiebreaking these
moral laws, in other words the sanction againstisideath. In the
words of Romans 6:23:

“for the wages of sin is death ................

This does not mean that God’s laws are mechartieay,are alive in
God, a part of his nature, and that unchangingreahakes them
unalterable.

If we try to bring God down to our level or try aralse ourselves to
his level we see no need of a radical atonemesg¢are salvation.
We need to hear again the words of Peter in 1 Reter

“since you call on a father who judges each marm@ewmpartially,
live your lives ... in reverent fear”.

When we tremble before God and acknowledge tharedell
deserving sinners the necessity for the cross besatear. Perhaps
If we spoke less about God’s love and more abauhbliness, we
might say more with more meaning when we did spddis love.

Nothing reveals the gravity of our sin like thesso For what
ultimately sent Christ there was neither the grefetldas, nor the
envy of the Jewish priests, nor the vacillating aadice of Pilate, but
our own greed, envy, cowardice and all our othes.si cannot face



Christ’s cross with integrity without feeling ashednof myself.
Indeed, in the words of Canon Peter Green “onlyntla@ who is
prepared to own his share in the guilt of the croayg claim his share
In its grace”.

In the words of my earlier reading from Isaiah dieab3:

“Christ was pierced for our transgressions, he evashed for our
Iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace ugon him, and
by his wounds we are healed.”

In other words Christ died for my sins and yourbiioag us
forgiveness and healing.

To sum up where we have got to so far then, welsdesod couldn’t
simply forgive our sins. His just and righteousuna precluded that.
So, it was necessary either that we should aladieur sins deserved,
or that God should somehow arrange for the punishme deserved
to fall on someone else. In his mercy he tooldkter course and the
punishment we deserved was suffered by Jesus amndhks.

God’s love must have been wonderful. He couldtequistly have
abandoned us to the fate our sins deserve — telpi@rour sin. But
he did not. Because he loved us, he pursued @hrist — as the good
shepherd pursues his lost sheep.

Of course Jesus well knew that this was his missiowhich his
Father had sent him, he predicted it many timekealisciples, for
example on the way to Jerusalem before the crumifiwvhere Mark

in chapter 10 and verse 33 tells us that Jesugheld he would be
handed over to the gentiles who would flog him Ritichim. Indeed

If Jesus had not been a willing substitute forlusdo not believe his
sacrifice would have been effective. But why dédils have to come
down to earth and suffer this terrible fate.

Really there is only one simple reason for thikat tvas the only way
the mission could be fulfilled. God’s just andhigous punishment
could not have been visited on any ordinary maaor €ns already
justified our punishment by death — each and ewagyof us, so we



could not act as a sacrifice for anyone else biesufy a punishment
we already deserved. On the other hand God cailduffer a
punishment as God, because the guilty sinning easy mankind.
Only someone who was both wholly God and wholly mamnd that
was uniquely Jesus — would do.

Just as the cross has two arms, so it has twotaspéicstly what we
did to Christ — convicting him through our sin -dasecondly what he
did for us — securing our forgiveness and salvatiSa far we have
focussed on the first aspect — what we did to €hri®ugh our sin.
However, we do need to see the cross as sometbimglay us, to
lead us to repentance, before we can see it astisioigpelone for us,
which leads us to faith and worship.

We need a balance between awareness of sin andragarof
forgiveness in our Christian lives. If we concategron the former we
shall be sorrowful and guilt ridden (one authotezhChristianity the
“guilt edged religion”), but if we focus too mucin ¢the latter, on
forgiveness, we are likely to carry on sinningfasdidn’t matter.

So, let’'s now look at what Christ did for us. Giitook upon himself
all the sins of the world past present and futue.he said on the
Cross:

A Jesus said, "It is finished." Wittat, he bowed his head and
gave up his spirit." (John 19:30 NIV)

What Jesus said is actually one wiet@istai which in the Greek
means a perfect, completed and finished work. Hese&s spoke in
the perfect tense, speaking of a completed actitnamgoing effect,
and so really Jesus was saying: “it has been alhfbwever remain
finished”. This wordetelstai was written on all receipts in New
Testament times to show that a bill had been calgland fully

paid. Jesus has paid the price for our sins in Bécause he has paid
the price for our sins "once and for all, oncedlbt we are able to
stand before God clothed in Christ’s righteousntssscape any
condemnation for our sins and enter into salvadioeternal life.



Lets pause again for a moment for another sumnpnof wwhat we’ve
covered so far. We have seen that God couldnjplgifiorgive our
sins, but in his great love and mercy he sentdnslesus to bear the
punishment that was rightly ours and Jesus’s daeatihe cross has
dealt with the past present and future sins of @aachevery one of us.

This forgiveness is a free gift from God. Althouglwvas purchased
at great price by Christ’s life blood all we hawedo is to receive it.
We cannot earn it or even contribute the smalleshent to it. In the
words of Saint Paul in Ephesians Chapter 2 andesge8sand 9:

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through-faand this not
from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by werlso that no-one
can boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9 NIV)

Also, it’'s only true, we can only receive salvatibecause Jesus
willingly died and shed his blood on the cross &g for my sins and
yours. Yes it was by God’s will. In the wordsaafr reading from
|saiah:

“.. it was the Lord’s will to crush him and causenfio suffer, and the
Lord makes of his life a guilt offering ...”

But it was with the consent of Jesus who suborduhats will to the
Father in the olive grove at Gethsemane.

However, we do have to receive this grace, thigiteness. The
world was not automatically put right because QGhthied for us, nor
have we automatically been forgiven. We need po@priate his
death to ourselves in order for it to be effectitet me just tell you a
little story - which is a completely true storyo-itlustrate that.
[George Wilson story]

| often speak about how simple it is to be savetthatwe just need to
turn to Jesus, truly believe in his death and restion in our hearts
and confess him as our Lord with our mouths. Arat’s perfectly
true, it is exactly that easy and precisely thaightforward. If you
have any doubts look at the words of Saint PaBamans Chapter
10 verses 9 and 10 after the service. But, yonesl to do that and
if there is anyone here today who has never dossetthings | urge



you to do them right here right now today. DonditvYour
salvation, your eternal life, is too important wat pff to another day.

As we close then let's have a final summing up batwe’ve
covered this morning. We see that God couldn’p$mforget about
our sin. Sin is to serious in God’s eyes and Hisire would not have
permitted that. But — “It is finished” - becauselbved us so much
that he sent Jesus Christ to die for us on thescwasich secured the
forgiveness of sin. Christ was the innocent latabghtered to pay
for all our sins past present and future — andheeilsl be eternally
grateful for what he has done for us. May thatejtdness be
reflected in the lives of us all, indeed in theebwof each and every
Christian. In the words of the well known hymn:

Were the whole realm of nature mine

That were an offering far too small

Love so amazing, so divine

Demands my soul, my life, my all

Lets bow our heads for a word of prayer: Heavéiather, thank you
that in your amazing love you pursued us in Claist that he
willingly died for us and that his sacrifice haswsed the forgiveness
of ALL our sins for ALL time. Help us to turn toow in faith at the
beginning of this New Year to accept that sacrifoe make it
effective in our lives. AMEN



