Mercy Without Sense

1 Cor 1:18-24 For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written,  "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart." 20 Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. 22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 24 but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. ESV

Lam 3:22-25 The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; his mercies never come to an end; 23 they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 24 "The LORD is my portion," says my soul, "therefore I will hope in him." 25 The LORD is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

The cross was a surprise to humanity.  It was even a surprise to the spirit world and it is written that if they had known the mystery of the cross, that they would have never crucified our Lord.  The crucifixion spelled the beginning of defeat for Satan’s kingdom, the effects of sin, death and the grave, the Mosaic Law, the Jewish religious state with its traditions, the Roman Empire’s dominance, and the philosophy of Greece.  Before it was finished, the message of the cross will have ceased slavery and cast out prejudice and purified a people for His own possession!  And yet it caught everyone by surprise because it was a mystery – something that was once hidden that gradually became revealed to us.  Even Jesus’ closest disciples couldn’t at first see the majesty in what was taking place and treated it with disdain.  

The scriptures spend quite a bit of time describing various people’s response to Jesus’ death and work on the Cross, and the terms of our text outline all of those viewpoints found in scriptural times as well as today.  Paul told us that: 

To those who are perishing – the word of the cross is folly or foolishness.  We saw this in Simon Peter who said, “let it be far from you Lord, for this to happen to you” as Jesus foretold to him about the cross.  Simon Peter was thinking in the natural mind and to the natural mind the torture and of the cross seems to be suffering without a point.

To the wise – the word of the cross is foolishness of the highest degree.  It is a bad choice; something to be avoided at all costs.  When the wise of Jesus’ day looked at the cross they saw it as proof of their view of Christ’s teachings as lacking.  How could anything that led to a cross be wise?  To the wise, the cross seems teaching without wisdom.

To the scribes, the Jewish people who held the Laws of Moses – the cross seemed an unfortunate end.  To their minds, this Jesus had some promise as to possibly being their Messiah, the king who would come and rule and reign and dispel the Roman might.  And yet this is not what they envisioned their king doing.  Golgotha seemed a strange throne room for their champion.  To the Jewish teachers, the cross seemed a kingship without a crown.   

To the Greeks, the debaters of their age, they were at a loss to explain the cross in any intelligible terms.  It became the indescribable and undefinable event – so they just dismissed it as a waste.  They prized the way things look over the way things really are.  They prized the perfect form of the human figure and despised anything that would disfigure or maul the body.  They prized those who were above such sacrifice and the cross was just incomprehensible to their educated minds.  Even the most enlightened philosopher couldn’t explain this one.  To the Greeks, the cross seemed a debate beyond their understanding.     

The natural, human response to what people do not fully understand is to despise and dismiss with sneering.  They did it to our Lord.  In that great psalm that Jesus began to quote on the cross, the 22nd Psalm, we find this description of how men viewed Him as He hung there:

Ps 22:6-8 But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by mankind and despised by the people. 7 All who see me mock me; they make mouths at me; they wag their heads; 8 "He trusts in the LORD; let him deliver him; let him rescue him, for he delights in him!" ESV

Though written hundreds of years before the time of Christ, this psalm came literally true at Calvary.  His enemies and those who didn’t understand looked on at these events and sneered and mocked because they didn’t know what else to do.  Even innocent bystanders joined in because their view of the cross was grossly off.  But Paul looking back had a different perspective.  He said:

1 Cor 1:18 For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. ESV
1 Cor 1:23-24 but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 24 but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. ESV

What the world counted as foolishness because they could not or did not comprehend, Paul labeled as the power of God and the power of God working salvation!  It matters today how you and I view the cross because everything else stems from this.  Our salvation begins at the cross.  Our religion finds its foundation at the cross.  Our worship originates from this word of the cross.  Our lives are centered upon the One who was crucified.  What you see when you view the cross matters much.  I would like to give my version of it and point out some things that stand out to me as I look back on this great sacrifice.  I agree with Paul that I see the power of God on display.  But I would like to put it also in slightly different terms.  When I see the cross, I see…

Mercy Without Sense!

______________________________________________________________________

We have not time to take in every detail of this great event recorded – we go through that in our Bible Studies on Tuesday nights and perhaps one year God will enable me to cover it from the pulpit, here.  But I would like to take you on a guided tour to a few scenes of our Lord’s crucifixion.  I would like to you take you on a personal tour of mercy without sense!  A Tour of Mercy!  Would you go with me?  If you would your lives would never be the same because your view of the cross would be forever changed!  

Our first stop is a small room in Jerusalem where our Lord and His twelve closest disciples take a small Passover meal a day early.  The disciples had been arguing over who would be the greatest and generally ignoring our Lord on what was to come.  Nobody noticed at first that the Lord had gotten up from the table and taken a servant’s towel and girding himself with it, He picked up a basin of water and knelt as a common slave and began to try to wash the disciple’s feet.  A few of the disciples let Him do it, too shocked to react, but when He came to Simon Peter – the disciple who knew more than the others, who He really was and is – Peter objected vehemently.  But Jesus told Him, “Unless I do this, you can have no part with me.” So Peter very meekly obliged Him and stared in stunned silence as the Master and the Creator of the Universe knelt before each of them in turn.  

What do you see here in this scriptural scene?  I know you see the actions, but what do you make of what you see?  As you watch Jesus kneel before Simon Peter and humbly wash the feet of the one who will deny Him and curse Him to His face before the rooster’s crowing signals the rising of the sun the next day, what do you see?  As you see Jesus wash the feet of Philip, who still hasn’t put it together who Jesus really is despite much teaching and much learning; what do you see as you see Jesus kneel and wash the feet of Judas Iscariot who has for several days now been secretly plotting to turn Him over to His enemies for the paltry sum of about $21.60 in modern monies.
  That’s what Jesus was worth to Judas:  $21.60!  And Jesus doesn’t try to prove His great worth by forcing obeisance or lordship, but rather is washing the betrayers feet with a towel and kneeling humbly before him.  What do you see when you see this?  Do you see foolishness?  Then you are looking through the eyes of flesh.  Do you see something that you cannot comprehend?  Then you are looking through the eyes of human intellect.  But this is Judas’ Creator in flesh bowing before him and washing his treacherous feet.  I see the power of God – even man can be mighty enough to try to force someone to yield, but only the Creator, God Almighty could be mighty enough to humble Himself to the form of a servant and forgive!  What I see when I look upon this scene is a mercy so great that I can’t fully define it!  I see mercy greater than I could exhibit on my own.  I see mercy without sense!  

_______________________________________________________________________  

This mercy tour moves onward to a scene in a Garden.  The garden is right outside the walls of Jerusalem.  Judas has moved on now and it is Jesus and the eleven remaining disciples.  Our Lord moves a little ways beyond the disciples and with great heaviness of flesh began to pray.  Observe this scene very carefully:


Luke 22:43-44 And there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening him. 44 And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground. ESV

What do you see as you see this scene?  The natural man sees a human being under great duress.  The natural man would see someone who knows of the impending stress of the cross and who is already fighting that His flesh would submit to what was the will of God.  The natural man would see some resistance in this scene, but I see something else.  I see the power of God at work for this Christ who sweats great drops of blood is “the image of the invisible God” and “the express image of His person.”  He is “God manifested or revealed in the flesh.”  This is the One of whom it will be spoken of, “the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.”
  Those are all scriptural descriptions of this scene.  Why was this man born but to die?  Why would God come in flesh as one of His own creation?  Because spirits do not have blood and the great God of the Universe did not have blood to shed for you and I so He overshadowed a virgin and came into this earth as one of His own.  

Where does the Creator of the Universe go to quit?  Do you remember how that in Noah’s day, the Bible says that the wickedness of man was so great and humanity was so anti-God that the Lord repented that He had ever made man.  And had it not been for Noah being found righteous, God would have tanked the whole thing and started over, but He preserved eight people because of Noah’s righteousness and faith.  But here, in the Garden, I see an altogether different portrait of Deity.  I don’t see a God above raining down judgment upon humanity for their sins, but I see a God who humbled Himself – stripping off His royal robes of glory for the robes of flesh – and making Himself as one of His lowest creation for the purpose of dying in their stead!  This time man has not been commanded to make the ark of safety; this time God has become the ark of safety!  

So look again at this scene in the Garden of Gethsemane; it is well named, for the oil press is squeezing the precious juice from the grape of God’s salvation.  He has not even gotten to the cross and His blood is already pressing outward!  This is precious blood – blood that comes from the Sinless One and therefore that will not corrupt.  This is the most precious commodity on earth, the only thing that can cleanse sin from a sinful humanity and here in the Garden it is already pressing its way to the surface trying to get out so it can begin its work!  I see a Savior eager to save!  I see a God longing for the distance between He and His creation to be bridged!  I see the Creator of the Universe already shedding blood before the first nail is driven or the first striking of the whip.  I see the One who will give His life willingly although in His humanity His flesh did not want to die.  I see someone who is utterly giving themselves for you and I.  And so I this scene of blood already hitting the ground as it drips from the pores of His skin, I see the power of God on display and I see mercy!  Mercy that I cannot understand!  Mercy that I could not invent or display on my own.  The Creator of the Universe with flesh and blood that is eager to get out so that it can save me – I see mercy without sense!  

_______________________________________________________________________

Now the prayer is over.  Now the disciples are awakened from their pitiful sleep by flaming torches entering the garden.  At the head of the party is Judas – he knew just where to find our Lord.  Behind Judas is a group of Roman Soldiers armed to the teeth and ready for trouble.  Mingled in the group are servants of the Jewish religious leaders who have longed for this day.  It is dark; many of the soldiers are newly stationed for the Passover in Judea; someone needs to identify Jesus so here comes Judas – He of the dirty heart and washed feet – to come forward and say with a syrupy voice, “Master.”  And he is kissing Jesus as if he adored Him, but it is the kiss of betrayal, the mark of “Seize Him, He’s the one!”  

As you view this startling scene, I would have you crane forward so that you can hear what the Master says.  Whatever He says in this setting surely will be potent and profound.  Let us listen through the ears of Matthew for he was standing close to Jesus and heard it clearly.  Are you listening? Here it is:

Matt 26:50b "Friend, do what you came to do." ESV

Friend?!  He who cannot lie, calls Judas, “Friend?”  There is no animosity or anger in His voice for He has come to die.  He has recently called Simon Peter – the one who draws his sword even now to try to protect Jesus from this traitor – “Satan” and here He calls the one who has betrayed Him, “Friend.”  The natural man sees this as foolishness, but I see a Savior bent on saving.  Judas, His enemy, is His friend because He is unwittingly assisting in getting Jesus to the cross and Peter, His friend, is His opponent because he would have denied Jesus the cross.  So it is with you and I – we also have friends who are really our enemies because they keep us from the cross and at the same time we have enemies who are really our friends because they keep us coming back to Calvary!  

To the natural mind, this is foolishness, but I see something else here!  I see the power of God on display!  I see forgiveness available for Judas just as there would be for Peter when he denied the Lord in a few hours more.  That forgiveness would go unclaimed, unfortunately, yet it is available.  Jesus does not push away from Judas, but rather leans towards him and embrace him.  The One who had washed his feet makes one more appeal for his heart.  “Friend…”  I see the power of God that is greater than human might!  I see love without limits and I see mercy!  I see mercy without sense!  

______________________________________________________________________  

Our Tour of Mercy moves forward to Pilate’s Praetorium.  It is the judgment hall.  The Jews have mocked our Master and now have delivered him to the Romans.  The rooster has crowed, Judas is dead, and Peter is weeping in the darkness somewhere.  And Jesus stands before Pontius Pilate and will not make a true defense.  To the natural mind, this would seem foolishness:  never a man spake as this man did!  He who is Isaiah’s Mighty God is also the Wonderful Counselor and yet He is mum before Herod and only speaks gently in Pilate’s presence.  If ever a man could have woven a defense to wow the court, it was this man.  If ever a defendant could have swayed the crowds with well-timed speech it is the One who stands in chains.  If ever a prisoner could have called down angels and performed supernatural signs to prove His worth and merit to the crowd assembled outside, it is this miracle worker from Galilee.  But there is no great oratory; there is no great miracles; there is no great defense.  “A King?”  Jesus replies to Pilate, “Are you saying that or are they?”  If Pilate wants him to be His king, then Jesus will oblige, but if it His enemies mocking it, He will not reply.  And so He falls silent before His accusers and the Wonderful Counselor who so wowed Job and his friends with unanswerable wisdom will not answer eloquently for himself.  There is no whirlwind; there is no fire falling from heaven, but rather a meek and mild Lamb of God standing before this Roman proconsul.  

Even some of His followers think this is foolishness!  Why does He do nothing?  To the natural mind it is unfathomable.  But I see more than foolishness!  I see the power of God on display and I see mercy without sense!  He stands silent because He would rather justify us than Himself.  If He dies unfairly, then we can have everlasting life!  What mercy I see in His silence!  Mercy without sense!

Now watch Pilate go to the crowds and try in his sly human ability to get Jesus off the hook.  He knows that our Lord is innocent, yet he fears for his own position in the palace.  Listen in as he offers the crowd a trade.  Let us view the proposition from the standpoint of the bait.  We shift to the innermost dungeon to view another man.  He is a thief and murderer; he is an insurrectionist who has always caused trouble for all of his life.  He is on death row.  Today, he is scheduled to die.  He has already had his last meal.  There is no appeal process.  Ironically, the Greek manuscripts of Matthew’s gospel tell us that his name was “Jesus Barrabas” or “the Jesus who is the son of the esteemed father.”  We know him by his surname, Barrabas.  The clever ploy is given to the crowds and Pilate speaks, “It is custom for me to release a prisoner to you at the feast, would you rather have the Jesus that is called Barrabas, the murder and pillager released, or would you have the Jesus that is called the Christ?”  Do they want the feared criminal who has robbed from them and who has killed their brothers and sisters or do they want the Miracle worker?  Do they want the imposter in their midst or the Savior, who is really the Jesus who is the Son of the Esteemed Father? 

Gaze upon the face of the murderer who has done no right as they choose him over He who has done no wrong.  He cannot actually hear the crowd as they roar “Give us Barrabas; crucify Jesus Christ!”  The crowd makes their decision and Pilate appeals once more before giving in with a sigh.  Here is Barrabas in his cell when the guard comes to get him.  He steels himself for what he knows is his final walk in the sun.  The guard opens the prison door, leads him outside and then begins to remove his chains.  What?  What is going on here?  This doesn’t make sense!  He has to hear it several times before the import of the words of the guard presses through the shock to the core of his understanding.  “I’m free?”  “What … how?”  He’s now too startled to bolt and he listens dumbfounded as he is told that another will take his place on the crucifix today.  Another Jesus – yes, he’s heard of him.  This Jesus who does so much good and has done so many miracles.  Him?  Not Him!  Why Him instead of me?  I deserved to die, but He has done no wrong!  Barrabas stumbles away from the dungeon with the cry of the crowd burning into his conscience and he struggles to make sense of it all.  He has come – as you and I have today on this Easter – face to face with the power of God on display.  The God who is mighty to save!  And he struggles to comprehend what he has seen:  mercy without sense!

______________________________________________________________________

Our Tour of Mercy turns grisly now.  There is a horrible beating.  You are already going to crucify Him, now why beat Him?  Because His concern is not just for our salvation but for our healing and so that blood must be released – “by His stripes you were healed” a forgiven and humbled Simon Peter would later tell us.  Mercy without sense.

They lead Him down the way of shame.  They crucify Him at the place of the skull, Golgatha, that over looked the main thoroughfare into town.  They strip Him of His clothes, they hang Him on the crudely fashioned torture device, and they place it in the ground.  They hang Him with others, a robber and thief on either side.  These are peers of Barrabas.  They are the scourges of society.  They deserve to die.  The crowds of His enemies gather together and began to mock.  The soldiers began to mock and gamble for His clothing in His very presence.  Strangely, the crowds traveling down the road look, recognize Him, and wag their fingers saying, “if he were really the Christ, then let Him come down from the cross and save Himself.”  They are looking on with a natural and carnal mind and miss the essence of what they are really seeing.  If He saves Himself, then He cannot save them and so He willingly stays on the tree!  Mercy without sense!  

Even more stranger, the very thieves who are suffering on either side of Him join in on the abuse.  They are in pain and so they direct their suffering to cursing the One who refuses to blame anybody or curse anything.  They hear Him say something.  What is that?  “Father forgive them?”  He’s forgiving the Roman soldiers?  He’s forgiving His enemies?  And so they turn to the natural human response when you view something that you do not understand; they begin to curse and to deride Him.  Vile words that have been often spoken spew forth and are heaped on the One who never said one such utterance.  Then, the lights go out.  

Three hours of sudden darkness silences the critics.  Three hours of darkness at high noon of the day silences the crowds and the birds and an eerie shock settles on those who stand there.  Through the gloom, they struggle to try to see what is going on at the middle cross.  They hear muted words coming from those on the cross.  The crucified are speaking to one another.  Let’s tune in and hear the words as told by Mary to Luke:

Luke 23:39-43 One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, "Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us!" 40 But the other rebuked him, saying, "Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed justly, for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong." 42 And he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom." 43 And he said to him, "Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise." ESV  

What is this?  Salvation?  Forgiveness?  For the one who just earlier railed and cursed You?  A last minute reprieve for someone who has only said about thirty seconds of goodness in his life after a lifetime and even hours on this day of cursing and sin?  What do you see when you gaze upon such things?  I see the hand of God in all of its power!  I do not see foolishness!  I do not see man’s wisdom, but God’s providence.  And I see mercy!!!  Mercy without sense!  

The One in the middle breathes His last breath.  Thunder sounds and a great earthquake begins to shake Jerusalem.  The heavy curtain, the veil, that has been in the Temple since the days of Moses, forbidding man entry into the presence of God is ripped violently from top to bottom indicating God’s new position of approachableness by whosoever will.  The Roman officer who has watched the proceedings kneels before the cross and the body that hangs there and proclaims, “Surely this was the Son of God!”  The lights have come back on but there is no more mocking.  Something great has happened, but what?  As they leave, all those who witnessed it, struggle to understand.  What have we seen?  What has been done?  What did we witness?  It will be some time before they are able to put it to words.  Eventually the consensus will be that they have seen the power of God that is mighty to save.  That they have seen great mercy – mercy that to the human mind just doesn’t make sense.  But mercy that is real despite that fact!  

______________________________________________________________________

He will be buried.  For three days and three nights, His body will lie in the grave.  And then comes Sunday morning, the first day of the week.  This is the next to last stop on our Tour of Mercy today.  A group of ladies, still shaken by what they witnessed; still unsure of what it meant.  Make their way just before the sun began to rise in the East towards the tomb.  They have various plans; they are really acting because they don’t know what else to do.  They will pay their last respects; they will groom the area; they will perhaps anoint His body to keep it from stinking.  But surprise!  The stone is already rolled away!  The grave is empty!  The angels proclaim His resurrection!  And as they stare at this scene trying to take it all in, the sun beams out above the horizon throwing a fresh light on their situation and circumstance.  Truly they are able to say and we can say as Jeremiah wrote:

Lam 3:22-25 The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; his mercies never come to an end; 23 they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 24 "The LORD is my portion," says my soul, "therefore I will hope in him." 25 The LORD is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him. ESV

They have seen mercy – mercy that makes no sense but a mercy that is renewed with the sunrise each and every day!  They stand and they look at an empty tomb and they turn to a new life, to a fresh start, and to a brand new mercies!  It still is mercy without sense, but it will no longer be mercy without a destination because they will live it out by living for Him!  

And so we come to the final stop of our mercy tour, today.  Truly it is as is written in Hebrews, that we have a great salvation.  But it is also true that:

Heb 2:3a how shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation? ESV

It is a great salvation!  And it is available to you!  I have asked you not to gaze upon your self-worth or your shortcomings, but we have viewed the word of the cross today.  Now, it’s a matter of what you see when you look upon it.  The carnal and natural mind sees foolishness.  The simple mind ridicules what it cannot understand.  But is there anybody who sees it as the Apostle Paul did, as the power of God able to save?  Is there anybody here who sees it as I do, as a great showing of mercy – mercy even beyond my human sense? 

The last stop on mercy is the gloomy halls of yoru heart.  Our last scene is here in South Texas on a glorious day of mercy!  Here on this day where we celebrate His work on Calvary and His resurrection, there is only one rightful response to what you have seen – that you would respond to His giving His life for you by your giving your life for Him.  I’m not speaking of a one-time confession, but a true repentance where you turn and begin to live your life as a living sacrifice for the One who showed you mercy without sense.  It’s the least that you can do.  It’s the only thing that we can give Him that He really wants.  It’s the only right response.  Somebody give yourself in response to a great new mercy that is available even today!  When the sun came up, His mercies were shining forth anew for you and I.  If you have clearly seen today that mercy, respond to it!  He will forgive; He will save; He will help no matter your past or what you have spoken of Him even an hour ago.  Thank you, God, for a higher love!  Thank you, God, for mercy without sense!  

� See the Amplified Bible at Matthew 26:15.


� Colossians 1:15; Hebrews 1:3; 1 Timothy 3:16; Acts 20:28





