DONE! Part 3 of 4  (Good Friday talk)

A series about the salvation Christ accomplished on the cross. 

Main point made in this talk: On the cross, Christ took my alienation, and gave me God’s friendship.
Main doctrine made vivid in this talk: reconciliation.
Note to preacher: 

This is a series that is teaching some of the most important doctrines of the Christian faith. It is so important that people know and believe these doctrines. But we need to speak not just to their heads, but also to their hearts. It is so important that people have these doctrines deeply impressed upon their hearts so that it changes their lives. This surfaces the challenge you will face: how can you preach this in a way that people feel what you’re saying in their hearts rather than just registering it in their heads. Some important keys are as follows: 1) Use imagery, story and metaphor as much as possible. The way from the head to the heart is through the imagination. 2) Don’t overload too much information into the talk. Work on simplicity and a non-jarring flow of content. 3) Trust God to give you a deep revelation of these doctrines before you preach so that there will be an anointing on you as you teach. More is caught than can be taught. 4) Somewhere in your talk be as vulnerable as you can and tell how these truths have been impacting your life of late, or perhaps some struggles you’ve had that relate to the theme. Please, do not let them just encounter good doctrine, let them encounter a real human being who is a work in progress. 5) Give them tangible ways that this truth impacts upon their lives. 

Intro to the series and talk. 
Today is Good Friday, the day that Jesus died all those years ago. And we’re doing a series called ‘Done’ in which we’re trying to understand what Christ meant when he said on the cross ‘It is finished!’ what exactly he had just finished? What good does a man dying a torturous, unjust death on the cross achieve? 

We’ve made the point the last few weeks that religion says ‘do’ but Jesus says ‘done’. One way of thinking about religion is a ladder. You’re always trying to climb up it through good deeds. At the top of the ladder is God’s love, God’s acceptance, God’s approval. The way to get there is to ‘do, do, do, do, do, do’ and also to avoid all the ‘don’ts’ (which making you slip down a rung or two each time). 

Let me start by pointing out something: throughout history, and throughout the world people – those who have believed in God – have felt a certain distance between them and God. They have felt like something was missing, that there was some kind of barrier or gap between them and fulfilment and meaning. 

Walter Percy the famous novelist put words to this when he wrote, ‘Why do we feel so bad in the very age when more than any other age we have succeeded in satisfying our needs and making the world over for our own use? We can put people on the moon. We can send rockets into deepest space, yet we’re no nearer discovering meaning in our world, within its horizons, than we were 3000 years ago.’ 

With this sense that something is missing in mind, I’d like to read two verses that tell us what happened when Jesus was on the cross…

Mark 15:37 (On the cross), with a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. 38 The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. 

Isn’t that an interesting thing to happen? Jesus was crucified just outside of Jerusalem and it’s famous temple. In that temple was something called ‘The Most Holy Place’ where no one but the high priest once a year was allowed to go. It was meant to be the closest a person could ever get to God. But a four-inch thick leather curtain blocked access to it. As Jesus was on the cross, it tore right down the middle. Surely more than a co-incidence. The question is, ‘What was God trying to say?’ 

To answer that, let us read another section of Scripture. 2 Cor 5:14-6:2…

14 For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. 15 And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 16 So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

6: 1 As God's co-workers we urge you not to receive God's grace in vain. 2 For he says, “In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you." I tell you, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation.

Let me unpack these verses now…

Notice first that humanity has been divorced from God through our sinfulness. It as though our sinfulness has built up a big wall between us and God. There are three kinds of bricks that make up this wall:

1) The brick of rebellion. 

Verse 15 says that we tend to live for ourselves. God had created us to live for him, to live with him, and to live on him. We were made to centre our lives around him. Much like the earth centres itself around the sun, or a young child centres herself around her parents. God is meant to be our frame of reference, the source of our energy and wisdom, the one who we seek to glorify and please. But we have chosen instead to centre ourselves around ourselves. Refusing to let God be God, we have usurped him. We know better than him. We don’t need him. We will figure out what’s right and wrong. We will live for our glory and our pleasure rather than his. That’s called rebellion. Jesus tells a parable of a king who goes away for a while, and comes back to his own land but is rejected by the very servants he left to look after that land. That’s what we’ve done to God. We’ve told him to get out of our lives because we’ll manage just fine without him. 

But there is another kind of brick that is built into this wall between us and God. It is …

2) The brick of God’s anger against our sin. 

Since God has creator rights over our lives, it is downright wrong that we should reject him and rebel against him. The Scriptures tells us that he is deeply grieved by and angered by our sin. Verse 16 suggests that because of our rebellion, ‘God was counting our sins against us’. Charles Hodge, the Princeston Theologian, speaking on this verse, ‘So long as we are under the anger of God, due to our sin, we are aliens and enemies, cut off from his favour and friendship, which are the life of the soul’. 

Philip Ryken, speaking of these first two kinds of bricks says, ‘Sin brings a double alienation: we are unrighteously hostile to God, and God is righteously hostile to us in response.’ But there is still a third kind of brick that divorces us from God…

3) The brick of our shame. 

One of the most telling verses in the entire Bible is Genesis 3:10, which tells us that Adam who had once walked intimately with God hides from God after he sins. That’s the power of shame. Think of a man who cheats on his wife. Though he may do his best to pretend all is find, he cannot bare his soul to her anymore, because it is stained with shame. Or think of a child who has secretly done wrong. He can no longer look into his parents eyes. In the same way, we intuitively know that God is pure, and when our souls are stained with shame and sin, we tend to hide from God. We fear coming too close. 

So now we’re ready to understand why people throughout history and throughout the earth have felt this sense that God is far away, that there is some kind of barrier between them. The wall is real. And it is built up of 1) our rebellion 2) God’s anger against our rebellion and 3) our shame. 

Throughout history, people have sought to try remove this wall through religion. Lee Strobel says, ‘Every religion (other than the way of Christ) is based on people doing things through their struggling and striving to earn the good favour of God. They say people have to use a Tibetan prayer wheel, or they have to go on pilgrimages, or they have to give alms to the poor, or they have to avoid eating certain foods, or they have to perform a certain number of unspecified good deeds, or they have to pray in a certain way, or they have to go through a cycle of reincarnation.’  

Throughout this series we have been making this single point: the way of religion is spelt ‘D-O’. Do this, do that – then eventually God will accept you. It is liking climbling a ladder, only you don’t ever know if you’ve taken enough steps, and at any time, through doing something wrong, you can fall off. 

But the way of Christ is totally different. It is spelt D-O-N-E. God accepts you in Christ. We don’t go up the ladder to Christ. We comes down to us and dies for us. 

This passage of Scripture tells us that the way of religion is futile. There’s nothing we can do to break the wall down from our side. The damage is done. The wall is up. But there is something that God can do about it. Listen to verse 18: ‘All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ.’ God breaks down the dividing wall. And he does it through Jesus on the cross. And ‘all this is from him’. This means he makes the first move. 

So how does God destroy the dividing wall according to these verses?

1) Notice that he breaks down the bricks of rebellion. 

Verse 17 says, ‘Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!’ This verse says that God gives us a new nature. He gives us a new heart. One verse says that he takes from us our hearts of stone and replaces them with hearts of flesh. He takes from us our unresponsive, rebellions hearts of stone, and he replaces them with new responsive, trusting, obeying hearts. This certainly was my experience: when I first trusted in Christ, I started to experience new desires (desires that had not existed before): desires to centre my life around him rather than myself, desires to trust and obey him, desires to glorify and please him. 

2) Notice that he breaks down the bricks of his own anger. 

Where once he had counted our sins against us, now he no longer ‘counts people's sins against them’ (v19). But how does he do this? The answer is mind-blowing: v21 says that on the cross, ‘God made him who had no sin to be sin for us’. Christ, though sinless, took our sin upon himself. And God visited his full wrath against the world’s sin upon Christ on the cross. Christ absorbed God’s anger against our sin. 

At this point we can answer a question that is often asked, ‘Why can’t God just forgive us? Why did Jesus have to die?’ The answer: All forgiveness of any deep wrong and injustice entails suffering on the forgiver's part. If someone truly wrongs you, because of our deep sense of justice, we can't just shrug it off. We sense there's a 'debt.' We can then either a) make the perpetrator pay down the debt b) or you can forgive – but that is enormously difficult. But that is the only way to stop the evil from hardening us as well. 2) If we can't forgive without suffering (because of our sense of justice) its not surprising to learn that God couldn't forgive us without suffering — coming in the person of Christ and dying on the cross.

3) Notice that he breaks down the bricks of our shame. 

Verse 21 says, ‘God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God’. When God looks at us he no longer sees our sin, he sees his Son’s righteousness. Martin Luther, in light of this verse, urged Christians to regularly pray: ‘Lord Jesus, You took upon yourself what is mine – sin. And you gave me what is yours – righteousness.’ 

On a similar note, Colossians 3:21-22 says, ‘Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. 22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation.’ We are holy and blameless in his sight. Yes, we’re still weak and prone to sin, but nonetheless we have a covering righteousness. We can approach God. 

Remember the curtain being torn. We asked ‘What is God trying to say?’ It is God’s way of saying, ‘Sinners come as close as you want.’ Listen to how Hebrews 10:19-22 says just that: ‘19 Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, 20 by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.’ 

Okay, let’s recap:

Our sinfulness led to a dividing wall being built up, a wall built up of our rebellion, God’s anger, and our shame. But Christ broke that wall down on the cross – he tore through the barrier curtain – by diffusing our rebellion, by absorbing his own anger, and by washing away our shame.

That leaves us with one more question: why would God go to such great lengths to do this? 

The answer is breathtaking, and if you miss this, you miss the most important thing you could ever know…  God made you for friendship with himself, and he would rather die than live without you, which is exactly what he did. That is amazing grace, isn’t it? In AD 380, John Chrystostom marvelled at this thought as he wrote, ‘Can you see love surpassing all comprehension: who was the one who had been hurt? He was. And who is the one who sought to reconcile first? He did.’

Let me share a real story that illustrates just how amazing this kind of grace is… 

South Africa’s historic Truth and Reconciliation Commission made it possible for people to get amnesty who has committed politically motivated crimes during Apartheid. At one hearing, a policeman name van der Broek recounted an incident when he and other officers shot an eighteen-year old boy and burned the body to destroy the evidence. Eight years later van der Broek returned to the same house and seized the boy’s father. The wife was forced to watch as policemen bound her husband in a woodpile, poured fuel over his body, and ignited it. 

The courtroom grew hushed as the elderly woman who lost her son and husband was given a chance to respond. ‘What do you want from Mr van der Broek?’ the judge asked. She said she wanted him to go to the place where they burned her husband’s body and gather up the dust so she could give him a decent burial. His head down, the policeman nodded agreement.

Then she added a further request, ‘Mr van der Broek took all my family away from me, and I still have a lot of love to give. Twice a month I would life for him to come to the township and spend a day with me so I can be mother to him. And I would like Mr van der Broek to know that I forgive him. I would like to embrace him so he can know my forgiveness is real.

Spontaneously, some in the courtroom began singing ‘Amazing Grace’ as the elderly woman made her way to the witness stand, but van der Broek did not hear the song. He fainted, overwhelmed.

That is a modern picture of the kind of grace God shows us in Jesus. Not only does he forgive us, but, having removed the all between him and us, he brings us into a personal relationship with himself.

So to sum up, ‘On the cross, Christ took our alienation, and gave us friendship with God.’ The question is, ‘Have you trusted in Christ and the cross yet?’ Listen to verse 20: ‘We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God.’ The door is wide open to friendship with God. But will you walk through it by faith? 

If you have already walked through it, no doubt this message has just deepened the passion with which you develop your friendship with God. But if you have not yet, listen to this last verses: chapter 6, verse 2 says, 

‘Now is the time of God’s favour, now is the time of God’s salvation.’ Can you hear those words. They are an invitation to friendship on the one hand, and they are a warning of friendship rejected on the other hand. Listen to what Philip Ryen says about them: ‘Those who refuse to be reconciled to Jesus have heard this message of grace in vain. The danger is that they may never hear it again. Now is the time of God’s favour for every sinner who trusts in the cross of Christ. Now is the day of salvation for every sinner who trusts in the cross of Christ. But the day of salvation will not last forever. Soon the sun will set on the horizon of eternity, and all those who are not reconciled to God, will be in the dark.’ If you have not yet trusted in Christ, then God has a message which he wants me to bring: do so now. 

The God of the Bible doesn’t call us to meet him on top of a ladder. He calls us to meet him at the foot of a cross.
