Justin S. Holcomb

“Our Lord’s Death” (1 Corinthians 11:23-26)

This evening, we’ll focus for a few minutes on the 1 Corinthians 11 passage. Maunday Thursday is when Christians around the world commemorate the Last Supper of Jesus with his disciples, which is when he established what we call “communion.” There are lots of ideas and theological debates about what communion means, but the apostle Paul is helpful in our text. He writes: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.” Communion doesn’t mean ONLY this…but at its foundation it is at least this—a proclamation to ourselves, each other, and the world that Jesus died for the sins of the world.
It was not by accident that the Washington Post had an article yesterday titled “Save Jesus, Ignore Easter.” The author argued that Christianity is too focused on the Nicene Creed, which says Jesus was the son of God, who was crucified for our sins and rose from the grave. And that it never made room for the actual teachings of Jesus. “This is why,” he writes, “I'm against Easter. It celebrates his death….so I'm left with the teachings of Jesus—words so radical, they got him killed, words so radical, they might still bring about the end of empire and the beginning of the kingdom of God.”

The author wants to by-pass the Passion and focus on the teachings of Jesus about being a good neighbor, loving the marginalized, and serving as an example to us.
There is a big problem with his point: Jesus doesn’t agree with it! You have to let Jesus speak for himself. He doesn’t need us making up reasons he is significant when he already did it for us. So let’s see what Jesus said about himself and his mission. 

He said that his death was the point of his life. He didn’t “get killed” for teaching radical social justice. He was killed for claiming to be God and for forgiving sins (something only God could do).

And he didn’t really even “get killed”…he willingly laid down his life. In Matt 20:28, Jesus says—“The Son of Man came to give His life as a ransom for many.” Or John 10—“I lay down my life for the sheep. I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.”
The crucifixion was Jesus’ plan and it was the plan from before creation. Rev 13:8—The Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.
What does it mean for you that Jesus laid down his life? One thing it means is that you’re not an after-thought to God. Redeeming you was Jesus’ purpose. You are exactly why he came.

A few years ago my wife Lindsey threw a surprise birthday party for me.  She went through a lot of work behind the scenes: invited friends, found a location, arranged for food and drinks, etc.  It meant a lot to me that I was the focus of so much of her energy.  In a much greater way, that is what it means to us that Jesus laid down his life. You were the focus…reconciling you to God was the purpose of his life and death.
But there is more. The reason he laid down his life is the Christian message. Jesus died because he loves you and wants to redeem you.

John 15: Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. 1 John 3: This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.

The crucifixion was not divine child abuse or divine suicide, as some nut-jobs claim. The cross is the love of God.

This willing self-sacrifice reminds me Hemingway’s novel, For Whom the Bell Tolls. It’s the story of Robert Jordan, an American who decided to join in the Spanish civil war.  It is not his fight; it is not his country.  Yet he has decided that he will become one of them and join in their fight.  The book climaxes at the very end with Robert Jordan’s death.  It is swift and sudden.  You half expect the war to end and the hero to get the girl.  But the central thrust of the novel is that Robert Jordan has joined in a battle that was not his own. He has given his life to a country that he was never born in.
Jesus entered a war to fight the battle against our enemies—sin and death—which became his enemies because he loved us.  The Trinity was never marred by sin and death could never affect the eternal God.  But, God’s beloved creatures strayed and were lured into captivity…so to recapture us he took on our nature, to live and die as one of us.

Jesus, the only one who had no sin, was treated as sinful for us, so that we might be called righteous before God. 

This is why St. Paul says “I resolved to know nothing but Christ and him crucified.” This is why we worship Jesus.  This is why we sing to him…adore him…pray to him…and long to be with him forever. This is why we preach about him…and tell others about him.  This is why we take communion—to proclaim his death until he comes again.

