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Good Friday • March 30, 2018 
Isaiah 52:13-53:12  •  Psalm 22  •  Hebrews 10:16-25  •  John 18:1-19:42 
 

 We are surrounded by crosses. They fill our sanctuaries. They adorn our 
jewelry. We trace them over ourselves. Some of us even tattoo them in our skin. 
Crosses are all around us, so common as to be almost invisible, a kind of white noise 
that hums along in the background of our lives. 
 But for how common they are, crosses still carry an immense amount of 
meaning for most of us. A kind of language we use when we aren’t sure what to say. 
Maybe you can recall that famous picture of the cross made of steel beams that 
emerged at Ground Zero after September 11. Two pieces of metal that seemed to 
speak of a grief that was beyond words. Or the simple white cross planted on the side 
of a highway surrounded with wilted flowers. A solemn reminder of the fragility of 
life and an attempt to dignify an unexpected death.   

On Good Friday, we are invited to bring the cross to the forefront of our 
attention. To meditate on the cross, to reverence it, to pray at the foot of it. And that 
will inevitably raise a whole host of important questions. What exactly does the cross 
mean? Why did Jesus die this way? And, perhaps most important, how is the cross 
redemptive? How does it bring us back into the right relationship with God? 

Our worship is filled with language about Jesus’s death. Right before 
communion most Sundays, we sing a brief hymn that calls Jesus “the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world.” But how does Jesus’s death take away the sin of 
the world? Why doesn’t God just take the sin away? Why does death have to be 
involved? Or in the declaration of forgiveness, we hear that “Jesus Christ was given to 
die for us, and for his sake God forgives us all of our sins.” What does it mean that 
Jesus was given to die for us? And what does Jesus’s death on a cross have to do with 
God forgiving our sins? Why not just forgive the sins?  

These are not easy questions. For the past two thousand years, we have been 
trying to answer those questions. You could fill libraries with attempts at answering 
them. Attempts to make the cross seem not just understandable but even rational or 
logical. But at the foot of the cross, most of our answers seem to fall short. The 
unfathomable death of God is too heavy for any simple explanations. 

There are two dominant, or at least easily recognizable, ways of thinking about 
the meaning of Jesus’s crucifixion. The first sees Jesus’s death as a substitute. 
Humans, the theory goes, violated their covenant with God by sinning. Our sin 
separated us from God, so we stand guilty before God and deserving of death. But 
God sends Jesus to take our place and take the punishment on the cross so that God’s 
wrath can be satisfied and we can be brought back into the right kind of relationship 
with God. What happened to Jesus should have happened to you. Jesus died in your 
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place. Jesus got what you deserved. And if that’s the case, you should leave Good 
Friday service feeling guilty. 

This view takes the consequences of human sin seriously and emphasizes 
Jesus’s uniqueness but it’s riddled with other problems. It makes God out to be an 
angry judge more at home in a courtroom than in a covenant. It seems to suggest that 
violence has some useful purpose for God. And it only saves us from punishment, it 
doesn’t save us from the sin and death that seem to have power over us.   

The second way we often talk about Jesus’s death is a kind of overreaction 
away from that. So turned off by the idea of God’s wrath, it tends to see Jesus’s death 
as a source of inspiration. God is merciful to us by ignoring the pain we cause others 
and ourselves. God can never be angry, it suggests, because God is love. Jesus’s 
crucifixion may have been a crushing blow to his ministry, this theory goes, but just 
look at how he died. Telling the beloved disciple that Mary was now his mother. 
Forgiving his enemies. Jesus’s death can inspire us all to better behavior. To be nicer, 
to forgive more. And if that’s the case, then you should leave Good Friday feeling 
inspired and uplifted. If Jesus did it, so can you. 

This view gets the ethical dimensions of Christ’s death right, but at the end of 
the day, it’s not really redemptive. Jesus doesn’t save us from anything, he just makes 
some nice suggestions. You aren’t saved by Jesus’s death and resurrection, you’re 
saved when you take Jesus’s advice and apply it to your own life.   

Our language can never exhaust the full meaning of the cross, but it also 
doesn’t need to be so full of obvious problems. So is there another option? Is there a 
way to talk about how Jesus’s death is redemptive without falling into one of those 
two traps? Without making the cross into something that saves us from God? And 
without turning it into a mere inspirational speech? 
 There is. There are actually lot. And tonight, I want to give you one way of 
thinking about why God chose to die this particular way. About how the cross takes 
away the sin of the world. About how we might say that the death of Christ is 
redemptive.  

We are surrounded by crosses. Crosses have become so common in our culture 
that it can be hard to remember just what they meant two thousand years ago. Jesus 
and his disciples were also surrounded by crosses. Because crucifixion was public. 
Crucifixion was not a way of quietly getting rid of inconvenient people. If the goal 
was to kill Jesus, Pilate simply could have just taken him out back. Why go through 
the whole process of crucifying him? The whole point of crucifying someone was so 
that everyone could see. It was a deterrent. That’s why the Romans crucified people 
on the side of the road. So that everyone traveling into the city would see what 
happened when you challenged the powers that be. In St. John’s passion, the 
inscription on Jesus’s cross is written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek, so there would be 
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no doubt among the passersby, whatever their language, about why this man was 
being crucified. 

Crucifixion was a punishment considered so humiliating, so degrading, that the 
Romans wouldn’t use it on their own citizens. In the cases where they did, it caused 
protests and public outcry. It was something reserved for enemies of the state and 
crimes of sedition. People who thought a little too highly of themselves. Try to get 
above your station in life and you would be raised on a cross. To be crucified was to 
be made, in the eyes of your contemporaries, subhuman. It was to be brought to 
nothing. It’s telling that we don’t know the names of the men crucified beside Jesus. 
To be crucified is to be publically erased. To experience not only a physical death but 
a social one as well. To be made nothing. 

Tomorrow night, churches down the road and around the world will gather for 
the Easter Vigil mass. And in that liturgy, they will hear seven readings from the Old 
Testament about God and God’s people. And they’ll start all the way back at the 
beginning, at Genesis 1:1. Page 1 of the Bible. “In the beginning when God created 
the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the 
face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.” Before 
God created everything that is, there was nothing. Creatio ex nihilo. Creation from 
nothing. 

God’s new creation, God’s covenants that we heard in this season of Lent, 
God’s chosen people, God’s promised future, all of that comes from nothing. Where 
there is no possibility. Nothing to work with. Nothing to build on. God creates it out 
of nothing. 

And whenever God brought something into existence, whether it was a people, 
a covenant, a homeland, a relationship, the powers that defy God, were always trying 
to bring it back to nothing. This is why Jesus’s death on a cross matters. Because in 
the cross, we see the apparent defeat not just of something God created but the 
apparent defeat of God’s very self. God’s very self brought to nothing. 

God’s new creation is called forth out of nothing not just “in the beginning,” 
but on a cross outside Jerusalem some two thousand years ago. In this crucified man, 
in this man who sin and death have brought to nothing, God’s new creation comes 
into being. God not only shapes the nothingness that we create but enters into it to 
bring God’s new creation into being. In the cross, we see God’s creatio ex nihilo most 
fully. 

The cross reveals a God who is both loving and wrathful. A God who loves by 
entering into the “nothingness” that we create and live in alongside all of us. And a 
God whose wrath is directed not at you and me but at the evils that threaten to reduce 
to nothing what God has made. And the cross reveals a God as both merciful and 
judging. God shows mercy by forgiving us our sins even while passing judgement on 
the sin and death that surround us. 
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This is not an easy answer. It doesn’t offer the legalistic certainty of imagining 
Jesus as a substitute punished in our place. It doesn’t offer the uplifting feeling of a 
Jesus who merely inspires us to be the best version of ourselves we can. But it offers 
us something much more profound. It reveals a God who participates in our death so 
that we might participate in God’s new life. That God is willing to be brought low so 
that we might be raised up. That God is brought to nothing so that all things might be 
made new.  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


