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On Easter Sunday, like the disciples we rejoice in the incredible fact of Jesus’ 
resurrection.  Our theme is sheer joy.  Jesus is risen and the world is made well 
again!  And that is how it was that first, confusing Easter, and how it should be.  But 
to celebrate an event doesn’t mean that we necessarily understand it.  From the 
days immediately after that first Easter until now, Christians have been trying to 
understand the mystery that lies at the heart of the experience of Easter.  The big 
questions disturb and elude us, as they have disturbed and eluded followers of 
Jesus through the centuries.  The big questions, like why did Jesus have to die?  
What was happening on the cross?  What does the resurrection really mean? 
 
So last week we celebrated, and today we are going to think.   
 
There are many theories and understandings and doctrines of the crucifixion – and 
what you think about the resurrection will depend on what you think about the 
crucifixion, but in Western Christianity one, fairly simplistic view has taken hold, over 
the last couple of hundred years.  It runs like this:  
 
Humanity was so enslaved to sin, a hostage to wickedness, that a ransom had to be 
paid.  God was so scunnered, so displeased, so fed up with humanity, that 
reconciliation was only possible through the sacrifice of God’s chosen one, Jesus the 
Christ, the Son of God.  And there was blood, and a ransom was paid, and God 
was…  God was what?  Appeased?  Happy?  Satisfied?  Really?  Is that the God 
who Jesus knew and talked of? 
 
You see, there is a bit of a tragic disconnection between this dominant, but, simplistic 
understanding of Jesus’ death and the message he proclaimed.  The whole thrust of 
Jesus’ life and teaching was to change our minds about the nature of God.  He said 
we should call him Father – no, Abba, Daddy. He said that if we knew how to give 
good gifts to our children, how much more God would give the Holy Spirit to those 
who asked him.   He proclaimed the good news of the God of grace, the God who 
does not give us what we might deserve but gives us his love anyway.  He taught 
resistance to evil, not through violence, fighting fire with fire; not through an eye for 
an eye, blood for blood, but through love and compassion, forgiveness and healing, 
through justice and reconciliation.  He talked of a God of love and grace and mercy.  
He came to change our minds, the minds of people, about God: not God’s mind 
about us. 
 
People had always assumed that God is a cross God, a vengeful God, a demanding 
God.  Every ancient religion is based on this supposition.  It helped to explain why 
there was so much sorrow and suffering in life.  If you suffered it meant that God was 
displeased, and you should make amends.  Simples, as they say.  The Hebrew 
understanding of God was based on this.  The sacrificial system of tabernacle and 



temple was based on this.  Much of the writings of the prophets was based on this. It 
was the mindset into which Jesus was born, the mindset he came to change.  It 
wasn’t God’s mind which needed changed.  He always has loved his children and his 
creation. 
 
But it seems that mindset hasn’t really changed, or not much, has it?  Not if we still 
think that Jesus died because God’s wrath could not be satisfied by anything less.  
Previous generations, beginning with the apostles, have looked to the Hebrew 
scripture in order to understand the person and significance of Jesus – indeed, 
where else could the apostles look?  (Well, they could also look to Jesus himself, of 
course.)  And the idea of the God of the grudge has such a hold on humanity’s 
thinking that we have taken at face value passages, like that one which we read 
today, passages which talk of the suffering servant of God.  We have taken it at face 
value when it says we accounted him stricken, struck down by God and afflicted, 
even though the prophet there is saying what it looked like to human eyes, not what 
was really going on.  We have taken it at face value when it says Yet it was the will 
of the Lord to crush him.   
 
When Jesus met Cleopas and his friend on the road to Emmaus, when they poured 
out all their grief to him, told him, ridiculously, of all that had happened to him, they 
said “But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel!”  And then they talked 
of the rumours of resurrection the women were putting abroad that confusing Easter 
day.  And hearing them, hearing their confusion and jumbled understanding, Jesus 
said “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets 
have declared!”    
 
You see, the arrest and crucifixion of Jesus had convinced his scattered, shattered 
followers that the God of the grudge had won.  They abandoned him, denied him, 
ran away and hid.  Even then, that evening, ten of them were locked away in an 
upper toom, hiding from the authorities, enslaved again by the thought of the God of 
the grudge.  And so, Jesus began with Moses and moved on through scripture – 
obviously highlighting some passages over others – to interpret the things they 
thought they knew to them.   
 
You could wonder why they didn’t recognise him then.  This was the same Jesus 
who had said “You have heard it said ‘you shall not murder’…But I say to you if you 
are angry with your brother and sister you will be liable to judgement”  This was the 
same Jesus who said “You have heard it said ‘you shall not swear falsely’, but I say 
to you, do not swear at all…”  This was the same Jesus who said “You have heard it 
said ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy’ but I say to you love your 
enemies and pray for those who persecute you…”  It was the same Jesus, the Jesus 
who wasn’t afraid to take the most revered parts of scriptural tradition, such as the 
ten commandments, and turn them around.  Jesus whose interpretations of scripture 
demanded more faith, not less.  (After all, how much faith does it need to believe in 
the God of the grudge?  Not much – it is what seems obvious to those who apply 
only half their brain.)   
 
Was Jesus put to death by a vengeful God who needed his blood sacrifice?  He went 
to the cross because the powers of this world demanded it – the chief priests and 
Pilate, who for different reasons were afraid of his radical message of God’s love and 
grace.  He died because human powers demanded it, not God.  He was executed as 
a criminal because human beings declared him guilty by the due legal process of his 
day – or an approximation of it.  Not because God saw guilt that he needed to 
appease.  He died for the sin of the world, because it was the sin and sinfulness of 



humanity that allowed such a travesty of justice and a travesty of thinking about God 
to pursue him to its logical conclusion.  The sin of the world was there on the cross, 
all right.  But not because God demanded a blood sacrifice.  If Jesus had been a 
sacrifice in that sense, there would have been no need for a resurrection.  Scripture 
tells us that God declared Jesus innocent and so on the third day raised him up. 
  
Jesus took the scriptures and re-interpreted them to Cleopas.  They need re-
interpretation.  Christians do not believe the same as Jews do, we do not and should 
not interpret our common scriptures in the same way (and indeed the Jewish 
understanding of their scriptures is always changing as well).  For we live in the light 
of the resurrection.  The new covenant began when the distorted forces of the Old 
Covenant pursued Jesus to death, and so the new covenant was sealed by his 
blood.  Jesus died because of his message of God’s grace and love; because he told 
people that God loved them and wanted them to know him; because his way of 
radical loving was too threatening to those who thought that they could just about 
manage the system that they knew.  But Jesus’ way was vindicated by his 
resurrection.   
 
Because of the resurrection we know that when he said that God can forgive us, it is 
true.  We know that when he said that God would bless the poor in spirit, the peace-
makers, those who hunger and thirst after righteousness (and don’t just pursue it 
slightly), it is true.  Because of the resurrection we know that we can pray asking that 
God’s will be done on earth - because in Jesus it was and in the resurrection it was. 
 
We are here two thousand years later because Jesus’ death was not the end, and 
because those who ran away and hid emerged bold as brass to speak of 
resurrection and a risen Lord.  We are here because those who had denied ever 
knowing him now found the courage to be ready to die for him, and they did.  We are 
here because those who witnessed his bloody, humiliating death now stood on street 
corners claiming victory over the powers of the world, and even over death itself.  
We are here because those first followers of Jesus experienced the power of the 
risen Christ.   
 
And we are here because we too have known the resurrection power in our lives; in 
those little resurrections which convince us of the power of love to heal the gravest 
wounds, to transform the deepest sorrows into understanding and compassion.  We 
are here because we long to believe that one day every tear will be wiped away, that 
one day there will be an end to violence and oppression and that God has endorsed 
Jesus’ way of radical love to bring this about.  As we said last week on Easter 
Sunday, we too are witnesses to the resurrection and to the truth about God that it 
shows the world. Amen. 
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