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Sermon 1

Dismissed by the Soldiers
I wonder what Jesus thought when he looked down at his bloody feet nailed to 

the cross. By then his vision would have been blurred, not just from the excruciating 

pain, but from the blood and sweat that he was powerless to wipe away from his eyes. 

It was the most painful, lonely, and desperate moment of his life—or anyone’s life for 

that matter. as he hung on the cross for those six hours that Friday, what did he see? 

What did He hear? What did Jesus experience that first Easter? 

What he witnessed was a number of people around the cross, who, whether they 

knew it or not, were answering life’s most important question. There were a number 

of different responses. We often still choose these responses today as we each answer 

what is still life’s most important question—What will you do with Jesus?

Perhaps the first people Jesus saw were the soldiers who nailed Him to the cross. As 

he looks down past his feet he sees the soldiers who had nearly beaten him to death. 

and do you know what he saw the soldiers doing? he saw them playing games at the 

foot of the cross. 

The soldiers are huddled in a circle. They are not concerned with what’s happening 

on the cross above them . . . he’s just another criminal, just another Jewish rebel. and 

so they gamble for some used clothes worn by a carpenter who claimed to be King.

The most significant event in human history and they are completely oblivious to it. 

The Son of god is dying on the cross above them and they’re playing games. Somehow 

they completely missed the one thing that had the power to change everything. They 

quickly dismissed Jesus on the cross. 
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We read about these soldiers in several of the gospels. Let’s read it from John 

19:23–24: 

When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his clothes, dividing them into four 

shares, one for each of them, with the undergarment remaining. This garment 

was seamless, woven in one piece from top to bottom. “Let’s not tear it,” they 

said to one another. “Let’s decide by lot who will get it.” This happened that the 

scripture might be fulfilled which said, “They divided my garments among them 

and cast lots for my clothing.” So this is what the soldiers did. 

The reasons that these roman soldiers were so quick to dismiss Jesus are the same 

reasons that people sometimes dismiss him today. 

 1. Familiarity—They had seen all this before.  

It’s a kind of “Law of Familiarity” that states, “No matter how valuable, given 

enough time, everything will be taken for granted.” That was true for the soldiers 

when it came to carrying out a crucifixion. The death penalty is very rare today. It 

makes headlines. But death by crucifixion was common in the first century. In his 

book Crucifixion, martin hengel, professor of New Testament at Tübingen, reports 

that during Titus’s siege of Jerusalem, up to five hundred people a day were whipped, 

tortured, and crucified outside the walls of the city of Jerusalem in hopes that the 

gruesome sight would move the besieged people inside the city to surrender. Five 

hundred people a day! 

Tradition holds that when Jesus was a teenager there was a Jewish rebellion near 

the town where he lived. The roman army crushed that rebellion to assure that it didn’t 

happen again; they crucified an Israelite every ten meters along a road for a distance of 

sixteen kilometers. Over 1,600 people crucified in a stretch of about ten miles had to 

leave an indelible impression on the mind of a teenager. 

So these soldiers had probably performed so many crucifixions that it was 

methodical for them. It was a nasty business but it was their job, and they probably had 

become accustomed to it. 
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Listen to the way matthew 27:35–36 records what happened. 

When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes by casting lots. And 

sitting down, they kept watch over him there.

You get the impression it was no big deal. Just another day at work. These soldiers 

had become used to it. They had heard the screams. They had seen the grimaces. They 

had listened to the pitiful pleas for mercy. They knew what to expect. In a matter of 

time the man’s breathing would become more spasmodic and life would ebb away, and 

they would go home and eat supper. 

For many of us the story of Jesus has become quite familiar. Maybe a flannel 

graph board was used to tell you the story when you were a young child. as you grew 

older you heard the story at church every year around this time. and perhaps you’ve 

discovered that familiarity breeds indifference. 

I realized it had become just another story to me when I was in Central america on 

a mission trip. We had brought a film to show these people who knew nothing about 

Jesus, called “The Jesus film.” Thousands of people gathered to see the Easter story on 

a huge screen. Many of them were witnessing a motion picture for the first time—and 

many of them hearing the story of Jesus for the first time. When the movie showed 

Jesus being crucified the crowd became so upset at the injustice of it all that that some 

of them wanted to charge the screen and stop the soldiers from killing this good man. 

and as I helped calm the crowd down I realized that I needed to hear the story again 

for the first time—to truly experience Easter in my life. 

Is it possible for those of us who attend church regularly to become so familiar 

with the cross that we are no longer moved by it? maybe you grew up in the church 

and you sang “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” so many times that you can sing it 

now, without even paying attention to the words. or maybe you were a part of a faith 

tradition where you took communion on a regular basis and you’ve discovered that that 

familiarity doesn’t always bring intimacy. It often brings indifference. 
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2. Prejudice—They were turned off  by God’s people.

Prejudice can make us do terrible things. “I was standing in a checkout line in a 

grocery store in Los angeles County, minding my own business, reading the magazines 

on the rack wondering if . . . if you really could have rock hard abs in three weeks, 

when the guy behind me started talking to me. he was an older man who worked at 

the grocery store; he had a shirt on that said “ralphs.” and out of nowhere, he started 

talking to me about WWII. he was old enough to remember, and he told me how much 

he hated the Japanese. That’s what he said. he used some language I can’t repeat to 

describe the Japanese and he said that none of them deserved to live in this country. I 

wasn’t sure why he was saying this to me, or what I was supposed to say in return. It 

was quite awkward. Thankfully it was my turn in line and I turned away from him to 

face the lady behind at the cash register. She was Japanese, couldn’t have even been 

twenty. She had tears running down her cheek. I told her, “I am sorry about that.” She 

said, “That’s oK,” but it wasn’t oK. and it’s not oK. It’s so irrational, so stupid to 

mistreat someone based upon their race—but it happens today, and it was happening in 

Jesus’ day as well.

The romans and the Jews hated each other. The romans hated being stationed in 

Palestine. They looked down on the Jews as an inferior people. There was constant 

fighting among them. It might reflect how many Americans might think about the Middle 

East. There’s a civil war, the people can’t get along with each other, so we have to send in 

our troops and they have to risk their lives. We always have to try and make peace. 

 

and so the romans couldn’t stand the Jews and the feeling was mutual. The Jews 

were a proud, independent people who didn’t like being under the roman oppression. 

Name-calling, ridicule, racial slurs were hurled back and forth. Some Jewish zealots 

even carried knives under their cloaks and cut at roman soldiers who brushed by them 

in a crowd or murdered them if they were isolated on side streets.

 

Chances are that because of their prejudices toward the Jews, they relished the 

opportunity to torture and crucify a Jewish carpenter.  They were so prejudiced against 

the people of god that they couldn’t see the Savior dying for their sins. 
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maybe that’s you. You’ve dismissed Jesus because you’ve developed a prejudice 

against those who claim to be his followers. maybe the church has left such a bad taste 

in your mouth that you won’t taste and see that the Lord is good. 

When we were in college, my wife used to babysit for a girl who had a father who 

was miserable with his life. he was a severe alcoholic. he had gambled much of the 

family’s money away with frequent trips to Las Vegas. Things were going down the 

tubes in his business, his wife had lost respect for him, and his daughters were trying 

desperately to find some good in their father to cling to. One day I asked the girl if her 

dad had ever gone to church, or if he would be open to hearing about Jesus. She said that, 

years ago, before she could remember, her dad was a deacon in a church. he gave his 

time, money, and efforts to the church. one day the minister was exposed for embezzling 

money from the offerings. She said, “my dad says he’s never prayed since.” The 

prejudice he felt toward god’s people caused him to turn his back on god’s Son. 

one guy said, “I got a divorce and my church wouldn’t remarry me. Later I found 

out an official of the church was arrested for abusing children.”

one woman said, “The only time I saw my dad cry was when he told how his 

mother went to the church for help during the depression. She came home in tears 

because the church turned her down. my dad couldn’t get over how hurt his mother 

was and from that day on he was indifferent toward the church.”

When I was working to start a church in Los angeles County, California, I went 

from house to house asking people if they went to church anywhere, and if not, why not? 

Everywhere I went I asked people that question to understand what obstacles we needed 

to overcome. Well, the number one answer wasn’t too surprising—“church is boring.” 

But the number two answer I didn’t expect. People said in effect—“I don’t really like the 

Christians I know.” many had a story of how they had been burnt by the church.
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maybe you’ve shut Jesus out of your life because a Christian exploited you, or 

someone from a church cheated you out of some money. maybe you can hear your 

neighbor with the Christian bumper sticker yelling at his wife. maybe your Christian 

co-worker stabbed you in the back. 

I challenge you today to see beyond hypocritical, imperfect Christians and look to 

Christ. Don’t be like the soldiers; don’t let a prejudice toward god’s people keep you 

from embracing god’s Son.

remember Zacchaeus, a wealthy tax collector in Jericho, who learned that Jesus 

was coming to the city and went out to see him? But there was such a big crowd 

around Jesus and he was such a short man that he could not see over their heads to 

see Jesus. And rather than go home disgusted at the selfish people around Jesus, he 

humbled himself and climbed up a sycamore tree. he got a higher vantage point, and he 

saw Jesus and Jesus saw him. Jesus invited him to lunch and his life was transformed. 

I challenge you: get above the crowd around Jesus. See him personally. hebrews 12:2 

reads:

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy 

set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of 

the throne of god. 

 3. Distractions—They were focused on other things.

Did you notice what the soldiers were preoccupied with? Instead of giving their 

attention and focus to Jesus, they were caught up with who would win the garment that 

had been taken from Jesus. apparently Jesus had a seamless robe, an inner garment, 

kind of like a T-shirt that went from the shoulders down to below his knees. So the 

soldiers said, “Let’s not cut this up. Let’s cast lots. Let’s gamble for it. Let’s roll the 

dice. Let’s draw straws.” You’ve seen the paintings of Jesus dying on the cross, and the 

soldiers are looking down at the dice, not looking up at the crucified Christ. And this is 

one of the reasons Jesus is so often dismissed. We’re distracted by all the other things.
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During communion I know I’m supposed to pray and focus on Christ’s death. I’m 

to examine myself. But has something like this ever happened to you? I’m sitting with 

my head bowed focused on the cross and then my mind wanders. my thoughts go 

something like this: Lord, I thank You that You sent Jesus to die on the cross for my 

sins. Forgive me. Last night I wasn’t the kind, loving husband I should be. That reminds 

me, tomorrow night is date night. I better jot that down or I’ll forget it. Oh that’s right, 

I can’t have date night tomorrow night, and I’m supposed to play basketball. My jump 

shot sure could use some work. As soon as church is out I’ll go practice. I’ve gone 

from the cross to basketball in fifteen seconds. 

maybe it’s your investments, your business, your hobby, your house that has 

become a seamless garment. If you are playing games, trying to accumulate a little 

more, lift up your eyes to see Jesus dying for you. The death of Jesus Christ on that 

cross is absolutely the most important event in history and in your life. 

a number of years ago I heard the testimony of a missionary named glenn. he and 

his family were in China for a number of years. In their last years there they had been 

put under house arrest by the Chinese government and were waiting to hear when they 

could go back to america. 

one day a Chinese soldier came and knocked on the door and told them they could 

go back to america and that he would be back later to pick them up and take them to 

the airport. They could only take two hundred pounds with them. Well, think about this. 

If it was your family, a wife, a husband, and two kids—two hundred pounds isn’t much. 

They decided to try the best they could to decide what was most important and what 

really needed to go.

The wife thought vases and the sewing machine were most important, glenn 

thought his computer and books were most important, and the children were concerned 

about their toys, games, and clothes. They had much more than two hundred pounds. 

They got out the scales and the family arguments began. They argued a little while 

and took something off, argued some more and took something else off and finally, 
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though they didn’t agree that they had what was most important, they did have two 

hundred pounds on the dot.

Later that day the Chinese soldier came and said, “are you ready to go?” 

glenn said, “We are ready.” 

“Did you weigh everything?”

“We weighed everything.”

“Did you weigh the kids?”

“We didn’t weigh the kids.”

“Weigh the kids.”

In a moment everyone agreed. The sewing machine, vases, computer, books, toys, 

games, and clothes weren’t even worth discussing. The value of putting our attention 

on what is of first importance is that it focuses us on what really matters and keeps us 

from being distracted or preoccupied with what does not. 

In 1 Corinthians 15:3–4 the apostle Paul said,

What I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for 

our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the 

third day according to the Scriptures. 

maybe like the soldiers you’ve dismissed Jesus. Would you stop for a moment and 

look up at the cross? Even if you have heard the story a thousand times, even if you are 

turned off by Christians, even if you’ve got a lot going on in your life—would you turn 

your eyes upon Jesus and look full in his wonderful face? and the things of earth will 

grow strangely dim in the light of his glory and grace.
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Sermon 2

Rejected by the People
rejection hurts. We certainly have all experienced that truth. Sitting by yourself in 

the lunchroom. hoping not to be the last one chosen for the team at recess. Waiting on 

someone to invite you to the dance. Skipped over for a promotion at work. Not being 

invited out with some friends. Rejection really does hurt. Actually that’s a scientific 

fact. according to a reuters’ article, that “kicked-in-the-gut” feeling that comes with 

rejection generates some physical symptoms. according to the article, “Brain-imaging 

studies show that a social snub affects the brain precisely the way visceral pain does.”1

“When someone hurts your feelings, it really hurts you,” states matt Lieberman, a 

social psychologist at the university of California, Los angeles, who worked on the 

study. In the study, thirteen volunteers were given a task they did not know related to 

an experiment in social snubbing. Writing in the journal Science, Lieberman and Naomi 

Eisenberger said the brains of the volunteers lit up when they were rejected in virtually 

the same way as a person experiencing physical pain.”2

“In the English language we use physical metaphors to describe social pain like 

‘broken heart’ and ‘hurt feelings,’” said Eisenberger. “Now we see that there is good 

reason for this.”

The old Testament prophet Isaiah predicted that the messiah would be rejected 

by men. As Jesus was crucified He was dismissed by the soldiers and He was rejected 

by the people. In matthew 27 Jesus was brought before Pilate. after considering the 

1 “Study Finds rejection Is Literally a huge Pain,” Chicago Tribune. 10 october 2003.

2  Naomi I. Eisenberger, Matthew D. Lieberman, Kipling D. Williams. “Does Rejection Hurt? An mrI 
Study of Social Exclusion.” Science. 10 october 2003.
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accusations and talking to Jesus, Pilate couldn’t find anything to bring against Him. 

In verses 22–23 he asks the people the most important question that anyone will ever 

answer. 

“What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is called Christ?” Pilate asked. They 

all answered, “Crucify him!” “Why? What crime has he committed?” asked 

Pilate. But they shouted all the louder, “Crucify him!”

Instead of answering this question for himself, Pilate did what many people do. 

he looked to the crowd to answer it for him. What did the majority of people think 

of Jesus? That’s how he would decide what to do with Jesus. majority opinion may 

be a popular way to determine truth, but it certainly isn’t reliable. The majority once 

believed slavery was acceptable. The majority in germany once supported hitler. and 

the majority once wore bright all-Star Converse shoes and parachute pants. 

he asks the people what they want to do with Jesus and the people painfully reject 

him. What is it that caused the people to reject Jesus? You’ll notice that they really 

don’t give Pilate a reason. They just shout, “Crucify him!” 

So we’re left wondering why? Why was Jesus so rejected? as we answer that 

question, we discover that things haven’t really changed. many people reject Jesus 

because:

 1. Jesus Claimed to Be God

This claim infuriated the religious leaders. In matthew 26:59–61 it states: 

The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for false evidence against 

Jesus so that they could put him to death. But they did not find any, though many 

false witnesses came forward. Finally two came forward and declared, “This 

fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of god and rebuild it in three days.’”

When Jesus had said this he of course was referring to destroying the temple of 

his own body, not the physical temple in Jerusalem. and in another three days his 
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figurative language would become crystal clear. But such a statement, while raising a 

few eyebrows, certainly wasn’t cause for an arrest—let alone for death. 

Look at matthew 26:62–64. 

Then the high priest stood up and said to Jesus, “are you not going to answer? 

What is this testimony that these men are bringing against you?” But Jesus 

remained silent. The high priest said to him, “I charge you under oath by the 

living god: Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of god.”

“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied. “But I say to all of you: In the future 

you will see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of the mighty one and 

coming on the clouds of heaven.”

In matthew 26:65–66 we read:

Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “he has spoken blasphemy! Why 

do we need any more witnesses? Look, now you have heard the blasphemy. What 

do you think?” “he is worthy of death,” they answered.

This is crucial to your understanding of Christianity. Christ’s claim that he was 

god was a bold statement. The high priest was correct in saying he was blaspheming 

if  he wasn’t the messiah. So in deciding what you will do with Jesus, you have to deal 

with his Divinity. C. S. Lewis accurately describes our options in dealing with this 

question.

Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something 

worse. You can shut him up for a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a 

demon; or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and god. But let us not come 

with any patronizing nonsense about him being a great human teacher. he has not 

left that open to us. he did not intend to.3 

3 C. S. Lewis. God in the Dock. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2004.
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There were many places Jesus claimed to be Divine. In John 5 Jesus heals a lame 

man on the Sabbath and the Jews were quite upset with him. In verse 17, Jesus said  

to them, 

“my Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.” 

John 8:58 says:

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before abraham was born, I am!”

In John 14:9 and 11: 

Jesus answered: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you 

such a long time? anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. how can you say, 

“Show us the Father”? . . . Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father 

is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the miracles themselves.”

In matthew 16 Jesus is in a region called Caesarea Philippi and he asks a question 

to the disciples. In verse 13 he says,

“Who do people say the Son of man is?” 

They share some of the different things that people have said. Then Jesus looks at 

them and asks, 

“Who do you say I am?” (v. 15).

Simon Peter answers without doubt or hesitation, 

“You are the Christ, the Son of the living god” (v. 16).

It’s difficult to understand this truth that God became flesh. Somehow Jesus was 

one hundred percent human and one hundred percent divine. Colossians 2:9 reads, 
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For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form. 

So where do you stand on this? Is Jesus the Son of god? It’s the most important 

question you’ll ever answer. Though we only have time to touch on a few evidences  

for his Divinity, consider the following:

His Complete Fulfillment of  Prophecies

In Luke 24:44 Jesus said, 

“Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the 

Prophets and the Psalms.”

The fulfillment of the prophecies identify Jesus as the Son of God. These fulfilled 

prophecies are as convincing as fingerprints or DNA. Prophecies like a virgin birth in 

Bethlehem, being crucified with robbers, before crucifixion had even been thought of, 

being buried in the tomb of a rich man; these prophecies reveal the divinity of Jesus. 

But if you’re like me you’re a bit cynical and you think, Yeah, but what if the 

fulfillments were staged?

Like the prophecy that states the messiah will ride triumphantly into Jerusalem 

on a donkey? How hard is that? Couldn’t He have engineered His own crucifixion 

to fulfill prophecy? It’s true that a few of His prophecies could have been fulfilled 

intentionally, but not many. For example, the prophecy that says the messiah will be 

born in Bethlehem. or the one that says he will be betrayed for thirty pieces of silver. 

or the prophecy that says he will be of the line of David. or the prediction men would 

gamble for his clothes after his death. and how could he have faked the prophecy that 

the messiah will perform miracles when he was constantly surrounded by people who 

were trying to disprove him? 

But my cynical mind also thinks, Yeah, but what if the fulfillments were 

coincidence?
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Peter Stoner, a science professor, worked with six hundred students to calculate 

the mathematical probability of a number of Old Testament prophecies being fulfilled 

in one person. He concluded that the chances of Jesus fulfilling forty-eight of the 

prophecies: One in ten to the 157th power. 

Lee Strobel wanted to understand that number and so he called a scientist and 

asked, “how small is an atom?” The scientist said, “An atom is so small that it takes a 

million of them lined up to equal the width of a human hair.” Then Strobel asked, “has 

anybody calculated the approximate number of atoms in the entire known universe?” 

and amazingly the answer was, “Yes.” Based on those numbers, Strobel concludes 

that the odds of Jesus fulfilling forty-eight prophecies would be the same as trying to 

find one specific, predetermined atom among a trillion, trillion, trillion, trillion, billion 

atoms spread out over our universe. 

So, these prophecies are like a fingerprint that only could match the Messiah—Jesus 

fulfilled them all. 

His Uncompromised Character

usually, when you get to know someone you become more aware of their 

shortcomings. But the opposite was true of Jesus Christ. In fact, nobody was closer  

to him than Peter and John; listen to what they said: John said, “In Him is no sin.” 

Peter said, “He committed no sin and no deceit was found in His mouth.” So his 

character validates him as the Son of god and gives credibility to his claim. 

His Miraculous Power

Jesus said in John 10, 

“Don’t you even believe me unless I do miracles of god?” 

In other words, anyone can claim to be the Son of god but I have done miracles 

supernaturally to show you. and the miracles he worked weren’t done in secret. he 
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did them in broad daylight. he did them in front of skeptics and cynics. as a matter of 

fact you can look in books of ancient history of the people who opposed Jesus Christ 

in ancient Jewish writing; they admit that Jesus did the miraculous. So his ability to do 

the miraculous further validates his claims of Divinity. John 10:25 says:

“The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me.”

His Avoidable Death

Jesus speaks of his life in John 10:18. he said, 

“No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” 

remember what Jesus was on trial for. he was on trial for blasphemy. he could 

have avoided his death by simply saying he wasn’t the Son of god. he could have 

stopped the nails if he would have simply denied his identity as the god. 

His Verifiable Resurrection

In acts 2:32 Peter said, 

“god has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.” 

He appeared to more than five hundred people. Remember what Thomas said when the 

other followers tried to convince him that Jesus had risen from the dead. he said, “Unless 

I see the nail marks in his hands and . . . put my hand into his side, I will not believe 

it.” he demanded proof. When he got it, he cried out “My Lord and my God.” Thomas 

understood that any man that walks out of his own grave is anything he says he is.

His Faithful Followers

When Jesus died, nearly all the disciples abandoned him. They were confused and 

terrified—they were afraid to die. All seemed lost. But after the resurrection, everything 
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changed. They boldly and courageously told of the death, burial, and resurrection of 

Jesus. 

Not only that, reliable history tells us that the closest followers of Jesus were fully 

convinced of his Divinity. They not only taught it, but they died for it. 

Matthew was killed by a sword in Ethiopia.

Mark died in Alexandria, Egypt, after being dragged by horses through the streets 

until he was dead. 

Luke was hanged in greece.

Peter was crucified upside down.

Thomas was stabbed with a spear in India during a missionary trip.

Jude, the brother of Jesus, was killed with arrows when he refused to deny his faith 

in Christ.

The people who knew him the best were fully convinced. Could it have been that 

they co-conspired to fabricate a myth about the resurrection of Jesus, and made an oath 

to each other: “guys, let’s keep the gag going even if it kills us”? I don’t think so. 

See, there are a lot of people who have died for the lies they believed were true. But 

no one dies for what they know is untrue. The disciples didn’t just believe, they knew. 

They knew whether or not Jesus was the real deal and they were so convinced that 

nearly all of them died for it. 

There’s another reason why many of the people rejected Jesus:

 2. Jesus Didn’t Fit What They Wanted

The Jewish people had been looking and longing for the messiah. and they began 

to look for someone who could save them from their immediate circumstances. They 

were looking for a Savior who was going to bring peace and overthrow the roman 

government. Many of the people rejected Jesus because He didn’t fit their Messiah 

mold. 
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His kingdom was spiritual, not political.

They wanted him to bring a power that would conquer their enemies. Jesus said to 

Pilate in John 18:36, 

“My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my 

arrest by the Jews. But now my Kingdom is from another place.”

He didn’t keep their religious traditions. 

he allowed the disciples to eat grain without washing their hands. he healed on the 

Sabbath. he was determined to show people that a relationship with god was not about 

legalistically following a list of rules. 

He associated with the wrong people.

he willingly accepted those whom society had rejected. In Christ’s economy of 

things the misfits were just as high in the pecking order as the elite. He said the first 

shall be last and the last shall be first. He invested time with social misfits, the immoral, 

the uneducated, and the dishonest. 

He was a threat to the authority of  the religious leaders. 

on two separate occasions he cleansed the temple courts, driving animals and 

dishonest moneychangers out of God’s house. It was a huge, profitable business, and 

yet with his authority he brought it to a screeching halt.

The religious leaders would try to trap Jesus with some question they thought 

impossible to answer. and he would turn the tables on them and they would walk away 

feeling foolish and humiliated. 
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Jesus routinely called them out not just for their actions but for the condition of 

their hearts. In matthew 15:8 Jesus put it this way:

“These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.”

 3. Jesus Demands Life Change

While Jesus freely offers grace and forgiveness, he also requires complete 

surrender to him. In John 8 Jesus was teaching a crowd early in the morning. We don’t 

know what subject he was addressing. But his teaching was soon interrupted by a 

group of religious leaders. They brought a woman to him who they said was “caught 

in the act of adultery.” Caught in the act. There was no question of guilt. They tried to 

corner Jesus by asking, “What should we do to this woman?” If Jesus said to let her go 

he would be undermining the Law of moses. If he said to stone her, then all his talk 

of forgiveness and grace would be just that, a lot of talk. Jesus answered the leaders by 

saying, “If any of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” One 

by one the leaders drop their stones and walk away. With eyes full of love Jesus says 

to this woman, “Neither do I condemn you.” and the story ends with these words from 

Jesus: “go now and leave your life of sin.” grace is given and change is expected. 

I’ve found that most people are all for Jesus as long as following him doesn’t 

require a change in their lifestyle. The people loved Jesus as long as he was making the 

lame to walk and the blind to see. But the crowds had a way of thinning out when Jesus 

would say things like, “If anyone would come after me, he must take up his cross and 

follow me.” Jesus was constantly raising the bar when it came to our moral lives. he 

didn’t water down the message in hopes that people would accept him. he didn’t just 

speak the comfortable truth. he spoke the whole truth. as a result many people rejected 

him because too much change was necessary.

I have found that people who reject Jesus often hide behind a variety of spiritual 

smokescreens. They may say things like—“The Bible is full of contradictions.” “The 

church is full of hypocrites.” They may even say, “I don’t believe Jesus is really God’s 

Son.” As those challenges are addressed they continue to find new ones. Eventually 
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it becomes clear: they aren’t rejecting Jesus because of some intellectual objection or 

theological hang-up. The reason they are rejecting Jesus is because they don’t want to 

make the changes that come when Jesus is truly the Lord of your life. 

rejection hurts. We’ve all experienced the truth of that. garrison Keillor said he 

remembers the pain of rejection as a kid when two teams were choosing sides for 

baseball. he recalls the pain of being the skinny kid with glasses who was never chosen 

first or with much enthusiasm.

The cross is the ultimate symbol of being chosen. god hasn’t rejected you. In fact, 

through Jesus he accepts you and welcomes you. and Scripture tells us that we love 

God because He first loved us. So how will you answer the ultimate question that Pilate 

asks? What will you do with Jesus?



22

the ultimate question sermon series

Sermon 3

Tortured by the Romans
I’ve always been captivated by the way the last few hours of Jesus’ life are 

portrayed. I remember opening up my picture Bible in grade school and seeing a 

painting of Jesus on the cross. It was certainly rated Pg. There really wasn’t any blood. 

Jesus didn’t even look like he was in pain. In fact, he didn’t even seem annoyed by 

the situation. he had this heavenly glow that was painted around his head and he 

was gazing into heaven. There have been a number of paintings and movies that have 

been made that seek to portray the suffering that Jesus endured on the cross. The most 

well known in recent years is mel gibson’s The Passion of the Christ. You probably 

remember that it wasn’t rated Pg and was widely criticized for its graphic violence. 

If you’re like me when you watched him suffer, you looked away and asked 

yourself, “Why does it have to be so bloody?” “Why do they have to beat Jesus so 

violently?” Well, because it was, and because they did. If anything gibson’s portrayal, 

if seeking to be realistic, didn’t take the violence far enough. While we might want 

to look away or hit the fast-forward button, the gospels devote nearly a third of their 

length to the final week of Jesus. The suffering of Jesus is given significantly more 

attention than his birth. only two of the gospels record the historical account of his 

birth. all four only give a few pages to his resurrection. Quite different from our 

approach to the life of Christ. We love Christmas; what’s not to like about a newborn 

baby? Such a sweet story. And Easter is big; someone coming back to life. We all love 

the happy ending. But when it comes to the immense suffering of Jesus . . . can’t we 

edit that down, remove a few scenes . . . let’s keep this story of Jesus rated Pg. 

To fully understand the physical impact the beating and the scourging had upon 

Jesus you have to start in the garden of gethsemane. Luke 22:44 says about Jesus, 
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Being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of 

blood falling to the ground. 

medical doctors explain the drops of blood Luke (who was also a doctor) refers to 

are a result of a rare medical condition called hematidrosis. Severe anxiety causes the 

release of chemicals that break down the capillaries in the sweat glands. as a result 

there is a small amount of bleeding into the glands. The reason this is important to the 

scourging of Jesus is that this condition also causes the skin to be very fragile, and 

extremely sensitive. 

oftentimes people make the mistake of thinking that Jesus received thirty-nine 

lashes, which is a considerable amount and true for the Jews; but in reality, a roman 

scourging was often more severe. The number of lashes wasn’t what the romans paid 

attention to . . . they wanted Jesus within an inch of his death.

The soldiers would use a whip of braided leather thongs with metal balls woven 

into them. When they would strike the flesh these balls would cause deep bruises, 

which, after enough blows, would break open. The whip would also have pieces of 

sharp bone that would cut the skin severely. The objective of the soldiers was not to 

lash out quickly and inflict welts; instead they would try to rake the victim’s back, 

literally shredding the muscles of the back, buttocks, and legs. Eventually, part of the 

spine would be exposed because of the deep cuts. The whipping would have focused 

not just on the back, but actually from the shoulders all the way down the back of the 

legs. A third-century historian by the name of Eusebius described a flogging by saying, 

“The sufferer’s veins were laid bare and the very muscles and bowels, [or intestines] of 

the victim were open to exposure.” 1 historians also tell us that as many as six out of ten 

men would die from this beating.

But the torture doesn’t stop here for Jesus. They find a thorny branch and weave 

it into a mock crown, imitating the coronation wreath of roman leaders. They press it 

down onto his brow. There are not a lot of nerve endings in the forehead, but there are 

1 Lee Strobel. The Case for Christ. grand rapids, michigan: Zondervan, 1998.
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many capillaries. The result would be a bloody mess—the blood would have matted 

down His hair, filled His ears, and gotten into His eyes. 

The mocking of Christ as a King continues as Jesus is stripped and dressed in a 

purple robe. Then they come by one at a time mocking him, saying, “hail, king of the 

Jews.” They spit in his face and laugh at him. 

The flogging of Jesus was ordered, but the mockery was not. They spit on Jesus . . . 

when I saw this in the movie my emotions went from sad to mad. It brought sorrow to 

me when they beat him, but when they spit in his face I wanted Jesus to do something 

about it. I understand the necessity of blood—it is through his blood that our sins are 

washed away—but why the spit? 

and the question we want to answer today is “WhY?” That question is nearly 

always asked when we see unjustified suffering and unexplained pain. We need a 

reason; surely there is a reason—something that makes sense out of images that are so 

disturbing. What makes it even more difficult to understand is that none of it is forced. 

No one was doing this to Jesus against his will, at any second he could have put a stop 

to it. 

This week I was studying about the training that a Navy Seal goes through. They 

go though a time of training that is so intense that they consume over 7,000 calories 

a day and still lose weight. They might get a maximum of four hours of sleep for an 

entire week. But at any time within their training process, there is a bell that is centrally 

located. all they have to do at any time is ring that bell and all the pain will come to an 

end. They are volunteers; no one is forcing them to become a Seal. all they have to do 

is ring the bell. 

and I guess what amazes me the most about the torture of Christ is that he doesn’t 

ring the bell. and what about god? Where is he in all of this? Why doesn’t god step 

in? In studying history I have often stood amazed at times that god didn’t intervene. 

Why not step on Hitler from heaven and crush him like a roach? Why not flick Stalin 

off the face of the earth? or cause Saddam hussein to spontaneously combust? That 
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may sound cruel, but it’s not. It is deserved. and if I were god, I would say, “I’m 

stepping in.” But nothing compares to the self-restraint that god shows as his one and 

only Son is beaten and spit upon. Jesus himself in matthew 26 makes it clear that if he 

wanted to he could command twelve legions of angels, that’s seventy-two thousand, to 

come to his defense. and with every crack of the whip, with every cry of agony, with 

every drop of blood that falls to the ground the angels of heaven grow more restless. 

When will we be called upon? When will He give the command? With tense muscles 

they watch the Son of god tortured and humiliated. Just say the word . . . and this thing 

will be over. But the word never comes. he endures the beating, the humiliation. he 

doesn’t ring the bell. 

The romans are faced with the ultimate question, “What will you do with Jesus?” 

and their response is to torture and crucify him. There was one main reason for this 

response: 

IGNORANCE—They didn’t know what they were doing. 

Ignorance is a favorite defense of ours. We figure we can’t be culpable for what 

we didn’t know. Don’t blame me; I didn’t know. Do you ever say that? It can be a very 

convenient out. We justify our guilt by pleading ignorance. 

Did you take out the trash? I didn’t know today was trash day. 

Did you eat the last Popsicle®? I didn’t know that was the last one.

Do you know why I pulled you over? I don’t know.

Are you aware there is a dress code in the office? I didn’t know that. 

Did you know that you are beating the Son of god beyond recognition? Did you 

know the blood that is spattered upon your face is payment for your sins? Did you 

know that the bruises you give him are for your transgressions? That by his wounds 

you are healed? I didn’t know . . . 

Ignorance was one reason why the romans tortured Jesus. They didn’t know. he 

was just some Jewish carpenter who was causing more problems among the Jews. how 
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could they have known that they were torturing the one who knit them together in their 

mother’s womb? They didn’t know. 

You’ve heard the phrase “ignorance is bliss.” Sometimes that is true. Last year I 

was getting my hair cut and enjoying some casual conversation with the lady when she 

stopped in the middle of her sentence and said to me, “Do you realize that your right 

ear sticks out from your head further than your left ear?” I said, “No, I must say, I 

didn’t realize that,” as I’m now staring at my huge protruding right ear in the mirror. 

You can probably guess my next question. I asked, “Is there anything I can do about 

that?” and she said, “No, I just thought you might want to know.” Thank you. That is 

so sweet. I hadn’t noticed it for twenty-five years, but now a morning rarely goes by 

where I don’t try to push my right elephant-like ear against my head. I will often fall 

asleep with my right ear down on the pillow . . . I figure it can’t hurt. Sometimes we 

prefer to remain ignorant as to our condition. But when it comes to our relationship 

with god, we can’t plead ignorance. It’s not an acceptable defense. 

out of ignorance we do a lot of things we regret. a young couple is preparing for 

marriage. Both of them have slept with other people; they’re dealing with each other’s 

past and she speaks for both of them as with tears in her eyes she says, “If only I would 

have known.”

a young man stands before a judge. he got drunk and then got behind the wheel. 

he didn’t realize he was on the wrong side of the median. he doesn’t even remember 

hitting the minivan. he tries to explain his actions . . . “If only I would have known.”

and while ignorance might be an explanation, ignorance is not an excuse. I 

talked to a lawyer and asked if ignorance is an allowable defense in a criminal case. 

She explained to me that a defendant is not permitted to plead ignorance. It’s not a 

legitimate excuse.
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Some of our states have some laws and ordinances that I’m sure most of us aren’t 

familiar with, such as one state’s law book which reads:

 1.  You are not permitted to wear cowboy boots unless you already own at least two 

cows.

I think that’s fair. I like this one too . . . 

 2.  The owners of houses with Christmas lights on them past February second may be 

fined up to $250.

Here are a few other laws and ordinances:

 3.  You may not have more than five inoperable vehicles on a piece of property.

And there are actually some laws still on the books, but probably not enforced:

 4.  It was once illegal for a woman to drive a car unless there is a man either running 

or walking in front of it waving a red flag to warn approaching motorists and 

pedestrians.

 5.  a woman may not buy a hat without her husband’s permission. Could we add shoes 

to that list?

 6.  ORDINANCE NO. 0-5-2001—It is illegal for an animal to molest a passing 

vehicle.

When we are guilty of breaking the law, our ignorance will not declare us innocent. 

Let’s imagine that you go to work at a new job and they give you the employee 

manual, but you throw it away without even looking at it. The first day of work you 

come in after 9 a.m. You’re wearing some ratty jeans, a pair of flip-flops, a tank-top, 

and a baseball cap. After your two-hour lunch break you come back into the office 

and find a note on your door from your boss. After your offenses are laid out you try 

to make excuses and so you say, “I just didn’t know.” Well, it was your responsibility 

to know. The book was given to you. Should you choose to ignore and not read the 

information you’ll still be held accountable for its guidelines. and there will be a day 

of accountability. We will all stand before god, the great judge, and pleading ignorance 

will not be an option. 
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Ignorance might invoke mercy on that day, but it won’t remove your guilt. Jesus 

reveals this truth in matthew 11:20–22. Listen to what it says: 

In the towns where Jesus had worked most of his miracles, the people refused 

to turn to god. So Jesus was upset with them and said: “You people of Chorazin 

are in for trouble! You people of Bethsaida are in for trouble too! If the miracles 

that took place in your towns had happened in Tyre and Sidon, the people there 

would have turned to god long ago. They would have dressed in sackcloth and 

put ashes on their heads. I tell you that on the day of judgment the people of Tyre 

and Sidon will get off easier than you will.” (CEV)

The phrase “get off easier” is a revealing one. god may be more merciful in his 

judgment to those who reject Christ out of ignorance. But ignorance is not enough to 

acquit you from your guilt. In acts 3, Peter tells the people of Israel, 

“You handed him over to be killed, and you disowned him before Pilate, though 

he had decided to let him go. You disowned the holy and righteous one and 

asked that a murderer be released to you. You killed the author of life, but god 

raised him from the dead. We are witnesses of this.”

Peter makes it clear that they are guilty of killing Jesus and then in verse 17 he says, 

“Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders.”

and then in verse 19, Peter gives the appropriate response to those who in their 

ignorance killed Jesus . . . 

“repent, then, and turn to god, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of 

refreshing may come from the Lord.”

many of the Jews and most of the romans acted in ignorance, but that didn’t get 

them off the hook. repentance was still needed. and Peter says, when you repent for 

these things you did in ignorance god will wipe out your sins and times of refreshing 

will come from the Lord. 
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and I’m sure there are some of you who have shut Christ out of your life because 

of ignorance. You’ve had no time for a relationship with him, because you just didn’t 

know. Your parents never read you Bible stories. as a child, you didn’t say your 

prayers before you went to bed; “Jesus Loves Me” wasn’t the first song you learned to 

sing. Maybe church was just something you did at Christmas and Easter. No one ever 

told you what Jesus did for you. No one ever explained the lengths he went to have 

a relationship with you. You didn’t know. You didn’t know that your sin sent Jesus to 

the cross. You didn’t realize that his blood was spilled for your lying, your greed, your 

pride, your lust. You didn’t know. 

If the roman soldiers would have known who Jesus was, they would have stopped 

immediately. Now that we know who Jesus is and what he endured for us, how can we 

continue to live the same way? You can’t plead ignorance—now that you know. Repent. 

Turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out. 

maybe like the roman soldiers you’ve been unmoved by the suffering of Jesus 

and it really hasn’t had much impact on your everyday life. I read about a man from a 

school in Nashville, Tennessee, who told of being a teacher for children with hearing 

disorders. Their ears were all right; the words they heard just didn’t make contact. 

They couldn’t connect in their brain what they were hearing with their ears. he said 

that after eight years, “I just could not stand it anymore. I went home crying; I went to 

work crying.” he said, “one year, right after the Thanksgiving holiday, there was this 

beautiful girl in the school. heather was her name. She was seven years old. We were 

out on the playground just after our Thanksgiving holiday. I went to heather, took her 

by the shoulders, squatted down in front of her, and said, ‘heather? heather, what did 

you eat for Thanksgiving?’ heather said, ‘my shoes are red.’ The schoolteacher said,  

“I just couldn’t do it anymore.” 

I remember a number of years ago when I went to see the movie The Passion of 

Christ at the movie theater. There was a man sitting on the other side of my wife, two 

seats to my right. he had his popcorn and soda and was ready for the movie. I was a 

little irritated to hear him munch on his popcorn as Jesus was being beaten beyond 

recognition. I was maybe a little offended as he sipped his drink as Jesus struggled to 



30

the ultimate question sermon series

carry his cross toward Calvary. afterward I wanted to get his take on the movie, and 

so as we walked down the hallway of the theater I said, “Hey man, what did you think 

of that movie?” his response left me not knowing what to say. he kind of shrugged his 

shoulders and said, “I thought Mel Gibson did a much better job directing Braveheart.” 

What he said to me was, “My shoes are red.” Somehow the message just wasn’t 

communicated, and he left unmoved by what Jesus went through. 

There was one critic from the Los Angeles Daily News who wrote something with 

sarcasm but there was great irony in it. glen Whip, in trying to make fun of the movie, 

said, “It’s as if gibson is measuring god’s love by the amount of blood he shows on the 

screen.” 2 he didn’t know how right he was! 

god has extended himself to you. Through the blood of his Son Jesus Christ he 

has invited you into heaven and into his arms. So the question is, “What will you do 

with Jesus?”

2 glenn Whipp, Los Angeles Daily News, 23 February 2004.
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Sermon 4

Deserted by His Friends
as Jesus hangs from the tree and looks out, he sees the soldiers have dismissed 

him as they role the dice for his clothes. he sees the romans that have tortured and 

beaten him. he sees his own people who rejected him as they shouted, “Crucify 

him! Crucify him!” But perhaps the response that was most troubling to Jesus was 

that of his closest followers. With the exception of John, the rest of the disciples had 

abandoned him. For several years they hadn’t left the side of Jesus. They had left 

everything to follow him. But now, in his greatest hour of need, they were nowhere  

to be seen. When things got really hard the disciples deserted Jesus. 

have you ever been deserted in your greatest hour of need? maybe you heard about 

the Desert Storm soldier a number of years ago who received a “Dear John” letter from 

his girlfriend back home in the states. In the letter she said she had met someone else 

and they were getting married. To add insult to injury, she wrote, “Will you please 

return my favorite photograph of myself? I need it for my engagement picture in the 

local newspaper.” ouch! 

Talk about feeling deserted and rejected. The poor guy was devastated, but all 

the soldiers came to his rescue. They went throughout the entire camp and collected 

pictures of all the guys’ girlfriends. They filled up an entire shoebox and sent it to the 

girl along with a note from the guy saying, “Please find your picture, and return the 

rest, because for the life of me, I can’t remember which one you were!”

Nobody likes to see someone betrayed or hurt, especially when the rejection comes 

from someone to whom we’ve felt very close. It was one thing for the crowds and the 

soldiers to turn against Jesus, but where were the disciples? Nowhere to be found. Their 
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response to Jesus changed when life got hard. The challenges of life often reveal our 

true response to Jesus. This week we’re going to consider life’s ultimate question in the 

context of life’s hardships. When life gets hard what do you do with Jesus? When we 

talk about the deserting disciples we typically focus on Judas who betrayed, or Peter 

who denied; but the response of the other disciples was just as indicting. 

Their desertion seems surprising. after all, they had seen incredible miracles. 

They watched as Jesus made the lame to walk, the blind to see, and turned funeral 

processions into family reunions. Why would friends leave such a man after all of this? 

It seems incredible until we examine our own hearts and histories and realize they 

weren’t much different then than we are now. 

What I want to do in the next few minutes is consider a few of the disciples’ stories 

and why they deserted Jesus at this time. I am going to give you three different stories 

throughout this sermon. With each story I am going to give you a corresponding word 

or two that reveals what made them desert Jesus during such a desperate time. 

 1. The Disciples’ Story

If you have your Bible, turn with me to matthew 26. We are going to look at a 

number of verses in matthew 26 and 27. Starting in verse 36 we read, 

Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called gethsemane, and he said to 

them, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” he took Peter and the two sons of 

Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said 

to them, “my soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here 

and keep watch with me.”

going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “my Father, if 

it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.”
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Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. “Could you men not 

keep watch with me for one hour?” he asked Peter. “Watch and pray so that you will 

not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak.”

This happened two more times. he had asked his closest companions to be in 

prayer. But after a big meal and a stressful, long day they began to zone out. he asked 

them to pray, and they tried to, but they just couldn’t do it.

The phrase that I want you to write down or remember when you think of the 

disciples’ story is FATIGUE AND FEAR. That’s why they deserted Christ. It was 

because of fatigue and fear. When Jesus requested their prayers, they wanted to 

comply, but they were too tired.

have you ever felt so tired that you had a hard time staying awake? maybe you 

have felt like this during an interview you were conducting with someone, or perhaps 

with a date during a movie. maybe you had a mandatory training class and you just 

couldn’t keep your eyes open. maybe it was a more recent time . . . like right now. 

The disciples awakened to a crowd of people who had come to arrest Jesus. What 

an overwhelming scene. Torches, soldiers, and weapons surround them. It appears 

when they had the opportunity they ran out of fear to save their hide. 

Look at verse 55 in matthew 26. 

at that time Jesus said to the crowd, “am I leading a rebellion, that you have 

come out with swords and clubs to capture me? Every day I sat in the temple 

courts teaching, and you did not arrest me. But this has all taken place that the 

writings of the prophets might be fulfilled.” Then all the disciples deserted him 

and fled.

These guys had been close to Jesus. Inwardly they enjoyed the position of 

popularity and some had even longed for positions of power and prestige when Jesus 

would come into his Kingdom. When it appeared that the future meant bleeding with 

Jesus instead of leading with Jesus, their commitment faltered. 
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Jesus said to His sleeping disciples, “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.” I 

wonder if that sounds familiar. our intentions are good, but often we’re just too tired 

to do what we know we should. Instead of spend thirty minutes in prayer; we end up 

spending thirty minutes watching reality TV. We intend to wake up early to spend some 

time reading the Bible, but we hit the snooze button a few times. We know what kind 

of parent god wants us to be, but at the end of a long workday instead of spending time 

with our kids and praying with them, we put them to sleep and we plop down in front 

of the TV or surf the net. 

maybe, for you, it’s not so much fatigue but fear. Like the disciples, perhaps you 

desert Jesus when you fear that he’s going to demand more from you than you really 

want to give. You have this fear of commitment. You want a relationship with Jesus, 

but you don’t want it to cost you anything. as long as it’s convenient, comfortable, and 

working to your advantage, you’re in. But when following him starts to take you down 

an unpredictable path of sacrifice, you bail. 

The disciples’ story is one of fatigue and fear. Is yours?

 2. Simon Peter’s Story

Peter is the leading spokesman for the disciples. He is essentially the unofficial lead 

disciple and along with James and John was especially close to Jesus. 

Earlier in Matthew 26, just before His prayer time in the Mount of Olives, Jesus 

says to his disciples, “You all are going to fall away and desert me tonight.” They can’t 

believe it! Peter speaks on their behalf in matthew 26:33–35. 

“Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will.”

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “this very night, before the rooster 

crows, you will disown me three times.”

But Peter declared, “Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.” 

and all the other disciples said the same.
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Do you hear the number of times Peter uses the word “I”? It’s as if he looks at the 

rest of the crew and says, “You know what? These guys might disown you but not me.  

I am above that.”

and he truly means it in that moment. But there were no soldiers there at the 

moment. There was no mob at that moment. There were no swords or whips in that 

moment. There was just a group of people who loved Jesus.

Part of his story can be found in the word ARROGANCE. he essentially says, 

They might but I won’t. Never say never! The Bible says that pride comes before a fall. 

Pride causes us to overestimate ourselves and underestimate our need to depend on 

God. Dealing with pride is difficult because very few people acknowledge or recognize 

it in their own lives. We have no trouble spotting this in others—but rarely see it in 

ourselves. Pride is blinding. obadiah verse 3 says, 

“The pride of your heart has deceived you.”

In other words, what’s keeping you from seeing the pride in your life is the pride 

in your life. If you say, “I don’t have a problem with pride,” understand that it’s pride 

that’s making you say that. Pride keeps Peter from recognizing his vulnerability. When 

challenges come, the source of our confidence is exposed. 

and now we skip ahead in the chapter and see Simon Peter’s story unfolding after the 

arrest of Christ. Peter follows at a safe distance to find out what is happening with Jesus. 

matthew 26:69–75 says, 

 
Now Peter was sitting out in the courtyard, and a servant girl came to him. “You 

also were with Jesus of galilee,” she said. But he denied it before them all. “I 

don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. Then he went out to the gateway, 

where another girl saw him and said to the people there, “This fellow was with 

Jesus of Nazareth.” he denied it again, with an oath: “I don’t know the man!” 

after a little while, those standing there went up to Peter and said, “Surely you 

are one of them, for your accent gives you away.” Then he began to call down 

curses on himself and he swore to them, “I don’t know the man!”
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Immediately a rooster crowed. Then Peter remembered the word Jesus had spoken: 

“Before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times.” and he went outside and 

wept bitterly.

Luke 22:61 adds an additional specific detail that you can picture in your mind. He 

tells us that when Peter cursed and denied Christ for the third time, 

The Lord turned and looked straight at Peter.

Evidently, Jesus was being led from Caiaphas’s house and it was God’s timing that 

at that moment their eyes met. The look from Jesus wasn’t a haughty “I told you so.” I 

don’t think it was like that at all. I think it was disappointment that a friend had let him 

down. 

 3. Judas’s Story

a fairly good case can be made that, until the betrayal, Judas was one of Jesus’ 

closest friends. he had been put in charge of the moneybag. If we understand the 

seating arrangements in the Jewish culture and if we look at the studies of the 

conversations they had at the Last Supper, it would appear that John was on Jesus’  

right hand and Judas was on his left hand. Judas had what was called the place for  

the honored guest, the place of the intimate friend. 

There’s an old Testament prophecy in Psalm 41:9, which was written thousands  

of years before Christ’s birth, and this is what it says:

Even my close friend, whom I trusted, he who shared my bread, has lifted up his 

heel against me.

If you were on Family Feud and they said, “one hundred people surveyed, name 

someone who betrayed a friend” . . . Judas would be at the top of the list. You may have 

thought about naming your newborn son after Peter, andrew, James, or John, but I bet 

Judas probably didn’t make your top five. 
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of the twelve disciples Judas was the only outsider. all of the others were from 

galilee. he came from a region called Kerioth, which was in southern Judah. 

he is often mischaracterized. When Jesus said to the disciples, “one of you will 

betray me,” the other eleven didn’t point and say, “I’ll bet it’s Judas. Look at those 

eyebrows.”

It wasn’t like that at all. anytime you see a painting or drawing of Judas they 

always have him looking very sinister as if he is up to something. That’s not accurate. 

In fact, if you think about it, usually the most trusted individual of the group is the one 

put in charge of the money.

What was ultimately revealed about Judas is that he had a love for money. he ended 

up deserting Jesus so he could pursue money. I am sure he was there when Jesus taught 

that you can’t serve two masters. You can’t serve both god and money. 

a couple of words to jot down next to the story of Judas—GREED AND 

DISILLUSIONMENT. 

Judas had some unspoken expectations of what kind of king he thought Jesus 

should become. he found himself disillusioned because Jesus would not use his power 

to overthrow the romans—like an earthy king might have. over the years I’ve seen a 

number of Christians desert god because they didn’t think god was doing his job. They 

had these unwritten expectations. “If I’m a Christian than I won’t have money issues.” 

“If I’m a Christian I won’t have health problems.” “If I’m a Christian I’ll never have 

to bury my own child.” We expect god to provide us with a comfortable lifestyle. Jesus 

never promised those things. In fact he promised that in this world we would have 

trouble. 

If you see Jesus as a wise counselor who will solve all of your problems and bring 

family harmony immediately, you are going to be disillusioned. Look at Jesus dying on 

the cross. his mother was present, but we don’t read anything about his father. maybe 

Joseph had died. and his brothers didn’t believe on him at this point. 
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If you see Jesus as the great physician who will heal all of your diseases, you will 

be disillusioned. Look at the cross. Jesus suffered almost as no man had ever suffered, 

and he died at age thirty-three.

Sometimes I hear athletes giving credit to god, and I have mixed emotions. You 

know, you hear them say, “I shot that last shot. I knew it meant the game. and I just 

prayed that it would go in, and god guided that shot right through the rim into the 

net.” and I have mixed emotions. I’m glad they’re giving god the thanks, but at the 

same time, I worry that they will be disillusioned someday. They are going to shoot 

and pray, and it won’t go in. or somebody on the other team is praying that they’ll 

miss. or they’ll pray someday that their child will be successful and the child will have 

problems; that it won’t be cancer, and it will be cancer; and they will be disillusioned. 

has one of these factors from the disciples’ stories impacted the way you have 

responded to Jesus? Fatigue, fear, arrogance, greed, disillusionment—these are 

part of our story as well. ultimately for the disciples and for us, it comes down to a 

choice. Will we choose Jesus over comfort and security? Will we choose Jesus over 

ourselves? Will we choose Jesus over money? When the heat is on. When the testing 

comes. how will you answer life’s ultimate question? how will you respond to Jesus? 

Not long ago I read the story of an elderly missionary who was returning from 

the foreign field to the United States to live out the days he had left with his married 

daughter in the midwest. upon arriving on the California coast he boarded a bus to 

begin his trip across the country. The first night the bus stopped in Las Vegas. He had 

been out of the united States for more than thirty years. he had never been to Las 

Vegas. he checked into a hotel and took a walk down the strip. although it was close to 

midnight, it looked like midday, because of all the lights. as he walked down the strip 

he heard the loud music, saw the amazing hotels, and even went to a car show where he 

saw the world’s finest automobiles. He saw the games being played in the casinos and 

heard the money coming out of the slot machines. he saw the marquees, announcing 

the amazing entertainers. he saw the drink specials announced and the amazing food 

advertised in the restaurants. he saw the best the world could produce held up on 

a platter. Eventually he went back to his room in the high-rise hotel where he was 
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staying. he entered the room but didn’t turn on the light. he walked across the room 

and opened the curtains. In the quietness of his room he got on his knees in front of the 

window, looked down at the Vegas strip, then into the more impressive lights of the 

heavens and prayed this prayer: “god, I thank You that tonight I haven’t seen anything 

I want more than I want You.”

Could I quote for you the words of one my favorite old hymns? “I’d rather have 

Jesus than silver or gold, I’d rather be his than have riches untold, I’d rather be led by 

his nailed pierced hand, I’d rather have Jesus than anything this world affords today. 

I’d rather have Jesus than men’s applause, I’d rather be faithful to his dear cause; I’d 

rather have Jesus than worldwide fame. I’d rather be true to his holy name. I’d rather 

have Jesus than anything this world affords today.”
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Sermon 5

Accepted by a Few
How well can you discern fact from fiction? I imagine that most of you have 

believed for years that we landed on the moon, but I came across some evidence this 

week that it never happened. It was printed in a book, so it must be true. It turns out 

that the Apollo 11 moon landings were faked by NaSa. Yeah, it’s true—I read it. 

NaSa was likely helped by the CIa. Consider the evidence: The photos were altered. 

There are no stars in any of the photos. There are identical backgrounds in photos 

that are listed as taken miles apart. The moon’s surface during the daytime is so hot 

that camera film would have melted. The flag placed on the surface by the astronauts 

flapped despite there being no wind on the Moon.

There are people who actually believe all of this. 

I guess I understand our reluctance to accept the reality that we are given. We 

grow up thinking certain things are true, and we accept them without question. But 

eventually, we become less trusting, we start to question what’s true. We want more 

than an explanation—we want evidence. We take pride in the fact that we are not  

easily fooled. I want to test your ability to discern fact from fiction. I have a number  

of statements and I want you to either accept or reject them. 

 

We’ll call this game: Accept or Reject. 

 1.  Life Savers® candy was invented by a man whose daughter died choking on a mint. 

The hole in the middle allows you to breathe, even if it gets stuck in your throat.

Reject. That’s what I was told as a child—but I did a little research and that’s not 

true. 
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 2.  For more than thirty years, the International olympic Committee required all 

female competitors to undergo a “gender verification” exam.

Accept. after a few cases of men posing as women to compete in women’s events, 

the “sex test” was introduced during the 1968 Mexico City Olympics to confirm 

that all participants in women’s olympic competitions were indeed female. The test 

only served to humiliate several female athletes who were somewhat masculine. It 

was discontinued by the IoC before the 2000 Sydney games.

 3.  The Jelly Belly Candy Company makes jelly beans flavored like soap, spinach, and 

sardines.

Reject. They do make black pepper and ear wax flavors—I have no idea why.

 4.  The kid who played “mikey” in the Life cereal commercials died when his stomach 

exploded after consuming Pop rocks® candy and Coca-Cola®.

Reject.

 5.  The combined weight of all the world’s ants is equal to that of all the humans on 

earth.

Accept. What ants lack in size, they more than make up for in sheer numbers. 

There are an estimated ten TrILLIoN ants on earth, and their combined weight 

is equivalent to the entire human population. That’s roughly 1.6 million ants for 

each person.

 6.  Swallowed chewing gum takes seven years to digest and pass through your system.

Reject. Even though my mom taught me that is truth. But upon further research I 

have learned that though chewing gum is largely indigestible, it will make its way 

through your digestive system at the same rate as anything else you consume.

I have one more statement for you to accept or reject.

 7.  Jesus is the Son of god who died for the sins of the world and rose again. 

Accept or reject? how you answer that changes everything. The most common 

response to the person Jesus is rejection. But today I want us to look at a couple 

of bystanders that Jesus would have seen as he looked out from the cross. These 
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bystanders were completely transformed by their experience that day. They each 

came to a place in their journey where they accepted Jesus. 

These two people we’re going to study did not know when they got up that 

morning that anything different was going to happen to them, but they were about to 

be completely changed. Their lives would never be the same. That same transforming 

power is available to us today. maybe today you awoke and this day seemed about the 

same as every other. But as you consider life’s ultimate question, maybe this will be the 

day where everything changes. So, let me ask you, what will you do with Jesus? We’ve 

seen the soldiers dismiss him, the people reject him, the romans torture him, the 

disciples desert him, but today we’ll study a handful of bystanders who accepted him. 

 1. Bystander # 1: A Casual Observer (Simon the Cyrene)

one of those unsuspecting bystanders was a man named Simon. Look at mark 15:21 

and notice he went from observing the story of Jesus unfold to becoming part of it. 

a certain man from Cyrene, Simon, the father of alexander and rufus, was 

passing by on his way in from the country, and they forced him to carry the cross.

Cyrene was a fairly large city in Libya, North Africa. It had a significant Jewish 

population. Evidently, Simon had traveled all this way to Jerusalem to participate in the 

Passover Feast. maybe he had saved for years. maybe he had a dream of one day eating 

at least one Passover Feast in the holy City. But on Friday morning when he was there, 

he got caught up in the pedestrian traffic. People had lined the streets to watch a march 

to execution, and Simon stopped to watch the parade. as he watched, he witnessed a 

man called Jesus of Nazareth, carrying his cross to golgotha. Jesus had already been 

beaten and endured a scourging so severe that many men died from it. he was beyond 

exhausted as he stumbled and fell right in front of Simon. 

Now the roman soldiers had the authority to force any citizen into temporary 

service. They looked in the crowd and at random they picked out Simon, and they said, 
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“You! Carry the cross!” Now I am sure Simon didn’t want any part of that humiliating, 

gruesome experience, but he didn’t have an option. he couldn’t refuse.

This close encounter with Jesus transformed Simon forever. he looked into his 

innocent eyes. he felt the blood of Jesus run off the cross onto his neck. Perhaps he 

heard Jesus whisper, “Thank you, Simon.” and then I wonder if he stayed and listened 

as Jesus prayed from the cross that god would forgive these people for what they had 

done. and it appears that Simon accepted Jesus and was transformed. 

In his gospel, mark writes about Simon and says, “Simon, the father of alexander 

and rufus.” Imagine I was out to eat with a friend and you come over to the table to 

say, “hi.” I introduce you to my friend by saying, “This man is the father of Stephen 

miller.” That wouldn’t mean anything to you unless you know a Stephen miller. When 

mark introduces Simon as the father of alexander and rufus it is safe to assume that 

alexander and rufus had become known to the readers. In fact, romans 16:13 reads, 

“greet rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother, who has been a mother to me, too.” 

It seems likely that as he went from watching the story to participating in the story 

Simon was forever changed. he and his family were converted. Simon came to the 

Holy City to sacrifice his Passover lamb, but instead he came face-to-face with the 

Lamb of God who was sacrificed for him. 

Like Simon, many of you here really didn’t make a choice to take up your cross 

and follow Jesus. Someone made you do it. Your parents never gave you a choice. You 

had to go to church when you were little. Dr. Tony Evans is known to have said that he 

had a drug problem as a teenager. he was drug to church on Sunday morning, drug to 

church on Sunday night. and maybe that’s your story. 

In fact I wonder if some of you are here today because someone pressured you 

to come. You felt forced into it. I wonder if it’s possible if this is a day that god has 

known about since before you were born. a day where you would meet Jesus and be 

changed. maybe you’ll be like Simon who took up that cross because he was forced to, 

but he volunteered to never put it down. 
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 2. Bystander # 2: A Hardened Skeptic (A Roman centurion)

another bystander at the cross accepted Jesus as the Son of god. We don’t know 

his name, only his rank. he was the roman centurion. mark 15:39 reads, 

and when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, heard his cry and saw 

how he died, he said, “Surely this man was the Son of god!”

here is a man who was changed from a hostile skeptic to a humble believer. This 

centurion was the commander of the roman execution squad. Now the gospels tell us 

that the Roman soldiers brutalized Jesus. They struck Him with their fists in the face; 

they spit on him; they scourged him; they mocked him. and this centurion had done 

nothing to prevent that. Presumably, he had been part of it. at the very least he allowed 

his men to mock and abuse this Jewish insurrectionist that some said was the Son of 

god. 

But as he watched Jesus something happened to his hard heart. I wonder what it 

was. he had seen hundreds, if not thousands, die such a death. What was it about Jesus 

that was so different? he had been there for all of it. had it been the composure of 

Jesus? as he was falsely accused and violently beaten, he kept his cool. maybe it was 

the meekness of Jesus. Did he seem like a man who had the power to put a stop to all 

of this with a single word? I’m sure he had never heard a man pray for forgiveness for 

his executioners like Jesus did. he would have been one of the few close enough to 

hear Jesus say to the thief being crucified beside Him, “Today you will be with Me in 

paradise.” 

and then in the middle of the day as Jesus hangs on the cross the sky turns to black. 

The ground begins to tremble under his feet. Never had he heard a dying man in his 

last breath cry out the word Talesti, translated “It is finished.” That translation loses 

something. When we picture Jesus saying, “It is finished,” we picture a general losing  

a difficult battle. We picture a losing coach in the tournament when there are only a few 

seconds to go and his player misses a free throw to tie the game. he turns to his assistant 

and says, “That’s it. It’s finished.” For us “It is finished” sounds like a cry of defeat. In 
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reality this was a cry of victory. after a battle was won this is the word that would have 

been shouted in the streets—It is finished means the battle has ended, let the celebration 

begin. 

after witnessing these things this roman soldier understood what the religious 

leaders missed. he believed what the crowd refused to accept. he is confronted with 

life’s ultimate question and concludes, “Surely, this man is the Son of god.” 

There is a long list of hardened skeptics that became committed followers when 

they took an honest look at Jesus. As we approach Easter I would encourage you to 

pick up the book by Lee Strobel titled A Case for Easter. Lee Strobel was an award-

winning journalist for the Chicago Tribune. For most of his life he was an atheist. But 

after his wife became a Christian, he started to see positive changes in her life. So 

after a few months, Lee decided to attend church with his wife, partly because he was 

curious and mostly because he wanted to poke holes in her faith.

However, in that worship service he was confronted for the first time with Jesus’ 

claims. and after that service he made a decision. he vowed to check out the Christian 

faith as a journalist would. he decided to examine the evidence and see for himself. 

he began his search with a prayer asking a god he didn’t even know if he believed in 

to reveal himself if he did, in fact, exist. In that moment Lee Strobel began a journey 

to answer life’s ultimate question. after two years of intensive research, Lee Strobel 

became a Christian. 

or like Josh mcDowell. he was so annoyed with his friends’ attempts to evangelize 

him that he decided to disprove Christianity. He studied history. He flew to Israel and 

participated in archeological digs. he did all kinds of research. Years later he was 

fully convinced and became a Christian. he wrote two volumes on the evidence that 

convinced him called Evidence That Demands a Verdict.

Then there’s Viggo olson, a surgeon who felt compelled to study the evidence 

for Christianity to try to disprove it to his in-laws. After his research he was firmly 
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convinced, and gave his life to Christ. he wrote a book about it called The Agnostic 

Who Dared to Search.

and don’t forget William ramsey. ramsey is considered probably the greatest 

archeologist our country has ever known. he decided to disprove the veracity of Luke’s 

account of Jesus’ life in the Bible. he went to do archeological digs to disprove certain 

unverified elements of the Gospel of Luke. His conclusion? He considers Luke to be 

the most accurate and preeminent historian of all time.

Simon Greenleaf was the Professor Emeritus of Evidence at Harvard Law School. 

he set out to disprove Christianity from a legal, evidential outlook. as he gathered the 

evidence to make his case he became convinced, this man is the Son of god. he wrote 

a book, The Testimony of the Apostles.

or like Steven masood. he was raised strictly muslim, but wanted to know the 

truth for himself. he studied the muslim religion at length. he was never convinced. 

he began to study Christianity. Finally, he was convinced. he became a Christian. 

he was beaten and nearly killed by people in his hometown because of his change of 

religion. But he stuck to it. he wrote a book called Into the Light.

Let me tell you about ravi maharav. a hindu. he had advanced in his religion to 

the degree that people believed he had nearly evolved to the point of Nirvana. People 

in his home town worshipped him when he walked by. But he never knew for sure that 

what he believed and taught was true. So he set about on a pursuit of truth. And finally 

he was convinced. he became a Christian. he wrote a book about his search called 

Death of a Guru.

I could keep going with stories of people who after honestly looking at Jesus were 

completely transformed. What’s your story? If you are skeptical, I challenge you to 

have enough integrity to honestly examine the evidence of Jesus. 

Dr. James Allan Francis writes about Christ’s life and influence in the excerpt from 

his poem entitled “one Solitary Life”: 
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One Solitary Life

he was born in an obscure village,

The child of a peasant woman.

he grew up in still another village,

Where he worked in a carpenter shop

until he was thirty.

Then for three years

he was an itinerant preacher.

he never wrote a book.

He never held an office.

he never had a family or owned a house.

he didn’t go to college.

he never visited a big city.

he never traveled two hundred miles

From the place where he was born.

he did none of the things

one usually associates with greatness.

he had no credentials but himself.

he was only thirty-three

When the tide of public opinion turned against him.

his friends ran away.

he was turned over to his enemies.

and went through the mockery of a trial.
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he was nailed to a cross

Between two thieves.

While he was dying,

his executioners gambled for his clothing,

The only property he had on Earth.

When he was dead,

he was laid in a borrowed grave

Through the pity of a friend.

Twenty centuries have come and gone,

And today he is the central figure

of the human race,

and the leader of mankind’s progress.

all the armies that ever marched,

all the navies that ever sailed,

all the parliament that ever sat,

all the kings that ever reigned,

Put together have not affected

The life of man on Earth

as much as that one solitary life.
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Sermon 6

The Ultimate Question
This is my favorite weekend of the year. There is nothing better than coming 

together to celebrate the resurrection. But can I let you in on something? This is also 

my favorite weekend to preach. Every preacher knows what a great opportunity it is 

to preach on Easter. Easter is usually the biggest attendance of the year with the most 

visitors. But I have to tell you, my excitement for this weekend can quickly give way 

to pressure and some stress. I start thinking that for many of you this may be the only 

time you come to church all year. I even had a guy in the lobby last Easter say to me 

in all seriousness, “Wonderful service, will be back next year.” and so I started asking 

myself, “Is there a message I could give? Is there a story I could tell? Is there a video 

I could put together? What could I say that would get you to come back next week?” 

Because more than anything else I want you to truly discover Jesus and fall in love 

with him. 

So many times this week I have said a prayer like this: “God, Easter Sunday is a big 

Sunday with a lot of people, What should I say to them?” I opened my Bible in front 

of me and I wondered, What did Jesus say whenever He had the largest crowds? I’m 

thinking that should be my example. So when Jesus had His Easter weekends, what 

did he say to the people so they would come back? What I discovered was disturbing. 

Whenever we read about large crowds following Jesus he said something that made 

most of them leave. here’s what I want you to see—Jesus gave the people the 

uncomfortable truth. When he was done teaching, the majority of the crowd wasn’t 

looking to come back. 

Let me give you a few examples. In John 6 where he was speaking to a crowd of 

around twenty thousand and he said,
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“I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, 

he will live forever . . . . I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of 

man and drink his blood you have no life in you.” 

You can almost feel the awkwardness and the discomfort of the moment as Jesus 

uses such language to make the point that life is found only in him. a few verses later, 

in verse 66, we read, 

From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed  

him. 

here’s another example from Luke 14, beginning with verse 25.

Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them he said: “If anyone 

comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his 

brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple. and 

anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” 

Jesus says,

“If I’m just one of many, then don’t bother. If you’re going to follow me then it’s 

not enough for Me to be in first place, I am to be the one and only. If you’re too 

concerned about what your family will think to follow me—then go back home. If 

you would rather go out with your friends, then come worship me—then just forget 

it. and by the way part of following me may mean carrying your own cross.” 

The crowd starts to leave. You can almost see the disciples standing off to the side 

cringing. “Why is He saying this? We’ve worked so hard to attract so many people.” or 

someone in the crowd thinking, Doesn’t He know I brought a friend to hear Him—He’s 

going to scare them away. and so I found that whenever Jesus had large crowds he 

would give them the uncomfortable truth. 

Then I went back and looked at some of my old Easter sermons and I told God I 

was sorry. Because at times I’ve been too concerned with getting people to come back. 
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Don’t get me wrong, my motivation was right, but I think in the process of begging 

people to come to Jesus I may have unintentionally belittled him. 

Imagine it this way. When my oldest daughter turns twenty-five, she isn’t married 

and really wants to be. Imagine if I take out an ad in the newspaper, put up a billboard 

sign, and make up T-shirts begging someone to choose her. Doesn’t that cheapen who 

she is? Wouldn’t that make it seem that whoever came to her would be doing her a 

favor? I would never do that. I would set the standard high. If you want to get to know 

her, you better come with everything you’ve got, or I’ll send you packin’. and I’m 

sorry if I’ve ever cheapened Jesus or made it seem that you are doing him a favor by 

following him. 

So this Easter we’re going to look at some uncomfortable truths. Remember when 

Pilate interrogated Jesus? he asked the people the ultimate question, “What should I do 

with Jesus?” Pilate eventually decided to deal with Jesus by washing his hands of the 

situation. I think he understood the implications it would have on his life if he believed 

Jesus really was who he said he was. Pilate knew it would change everything. and 

so he washes his hands. But that’s not really an option. You can’t wash your hands of 

Jesus any more than a person overlooking the edge of a cliff can wash their hands of 

gravity. The question of “what will you do with Jesus?” can’t be ignored. So let’s look 

at some uncomfortable truths and then answer the ultimate question.

Turn in your Bibles to John 11. The story begins this way: 

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. he was from Bethany, the village of mary 

and her sister martha. This mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the 

same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair. So 

the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.”

Lazarus is sick. It’s to the point where there is nothing else that can be done for 

him. The doctors have done everything they can do. But this is a friend of Jesus. The 

sisters don’t even have to use his name. They just say, “The one you love is sick.” 
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Lazarus isn’t going to get better . . . there’s nothing anyone can do . . . he needs to be 

saved. and that’s an uncomfortable truth for you and me as well. 

 1. We Need to Be Saved. 

Imagine that you are sailing out in the ocean when a storm hits. The waves 

eventually overwhelm your boat and you’re tossed into the sea. Thankfully you had 

your cell phone in your hand. You flip it open and are relieved to see that you have 

a signal. But then the battery warning comes up. You realize you have just enough 

juice for one call. With that one call what are you going to ask for? are you going to 

ask for food because you’re getting hungry out there? are you going to ask for a raise 

at work because you really need a bigger house? are you going to ask someone to 

marry you because you really want to be married? No, the request you would make is, 

“SOMEBODY SAVE ME!” The reason we don’t always ask the question is because we 

don’t realize we’re drowning. We don’t understand the need.

The Bible says that all of us have sinned. all of us. It’s one thing that everyone in 

this room has in common. and the Bible also says that the punishment for our sins is 

death. Not just a physical death, after all everyone dies. But our sins condemn us to 

eternal separation from god. Which is a more comfortable way of saying hell. hell is 

a place described as a horrible place of outer darkness. Jesus said hell is a place where 

the “worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.” But the truth is that all of us have 

sinned and unless we’re somehow saved—hell is a reality. 

Even though the Bible teaches this, a lot of people don’t believe it. The reason 

they don’t believe it is because they don’t want to. and so maybe you say, I believe 

in god—but I don’t believe in a god that would send people to hell. Yeah, but what 

if that’s the real god? Let’s imagine, and this is strictly pretend, that this week you 

walk into a restaurant and you see me sitting at a table having a candlelit dinner with 

a woman who is not my wife. You come up and ask me who the woman is and what I 

am doing. I say, “I am on a date.” and you say, “What about your wife?” I respond by 

saying, “oh, well I still love her too.” You walk away angry and disgusted. You decide 

that someone needs to tell my wife and so you call her and tell her. Well, imagine that 
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I come home from my date and you have already told my wife and she meets me at the 

door and says, “hi, honey, did you have a nice time on your date?” and I say to her, 

“You know that I have been on a date and you don’t even care?” and she just comes 

over and kisses me on the cheek and says, “oh I love you—even if you do date other 

people.”

Imagine how absurd that would be. as soon as I walked in the door from my date 

I should fear for my marriage. If my wife heard about me eating at mcDonald’s with a 

man who kind of looked like a woman I would be in trouble. I can choose to believe in 

a wife that is happy for me to have candlelight dinners with other women. But the truth 

is that there is a real wife and she is going to have something to say about it. 

There is only one true god and he has made it clear that the wages of sin is death. 

any other god is pretend. Something we imagine because that’s what we want. The 

truth is, we need to be saved—and here’s another uncomfortable truth: 

 2. We Can’t Save Ourselves. 

almost everyone thinks they are going to heaven and if you asked them why they 

believe that they would say, “I’m a pretty good person.” It’s hard for us to accept that 

we need help. We want to save ourselves.

Shortly after the movie The Passion of the Christ was released comedian Bill 

mahr was talking about it on his show. To his credit he said that it was moving and 

challenged him to think. But here was his conclusion: “I just don’t get it. The thought 

of someone else cleansing me of my sins is ridiculous; I don’t need anyone to cleanse 

me. I can cleanse myself”—and at that the crowd burst into applause. I understand why 

we want to believe that, but what if it’s not true? 

my senior year at the Christian high school I went to, my chemistry teacher, mr. 

hollingsworth, did something a little unusual—he handed out a test to all of us that 

we knew would be difficult. He told us, “I want you to read through the entire test 

before you begin to take it.” as we read through the test most of us realized we were 



54

the ultimate question sermon series

in trouble—I should have studied more—but then I got to the end of the multiple page 

test and read these words at the bottom: it said, “You can try and get an A by taking this 

test or you can just put your name on it and automatically receive an A.” I immediately 

signed my name, walked up to the desk, and walked out. I found out later that one of 

the boys in the class, Patrick, didn’t read through the test—he just started taking the 

test—Patrick never caught on. It’s too bad too—because my guess is that it would 

have been the only a Patrick would have received. and then there was macayla—and 

apparently she got quite upset because she had spent so much time studying—and what 

kind of teacher gives an a for nothing? I understand that she stayed and took the test on 

principle. If she was going to get an a she was going to earn it.

The truth is that you can’t earn it. I understand that you’re a good person who does 

nice things; but the Bible says that we’ve all sinned and the penalty for our sins is not 

one that we can pay for. 

Well, Lazarus doesn’t have much time left. his sisters send word to Jesus, hoping 

that he would come and save their brother. Verse 6 in John 11 tells us when Jesus 

heard about Lazarus he stayed where he was for two more days. When Jesus and his 

disciples finally got there we read that Lazarus had been dead and buried for four days. 

There were friends and family with the two sisters and it was a heartbreaking scene that 

many have experienced. Everyone is crying and weeping. Verses 20–22 say that . . . 

When martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but 

mary stayed at home. “Lord,” martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, 

my brother would not have died. But I know that even now god will give you 

whatever you ask.”

Several versions of the Bible have martha saying to Jesus “If only you had . . . been 

here.” How would you finish that sentence? “God, if only you had . . .” and I wonder 

if you’ve had some “If only” moments with god. There have been some times when 

god didn’t come through for you the way you thought he should. Like martha, you 

feel like he’s let you down. 
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and here’s a truth that often doesn’t get talked about: just because you follow Jesus 

doesn’t mean that life is easy. or could I put the uncomfortable truth this way:

 3.  Sometimes Jesus Doesn’t Save the Way We Think He 
Should. 

If only You would have kept my parents together. 

If only You would have given us a child. 

If only You would have made the tests come back negative. 

If only You would have given me the job. 

If only You would have save our marriage. 

If only You would find me a spouse. 

If only . . . and we have all these things that we think Jesus should do. and martha 

wasn’t alone. Verse 37 says some of the Jews who were mourning said:

“Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from 

dying?” 

and maybe you’ve wondered from time to time, if god can, then why doesn’t he? 

and maybe you’ve become a little bit disillusioned and so you call yourself a Christian. 

But let’s be honest. Your relationship with Jesus is like the cousin you see a few times 

a year. I know sometimes in an effort to build a crowd and get people to come back 

some churches are guilty of teaching that if you follow Jesus all your problems will be 

solved. and so we get these ideas of how we think Jesus should save. and it seems like 

our ideas of salvation always focus on the temporary. 

Like martha, we have our own ideas of how god should save, ideas that stretch 

all the way from opening a space in a crowded parking lot to funding our retirement 

dreams to straightening out our kids to giving us a negative biopsy report. We tend to 

think of salvation as something that we get on this side of the grave—we’re thinking of 

our temporary, earthly good. martha is focused on the temporary—but Jesus is thinking 

far beyond that. 
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Beginning in verse 23, 

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” martha answered, “I know he will 

rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”

She thinks Jesus is saying to her, “He’s gone on to a better place. You’ll see him 

again someday.” 

It’s what everyone says at funerals—but she’s not just talking to anyone. Jesus 

makes an incredible claim in verses 25 and 26: 

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. he who believes in me will 

live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you 

believe this?”

That’s the ultimate question. Do you believe this Jesus is the resurrection and the 

life? With this one statement Jesus is not only claiming to be god. he’s making two 

other important claims. one—he claims to be the life. The Bible says that everything 

we need for real life and real living are found in him. 

Did you see the 60 Minutes interview with New England Patriots quarterback 

Tom Brady? By age twenty-eight Tom Brady had already won three Super Bowls, an 

accomplishment that sets him apart from the all-time NFL quarterback greats. he dates 

supermodels and actresses and is on the cover of magazines. But in the interview Brady 

spoke of his hunger: “Why do I have three Super Bowl rings and still think there is 

something greater out there for me? I mean, maybe a lot of people would say, ‘Hey man 

this is what is. I reached my goal, my dream, my life.’ Me, I think, ‘Gosh it’s got to be 

more than this, I mean this isn’t, this can’t be what it’s all cracked up to be.’” 1

1  Tom Brady: The Winner. cbsnews.com. December 23, 2007.  
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2005/11/03/60minutes/main1008148_page3.shtml.
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maybe you hear that and you think—Wait a minute, I thought that was “It.”  

I thought that was the life. But Jesus says, “I am the life. I am what you were created 

for.”

Jesus says, “I am what you have been searching for all along.” Jesus also says, “I am 

the resurrection.” he is saying, “I am the one who has power over death. I am the one 

that gives eternal life.” Do you believe this? Look how martha responds, in verse 27.

“Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of god, who 

was to come into the world.” 

Then Jesus walks over to the tomb and says, “Take away the stone.” martha 

objects: “He’s been in there for four days, the odor is going to be horrible.” after the 

stone is removed verse 43 says . . . 

Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” The dead man came out, his 

hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. Jesus said to 

them, “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.”

and a funeral turns into a party. Weeping gives way to celebration. Jesus says,  

“I am. I am the resurrection and the life.” If you believe that and put your trust in  

him you will live forever. Because here’s the truth . . . 

 4. Jesus Alone Can Save. 

maybe that feels uncomfortable to you—but that truth is a reason to celebrate. We 

needed to be saved, we couldn’t save ourselves, but the Bible says God so loved the 

world that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him will not perish but have 

everlasting life. 

See, all of us will have a day like Lazarus. a day where we will die. In fact I don’t 

know if you noticed but there is number up on the screen that has been counting down 

this entire service. right now it’s at 1,317,379,223. That’s actually how many seconds  
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I have left to live. This is according to a website called the death clock. You simply 

enter in your birth date and it gives you your death date. mine is December 14, 2049. 

That gives me about 1.3 billion seconds left. The problem with this website is that it 

doesn’t come with any guarantees. It’s an estimate. But even if that’s right, it’s still 

pretty depressing to just watch the numbers wind down. So, on this website I noticed 

they had a link that said “delay your date of death.” I clicked on it wondering how I 

could make that number go up. It lead me to a health care website. and it probably 

is true that I can exercise and eat right and take care of myself and maybe put off my 

death date. a lot of people try . . . they give all kinds of attention to those things. But 

eventually the clock runs down.

But here’s the good news: this story from John 11 isn’t just a story from some two 

thousand years ago of a man who died and came back to life. It’s much more than that. 

It’s a preview of what is to come. It’s a promise and hope that one day we too will 

conquer death. Not long after this Jesus would be arrested, beaten, and put to death for 

our sins. But on the third day he came back from the dead just as he said he would. 

and because he conquered death we can live forever. When he came back from the 

dead, Jesus backed up his claim to be the resurrection and the life. Because when a 

man walks out of his own grave he is whoever he says he is and whatever he says is 

true. That truth isn’t always comfortable, but the Bible says the truth will set us free. So 

the question is, what will you do with it? how will you answer the ultimate question?


