SERMON SERIES: CHOOSE CAREFULLY

“Standing In A Soldier’s Sandals”
Luke 23:8-12

Today brings us to the conclusion of our Lenten sermon series “Choose Carefully.”  We’ve journeyed with Jesus to Jerusalem, exploring choices that we have to make along the path of discipleship.  We’ve looked at the choices required when Jesus doesn’t fit our preconceived notions and ideas; of choosing the narrow door and being ready for Christ’s return; and last week we looked at Pontius Pilate, and the choice he had to make regarding Jesus.

Pilate had to judge the Judge of all the earth.  He had to choose between Christ and the crowd.  He almost changed history by letting Jesus go free.  But Pilate let the religious leaders manipulate him and was under a tremendous amount of political pressure from Rome.  So instead of doing the right thing, he did the easy thing.

The crowd--whipped into a frenzy by the religious leaders--demanded Barabbas be released.  Jesus was sentenced to be scourged and crucified.  He was handed over to the Roman guards, harsh men known for the efficiency and cruelty.  But before carrying out their orders, they took the opportunity to mock and torture Jesus.  Let’s turn to our Scripture reading for this Palm Sunday, Luke 23:8-12.

If you’ve seen the film THE PASSION OF THE CHRIST, you probably have some of those graphic, brutal images in your mind right now.  There was Jesus—standing in our place—being subjected to such horrific degradation.  It’s terrible, we say!  We’d rather not think about it too much.  But in our own ways, do we do the same things?  “Of course not!” we reply indignantly.  We would never do such heinous things to Jesus.

Really?


Let’s take a look at the Scriptures and see exactly what these soldiers did, and how we might just find ourselves standing in their sandals.  8Herod was delighted at the opportunity to see Jesus, because he had heard about him and had been hoping for a long time to see him perform a miracle.  9He asked Jesus question after question, but Jesus refused to answer.  10Meanwhile, the leading priests and the teachers of religious law stood there shouting their accusations.  11Then Herod and his soldiers began mocking and ridiculing Jesus.  Finally, they put a royal robe on him and sent him back to Pilate.  12(Herod and Pilate, who had been enemies before, became friends that day.)

On the morning of what we call Good Friday, Jesus was like a ping-pong ball between two leaders.  Pilate sent him across town to Herod, who was initially excited to talk to Jesus.  But as the religious leaders and soldiers jeered and hooted, and Jesus didn’t answer Herod’s questions, the old goat bored of the game and shipped Jesus back to Pilate.  Luke goes on to say that Pilate tried to negotiate with the religious leaders, but they would have nothing of that.  They demanded the release of Barabbas and the execution of Jesus.  And in Luke 23:25 we’re told 25As they had requested, [Pilate] released Barabbas, the man in prison for insurrection and murder.  But he turned Jesus over to [the soldiers] to do as they wished.  Luke doesn’t give us any details after that, but Matthew does.  Matthew 27:27-31 says 27Some of the governor’s soldiers took Jesus into their headquarters and called out the entire regiment.  28They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him.  29They wove thorn branches into a crown and put it on his head, and they placed a reed stick in his right hand as a scepter.  Then they knelt before him in mockery and taunted, “Hail! King of the Jews!”  30And they spit on him and grabbed the stick and struck him on the head with it.  31When they were finally tired of mocking him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on him again.  Then they led him away to be crucified.
Matthew’s details tell us the first thing the soldiers did to Jesus was to strip him and put a scarlet robe on him.  The cloak probably belonged to one of the soldiers.  They followed that indignity with a hideous crown of thorns and a stick representing a scepter.

Roman custom was to give crowns of laurel leaves to victors in sporting competitions and games.  Rulers wore crowns as a symbol of their power and authority.  Here the crown of thorns was used to mock the royalty and divinity of Jesus.


On the altar throughout Lent has been a crown of thorns from the Holy Land.  This is what Jesus would have worn that fateful morning.  Take a moment after the service to look at the size of the thorns.  Pick the crown up and feel the thorns if you’d like.  As you do so, imagine them being forced down onto the tender skin of the scalp.

The soldiers pretended that Jesus was their king.  They knelt before him in mockery…  Many people pretend that Jesus is their king.  He seems to be king at church, but not anywhere else.  He seems to be king when it’s convenient and beneficial.  He seems to be king when things are going good, but not when we are asked to sacrifice or surrender or obey.

One day after worship a few weeks ago, Brody and Brynlie were looking at the thorns on the altar, fascinated by their length and sharpness.  We imagined what a “crown” like that would’ve felt like.  Thorns such as those pierced the head of Jesus, causing him excruciating pain.  When we only pretend to make Jesus our king, we hurt him.  We are guilty of doing to him what those Roman soldiers did.  We claim he is our king but do not live as his subjects.
The story is told of a captain who was looking out into the dark night from the bridge of his ship.  In the distance he saw faint lights.  Immediately, he told his signalman to send a message: “Alter your course 10º south.”  Quite promptly a return message was received: “Alter your course 10 º north.”  The captain was angry that his command had been ignored, so he had a second message sent: “Alter your course 10 º south—I am Captain Butler!”  Quite promptly a return message was received: Alter your course 10 º north—I am seaman 3rd class Donnelly.”  Now the ship captain was furious.  He dashed off a third message: “Alter your course 10 º south—this is a battleship!”  Quite promptly a return message arrived: “Alter your course 10 º north—this is a lighthouse!”  This is sometimes how we treat Jesus as our king.  We expect him to change course to accommodate what we want.  Are we willing to alter the direction of our lives, or do we expect Jesus to alter his?

Next, Matthew tells us the soldiers said to Jesus, “Hail! King of the Jews!”  This was a distortion of the common Roman greeting, “Ave Caesar, victor, imperator!,” which meant “Hail Caesar, Victor!”  These were words of praise, of exultation--but when used by these soldiers, they were insulting and demeaning.  The soldiers praised Jesus but didn’t mean what they said.


Many say things about Jesus they don’t mean.  We sing a lot of songs but do we truly believe what they say?  Do we live what we sing?  Think of a hymn like “Have Thine Own Way, Lord.  Thou art the potter / I am the clay. / Mold me and make me / after thy will.”  Seriously?  Are we really going to make ourselves available for God’s hand to shape and transform?
Or what about “Take My Life, and Let It Be”?  “Take my lips / and let them be / filled with messages from thee.  Take my heart / it is thine own; / it shall be / thy royal throne.”  Does Jesus have our lips to speak through?  Does he have the throne of our hearts?  Or do we sing one thing while choosing to live contrary to what we say?

But it’s not just music.  When we pray the Lord’s Prayer do we mean what we say?  “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven…”  “Forgive us in the same way we forgive others…”  Ouch.  To follow Jesus calls for our total investment in what we do and say.  Does our singing and praying represent just a programmed, robotic response, or is what we say with our mouths truly found in our hearts?

Finally, the soldiers knelt before Jesus as if to worship him but they were just going through the motions.  How deeply this must have grieved Jesus.  In bowing to him, they were just pantomiming an empty ritual.  They had beaten him with a stick and spit on him.  Now they pretended to offer him their worship.

Do we stand in the soldier’s sandals in this way?  “Oh no!” we say.  “I’d never go through the motions of pretending to worship Jesus.  I’d never do one thing and say another.”

Really?


Let me make the point in another way.  Dante Alighieri was a poet in Italy in the 13th century.  He’s most famous for the epic poem “The Divine Comedy” which tells the tale of Dante being taken on a tour of the nine circles of Hell by the Roman poet Virgil.  One day Dante was attending Mass, and he was deeply immersed in meditation, so much so that he failed to kneel at the appropriate moment.  His enemies hurried to the bishop, demanding that Dante be punished for his sacrilege.  The great poet defended himself by saying, "If those who accuse me had had their eyes and minds on God, as I had, they too would have failed to notice events around them, and they most certainly would not have noticed what I was doing."


When we enter this time and place, are we too busy noticing what others do or don’t do?  I have sat in committee meeting after committee meeting in different churches and have heard discussions about why people don’t go to the altar more.  And the number one reason: because we’re afraid of what someone else will say or think about us.

Are we simply performing a prescribed ritual each week, with no feeling or thought associated with it?  I once heard about a pastor who compared a worship service to a theatrical play.  When we go to see a play, we have to buy a ticket.  For many Christians they think their weekly tithe or offering is the purchase price.  When we enter the theater we’re given a program with pertinent information about the play and its cast.  We receive a bulletin when we enter a worship service that serves the same purpose.  In the theater we take our seats and watch the performance.  So it is in a worship service.  Following the play, we go out to eat with friends and critique the play—what we liked and didn’t like about it.  Following worship, we go out to eat with friends and critique the service, what we liked and didn’t like about it.  I must admit: that pastor was on to something profound with his comparison.
If our hearts are not committed to worship—and if we have not prepared ourselves ahead of time through prayer, meditation and studying God’s Word—than all of this amounts to nothing but a nice show.


The soldiers who mocked and tortured Jesus were following orders.  It was all in a day’s work.  To them, Jesus was nothing more than a scruffy troublemaker, another unimportant Jew under their dominion.  But to us he is so very much more!  Jesus is our salvation, joy and strength!  He is our comfort in times of trials, the source of life, the Word made flesh, the Lamb of God!  He is Alpha and Omega, Lord of Lords, King of kings!
But let’s be honest: we may all see ourselves in those soldiers who mocked our Lord.  There is no shame in admitting it; but there is great spiritual danger by not doing so.  Jesus stands ready to forgive, not condemn.  Can any of us relate to the actions of those soldiers: claiming Jesus is our king but not obeying him?  Praising Jesus but not meaning what we say?  Worshiping Jesus but just going through the motions?
If so, then Jesus stands ready to receive our confessions and to forgive us.  All we must do is approach him in humility, repent of our sins, and receive his grace.  Jesus will pick us up and restore us, gently and tenderly.  May the Spirit of God touch us in these moments as we pause before his majesty and offer ourselves to him.  Let’s listen to what our hearts are saying to us.  Let us pray:
This one hits close to home for us, Lord.  At times we’ve all claimed you as our king but refused to be subject to your will.  We’ve praised you without really having any thought or meaning behind it.  And we’ve been in this place before but have just gone through the motions instead of truly surrendering ourselves in worship.  We’re all guilty, Lord; we’ve all sinned and fallen far from the glory and holiness you desire of us.  So in this moment, let your Spirit fall upon us to cleanse us of our sins.  Wash over us, as a gentle wave rolls across the shore.  Forgive our wayward hearts and misguided intentions.  Remove all that would pollute our relationship with you.  And as we begin the journey of Holy Week, strengthen us in our commitments to stand by your side.  Thank you for ministering to our needs and challenging us to deeper levels of commitment and growth.  You are our king.  You are worthy of our praise.  We worship you, O Christ, in whose name we pray.  Amen.
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