
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Sixth Sunday in Lent – Palm Sunday

psalter:
Psalm 22
1st lesson:
Isaiah 52:13-53:12
2nd lesson:
Matthew 27:1-54
The Passion of our Lord
One of the purposes of the observance of Holy Week is to provide an opportunity for us to hear the Passion narratives of the four Gospels; today we heard the second half of Saint Matthew's account. In talking to His disciples just after the third prediction of his Passion, the Lord had used three metaphors to refer to it and its meaning. He said that it was a cup which He would drink; a baptism which He would undergo; and a ransom which He would pay by giving His life for all human beings.
On the last journey up to Jerusalem, two of the apostles, Saint James and Saint John, had made an ambitious request. They said to their Master, "Grant unto us that we may sit, one on thy right hand, and the other on thy left hand, in thy glory." (Mark 10:37) Christ told them that they didn't understand what they were seeking, and asked them, "Can ye drink of the cup that I drink of? and be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?" They assured Him that they could. He replied that they would indeed drink of His cup, and share in his baptism, but that it was not in His power to say who would occupy the places of highest honor in His kingdom.

In the Garden of Gethsemane, He prayed, "O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt." (Matthew 26:39-44) After Saint Peter had struck with a sword one of the men who came out to arrest Christ, the Lord told him to put away his weapon, and said to him, "The cup which my Father hath given me, shall I not drink it?" (John 18:11)
The idea of the cup was used in some Old Testament passages as a symbol of God's wrath or judgment on sin. The prophet of the second portion of the book of Isaiah referred to God's judgment in these terms, as "the cup of (God's) wrath" and "the bowl of staggering." (Isaiah 51:17) Jeremiah received this grim admonition from God: "Take from my hand this cup of the wine of wrath, and make all the nations to whom I send you drink it." (Jeremiah 25:15) The writer of Psalm 75 warned his readers not to exalt themselves in pride, because "God is the judge," and "in the hand of the Lord there is a cup, and the wine is red; it is full mixt, and he poureth out of the same" (Verses 8-9). In the Cross, God was showing His judgment on human sin. To drink of this cup was not an easy prospect for the Lord.
The idea of the cup symbolized more than judgment. To show God his thanksgiving for all the blessings he had received, the writer of Psalm 116 declared, "I will receive the cup of salvation, and call upon the Name of the Lord" (Verses 11-12). Someone has seen that in the Scriptures, the cup stands for all the human experiences by which God works out our salvation. Therefore, it encompasses the sweet, as well as the bitter, and includes the communion of the blood of Christ. Thus each of us can say of God's blessings, "My cup runneth over" (Psalm 23:5). We can also share in the sense of wonder which Saint Paul must have felt when he asked rhetorically, "The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ?" (1st Corinthians 10:16)
At the Last Supper, Jesus said of the cup of wine, "This is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for many." (Mark 14:24) Because He drank the cup of His suffering, we can drink this cup of salvation. 

Our Lord also said that His suffering was like a baptism which He would undergo. He asked James and John, "Can ye . . . be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?" As someone has said, the deep waters would pass over His soul, and be a path to a fuller life. "I have a baptism to be baptized with; and how am I straitened till it be accomplished!", He declared (Luke 12:50). He was confined to one place and time by the circumstances of His earthly life, but the Passion and Cross would set Him free to be the Savior of all human beings. Thus the crucified and risen Christ could command His disciples, "Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them . . ." (Matthew 28: 19)
Not long before His death, He said to His followers, "Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit." (John 12:24) If He had refused to go through with the Passion, to accept this baptism, he could not have been the Savior of the world. Because He went through the baptism of His suffering and death, we could go through the baptism of water in the name of the blessed Trinity, and receive its blessings, "a death unto sin, and a new birth unto righteousness" (BCP; page 292). He had a baptism to pass through, and He accepted it.
When James and John made their startling request for the places of honor in His kingdom, among the things the Lord said to them was that if anyone wanted to be great among His followers, he must be the servant of others. That's the example I'm setting for you, he said, for "Even the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many." (Mark 10:45) Someone has said it well, that because of what Christ did, "He will be able to give us our own true life back. Our life is bought back by the payment of His own."
It is a thing impossible for us to do for each other. As Psalm 49 says, "No man may deliver his brother, nor give a ransom unto God for him . . . That he shall live alway, and not see the grave." (Psalm 49:7, 9) Regardless of wealth and status in this life, to deliver someone from death was a hopeless task. "But," affirms the psalmist, "God hath delivered my soul from the power of the grave; for he shall receive me." (Verse 15)
As Christians, we see this verse as applying to the work of Christ. The authors of a book entitled Doctrine in the Church of England wrote of what He accomplished, "God . . . in Christ, by an astonishing act of His love, has done that which man could not do for himself." (page 92)
The prayer of Consecration in the Communion service refers to Christ's offering of Himself as a "satisfaction for the sins of the whole world." The authors of this same book give a clear statement of the meaning of this word: "The Cross is a satisfaction for sin in so far as the moral order of the universe makes it impossible that human souls should be redeemed from sin except at a cost. Of this cost the death on the Cross is the expression." (page 92)
"Ye are bought with a price," wrote Saint Paul (1st Corinthians. 6:20), and Christ is the One Who paid that price. No one but the Incarnate Son of God could give the ransom necessary to free us from the sin within ourselves and in the world around us, and unite us with God. In all that He did – in His coming to earth; in His life here; in His suffering, death and resurrection, He did for us and for all people what we could not do for ourselves – He gave His life as a ransom for many.
The Passion was the cup which Christ drank so that we can drink the cup of salvation. The Passion was the baptism which He had to accept so that we could have a baptism that makes us dead to sin and alive to righteousness. The Passion was the cost that He paid so that we are bought back; we are ransomed from captivity to the forces of evil, and set free in Him.
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