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Hymn 399 My song is love unknown 
 

Prayer 

Here on this holiest of days, we gather around the cross, Lord God, to remember your love for us 

and for the world.  We gather in solemnity, and yet with underlying joy, for we know that this is 

the day when your love for us was proved beyond doubt, and when the hope of the world, though 

seemingly snuffed out for ever, was in reality fulfilled.   

We gather around the cross remembering that what happened on Calvary had something to do 

with our sin and wrongdoing, even though we may not always be able to formulate just what it 

was.  We gather seeking forgiveness, seeking understanding, seeking renewal. 

Lord in the quiet of this hour, we pause to ask for a surer knowledge of who we are and what we 

are about. 

If we can recall a time when we loved more, restore 

If we have become good friends with some favourite sin, rebuke. 

If the flame of our commitment to the world’s immense needs flickers dimly, rekindle. 

If along the ways our relationships to our brothers and sisters in the faith are endangered 

through some wrong, real or imagine, reunite. 

Show us the relevance of Christ for the life we live within and the world we make for others, that 

we may no longer live to ourselves, but unto him whom we call Saviour, Lord, and Friend, in 

whose name we ask it. Amen 

 

Reading  Mark 15:1-39,   
 

It is quite common on Good Friday to reflect on the words that Jesus poke on the cross.  But 

tonight I would like us to turn that around and think of some of the things that were said to Jesus 

as he was crucified.  In listening to them and reflecting on them it may be that we will find a 

different way of looking at what was going on that day. 
 

“Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down from the cross now, so that we may see 

and believe.” 

 

Only failed Messiahs ended up on the cross.  In fact, crosses were exactly where failed Messiahs 

did end up – they had in the past and they would again in the future.  The two strung up beside 

Jesus were seen as being in the same category as him: enemies of the state, brigands, 

revolutionaries, even failed Messiahs.  The voices of the crowd speak the words of the Satan, the 

accuser, who in the wilderness had said again and again “If you are the Son of God...”   If.  It is a 

small but very powerful word.  And maybe there is doubt in Jesus' mind.  IS he still God's Son, 



still the Messiah, still doing the right thing.   If.  “Why have you forsaken me?”  Maybe there is 

doubt and that word if has got into his soul. 

 

The crowd thought he had failed, simply failed, not done what they wanted their Messiah to do, 

and ended up being executed, which was the ultimate failure.  Yes the onlookers saw him as a 

failure, and maybe Jesus doubted it, but the Gospel writers are quite clear that when we look at 

the cross we are looking at success and victory.  He was not abandoned, he had not failed, this 

was the only way for the Messiah to triumph in God's way, the way of heaven, not of earth.  He 

triumphed because despite his doubts and fears and the failure it looked like, Jesus held fast to 

his course, intending to do God's will if it killed him.   And this still holds true today.  When any 

human looks around, sees that things look hopeless, feels as though he is abandoned by God but 

still intends to do God's will, there is victory.  When God's Son does so, there is ultimate victory. 
 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, on the cross you suffered not only torture and death, 

but also sorrow and doubt; give us, we pray, such gratitude for your obedient love that, in our 

moments of doubt, sorrow, pain and death we may know your presence and your victory; to the 

glory of your great and holy name.  Amen. 
 

“This man has done nothing wrong.” 

 

Mark does not record this saying, but Luke does.  It is spoken by one of the two thieves, two 

failed Messiahs who have done wrong and know it.  This man has done nothing wrong. 

Jesus was hung on the cross with other revolutionaries, to show that someone thought that he  

had done wrong, great wrong.  The thieves were not petty thieves, crucifixion was kept for 

enemies of the state, to be used as an example.  

 

 In his life Jesus had mixed with many who had done wrong, prostitutes, tax men, the outcasts 

and sinners, the sort of people that a well-brought-up boy would not be seen to consort with.   He 

had mixed with those who did great and obvious wrong,  but he had not done wrong, and he had 

not been contaminated by them.   His goodness and love had had a positive effect on lives 

broken and gone astray, without contaminating him by the sin with which he kept company; just 

as his touch of lepers and people unclean did not defile him, but brought wholeness.  Now the 

brigand recognises this. He looks like us, he kept the company of people like us, but in this he is 

not one of us, he has done nothing wrong.   

 

That means that whatever it looks like, he is not a failed Messiah, but the true Messiah. He is 

where he should be, doing the will of God, as the true Messiah would.  The Romans wanted him 

dead because they thought he was a nationalist rebel and the Jews because they knew he wasn't.  

But he was hung there because he was not failed.  The brigand acknowledges this when he says 

"Remember me when you come into your Kingdom."  But to achieve our salvation he lived 

among sinners and died among sinners, as one of us. 
 

Almighty God, we thank you with all our heart that on the cross Jesus became one with us in our 

sin, so that we might, despite our sin, share the life of your Kingdom.  Enable us, we pray, to be 

truly grateful, and to live not as unforgiven sinners, despairing in our own weakness, but as your 

forgiven sons and daughters, rejoicing in your power to save and cleanse and give life; to the 

glory of your great and holy name.  Amen 
 

Hymn 385  Here hangs a man discarded 
 

The inscription of the charge against him read “The King of the Jews.” 
Way back in the mists of time, Israel was called to be the salvation of the world.  That was why 



God chose one nation, not just to make them look better than the rest, but so that they could be 

the true humanity, representative of the rest, to save all people.   But Israel as a whole was unable 

even to attempt the task. The Old Testament writings bear witness to that over and over again.  

The Old Covenant had failed to bring salvation to the world through Israel and so a new 

covenant was needed.  The prophet Jeremiah was adamant about this and he was right. 

 

“Behold my servant,” said Isaiah, when he wanted to talk about the need for God's servant to 

suffer.  At the time he was simply highlighting the need for anyone who would serve God, even a 

whole nation, to be prepared to suffer, to be sacrificial in their service in order to win the 

salvation of the world.   Indeed Isaiah was only one prophet who pointed out that the sufferings 

of Israel in exile foreshadow the way that God will win the world, through suffering. The sin of 

the world was to be heaped on Israel and in turn on Israel's representative, the King of the Jews.  

The King of the Jews, which was the charge against Jesus, the reason why he was crucified.  On 

the cross Jesus is Israel, Israel as it was meant to be, Israel the servant of God for the sake of the 

world..  

 

The nation of Israel could not be the Saviour because of its nationalistic tendencies. She needed 

saving herself; saving not only from her nationalism,  but from her delusions of grandeur and her 

failures.  Jesus could never be the leader they looked for, because that would be to yield to the 

siren song of tribalism and truly be one of them.  He was killed as a nationalist rebel, and was 

identified as such, even as by eating with tax collectors and their companions he allowed himself 

to be identified with sinners. As by touching the unclean he identified with uncleanliness.  But it 

was as King of the Jews he was killed so that he could accomplish what had always been the 

mission of God's people. 
 

Merciful God, you made all people, and you hate nothing that you have made; you do not desire 

the death of a sinner, but rather that all should be converted and live.  Have mercy upon all who 

have not known you and your love in your Son, the King of the Jews, or those who deny or 

oppose the faith of the crucified Messiah; take from them harness of heart, ignorance and 

contempt for your word, and so fetch them home to your fold that they may be made one flock 

under one shepherd; through the same Jesus Christ, the Messiah, our Lord and King.  Amen. 
 

“What I have written, I have written.” 
Not everyone was pleased with the charge under which Jesus was crucified, the charge which 

identified him as the King of the Jews.  But Pilate would not change his wording.  As far as he 

was concerned this was what happened to kings of the Jews, and what would always happen.  As 

far as he was concerned this was how the Roman state won victory over upstarts. 

 

But no.  What looks like the world's victory over Jesus, crucified at the hands of the then finest 

religion and finest system of government, is in fact his victory over the world.  Way back in the 

desert he was told that the kingdoms of the world, the forces of the world, political, military, 

economic, even sexual, had been given to Satan.  Not given by God, but by humanity.  Human 

beings have allowed the forces of the world to be let loose from God's loving purposes, by 

declaring ourselves powerless before them.  “It's just the way the world works,” we say when we 

are confronted with inequalities and brokenness and violence and fear.  It was these forces which 

had conspired to crucify the one who stood in direct challenge to them.  

 

The challenge was and is real.  Jesus wasn't setting up new politics or a new religion, he was 

offering a new world.  A world lived in the purposes of God.  He had never submitted to the ruler 

of the world, and by dying without submitting he defeated that ruler, and these forces.  The rulers 

thought they had stripped and made an example of Jesus, but Paul tells us in his first letter to the 

Corinthians that he stripped the rulers, and made a public example of them! 



 

Lord Christ, the almighty Saviour, we cry to you for help against our strong enemy.  You are the 

Stronger than the strong; deliver us, we pray, from the evil one, and take sole possession of our 

hearts and minds: that filled with your Spirit we may devote our lives to your service and find 

there our perfect freedom.  Break today the power of all who usurp your rightful authority and 

who oppress the people made in your image, and set up instead your Kingdom of love and peace: 

for the honour of your great name.  Amen. 
 

“Truly, this man was the Son of God.” 

Words spoken by a Roman centurion.  This man would have been a veteran of crucifixions.  No 

doubt in his time he had hammered in the nails himself, or held the victim while someone else 

hammered.  Why was this one so different?   

 

When at Jesus trial Caiaphas the High Priest asked him if he was the Messiah, the son of the 

blessed one (because you mustn't name God), he wasn't asking if Jesus thought he was actually 

divine.  Jews did not believe in a divine Messiah, but one who would be God's representative in 

the way that a son would.  But when Jesus answers him he shows that he is thinking in different 

terms than Caiaphas.  “I am,” he says and that is enough to show that he is claiming real divinity, 

because that was the name of God.  “I am, and you will see the Son of Man sitting on the right 

hand of Power and coming in the clouds of heaven.”  Jesus knew then who he was and why he 

was doing all that he did.  It might have looked more dubious later, but he knew. 

 

In the end Jesus was killed because in the world we pass on the hurt and fear and loneliness and 

anguish that comes to us.  This is why wars escalate and feuds never die.  Way of in Rome, 

Tiberias Caesar is growing old and suspicious, and is likely to take out his feelings on 

government officials.  So Pilate lives in fear and takes that out on the subject people over whom 

he is set.  The Jews have lots of reasons to be fearful and resentful, and a would-be Messiah who 

doesn't deliver the goods, does not free them of the Romans, is an ideal target. 

 

But Jesus is different.  He takes the temptations, the hatred, the curses, the suffering, the 

bitterness of the world and he absorbs it into himself as he hangs on the cross, forgiving, doing 

what only the Son of God could do.  On Calvary Jesus drew onto himself the sin of the ages, the 

rebellion of the world, the hatred, the pain, the anger and frustration of the world so that the 

world and all humanity might be healed and be rid of it all. 

 

And the centurion looks on and says to himself “So he really was the Son of God after all.”  The 

resurrection will prove this, of course, but to the eye of faith the evidence was already there.  

Only God loves like that.  Jesus said “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lays down 

his life for his friends.”  But he himself went one better.  He showed a love that only God could 

show – that he laid down his life for his enemies. 

 

By the Spirit of Jesus working within us, this is the pattern of love that we are called on to show, 

the pattern that takes the bad and does not give it back again.  The pattern that lays down life for 

the enemy.   

 

On the cross Jesus looked like a failed Messiah and was mocked as such.  He was told to come 

down from the cross if they were to believe in him.  But it is precisely because he is not a failed 

Messiah that he had to stay on the cross.  He was doing what only he, the unique and innocent 

one could do, what only the Son of God could do. 
 

Almighty God, you have revealed yourself, in the cross of Jesus Christ, to be our God; to be a 

God of infinite and tender love.  Open our eyes afresh, that we may see your dying love and 



respond to it from the depths of our hearts; and, responding, may find that the way of the cross is 

indeed for us too the way of truth and peace and life: through the same Jesus Christ, your Son, 

our Lord.  Amen. 
 

Time of silence.  
 

Mark 15:40-47 
 

Hymn 392  When I survey the wondrous cross 

 

Amen. 

 

--- ooo --- 


