Maundy Thursday                                                April 18, 2019
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This evening’s service is a form of the ancient Office of Tenebrae, the Latin word for darkness.  Its roots are found in the 4th Century A.D.  By the use of light and darkness, it seeks to impress upon our hearts the blackness of sin and the Savior’s sacrifice for it. The extinguishing of candles represents Jesus’ ebbing life on the cross. The last candle is not extinguished, signifying that death has no victory over Christ, but that He will rise again, giving all who believe in Him the sure hope of resurrection to eternal life.  

The service is conducted in a subdued manner and will end in silence.  Several hymns appropriate to the meditations will be sung.  No offering will be taken during the service so that we do not diminish the focus on Jesus’ supreme sacrifice that we commemorate this evening.  The offering plates will be found at the door.  There you may place your offering in response to the gift of Himself given for us.

The Preparation

Meditation:  “Our Savior’s Parting Gift”

The Exhortation (pastor):


Dearly Beloved:  The Holy Supper of our Lord Jesus Christ has been instituted for the special comfort and strengthening of those who humbly confess their sins and who hunger and thirst after righteousness.  For that reason we cry:

Pastor:
Make haste, O God, to deliver me.

Congr:
Make haste to help me, O Lord.

Pastor:
I said, I will confess my transgressions unto the Lord.

Congr:
And You forgave the iniquity of my sin.


For the assurance of such forgiveness we come to the Lord’s Table.  When we come St. Paul exhorts us to diligently examine ourselves.  As we do so, we find that we are under the dominion of sin and death. To save us from such death, to make us children of God, and to exalt us to everlasting life, our Lord Jesus Christ had mercy on us, took our nature upon Himself, and became obedient unto death.

The Commemoration
 (Having celebrated in the Sacrament the blessings of the Lord’s body and blood given for us, we now commemorate the work of His suffering and death upon the cross in a series of meditations and hymns based on that which took place there.)

Questions Answered from the Cross:

I. Do We Need God’s Forgiveness? 

   The First Word from the Cross:  “Father, forgive them.”


The Hymn:  “Jesus, In Thy Dying Woes”                                              180
II. Does God Want Me?


The Second Word:  “Today you shall be with me in Paradise.”  


The Hymn:  “Just As I Am, without One Plea”                          st.5-6   388
III. Am I My Brother’s Keeper?


The Third Word: “Here is your son; here is your mother.”


The Hymn:  “Lord of Glory, Who Hast Bought Us”                    st.1-2   442

IV. How Serious Is Sin?


The Fourth Word:  “My God! My God!  Why have You forsaken me?”


The Hymn:  “Stricken, Smitten, and Afflicted”
      st.3-4   153

V. Why Do the Righteous Suffer?


The Fifth Word:  “I thirst!”


The Hymn:  “In the Hour of Trial” 
      st.3-4   516
VI. Can I Be Sure of Salvation?

 
The Sixth Word:  “It is finished.”


The Hymn:  “If Thy Beloved Son, O God” 
      st.1-3   375 
VII. Can Death Be Beautiful?


The Seventh Word:  “Into Your hands I commend my spirit.”

The Removal of the Last Candle

The “Agnus Dei”

Psalm 16 – Recalling the Lord’s Promise of the Resurrection. 
The Benediction
Silent Prayer and Departure in the Darkness

In order that we should believe this with greater confidence and be strengthened in cheerful obedience to His will, He instituted this Sacrament of the Altar the night before He was crucified.  In it He gives us His Body and His Blood to eat and to drink.  Whoever eats this Bread and drinks this Cup, firmly believing the words of Christ, lives in Christ and Christ in him, and has eternal life.


We should also do this in remembrance of Him, showing His death, that he was delivered for our offenses and raised again for our justification.  For all that He has done we are bound to give Him most hearty thanks, take up our crosses, and follow Him, and, as He gave commandment, love one another as He has loved us.  For as we are all partakers of this one Bread and drink of this one Cup, so are we all one body in Him.


We pray: Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden, cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of Your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love You, and worthily magnify Your holy name; through Jesus Christ, Your Son, our Lord.  Amen.

The Examination of Conscience:

Pastor:
I ask you in the presence of God, who searches the heart: Do you confess that you are by nature a most unworthy sinner and that you have grievously offended Him in thought, word, and deed, and have merited only His wrath and condemnation?

Congr:
I do so confess.

Pastor:
Do you trust entirely in the mercy of God in Jesus Christ?

Congr:
I do so trust.

Pastor:
Do you promise to heartily forgive others, as you believe that God forgives you, and to serve Him from now on in newness of life, to the glory of His holy Name?

Congr:
I do so promise.

Pastor: 
Let us humbly bow our heads and make confession unto God, imploring His forgiveness through Jesus Christ:

All:
O God, our heavenly Father, I confess unto You that I have grievously sinned against You in many ways; not only by outward transgressions, but also by secret thoughts and desires which I cannot fully understand, but which are all known to You.  I do earnestly repent, and am heartily sorry 


for these my offenses.  I beseech You of Your great goodness to have mercy upon me, and for the sake of Your dear Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, to forgive my sins and graciously to help me with my infirmities.  Amen.

The Absolution:

Pastor:
Almighty God, our heavenly Father, has had mercy upon us, and for the sake of the sufferings, death, and resurrection of His dear Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, forgives us all our sins.  As a Minister of Christ’s Church, and by His authority, I therefore declare unto you the forgiveness of all your sins:  In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.

Pastor:
The Lord will give strength unto His people.

Congr:
The Lord will bless His people with peace.

The Institution and Distribution of Holy Communion

 (We invite our communicant members to the Lord’s Table, believing that in the bread and wine, we receive the Savior’s true body and blood for forgiveness.  Because Holy Communion implies a oneness of faith, our practice is that of close communion.  We therefore ask you to speak with the Pastor before communing.)

No hymns will be sung during the Distribution.  The time of silence may be used for meditation and prayer

The Post-Communion Prayer:

Pastor:  
Lord God, in a wonderful Sacrament You have left us a memorial of Christ Jesus’ suffering and death.  May this Sacrament of His body and blood so work in us the assurance of our forgiveness that the way we live will faithfully proclaim His death and our glorious redemption until He comes again; for He lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.

The Hymn:  “The Death of Jesus Christ, Our Lord”   
st.1-5         163
The Post Service:  Following the silent prayer, pastor will exit and the congregation may leave in silence to quietly meditate on the glory of this day.  If you wish you may remain seated in silent contemplation.  Within our hearts there is sadness because of sin. However, our joy in the Savior supersedes it.  Therefore, rejoicing in Him we look forward to the Festival of the Resurrection.  As you leave you may place your offering in the plate at the door.

Easter:  We invite you to return and worship with us this coming Sunday as we celebrate the Festival of Christ’s Resurrection in our 11:30 am service.  It is the culminating point of these three days in which Christ did everything necessary to secure forgiveness and life with Him.
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This evening’s service is a form of the ancient Office of Tenebrae, the Latin word for darkness.  Its roots are found in the 4th Century A.D.  By the use of light and darkness, it seeks to impress upon our hearts the blackness of sin and the Savior’s sacrifice for it. The extinguishing of candles represents Jesus’ ebbing life on the cross. The last candle is not extinguished, signifying that death has no victory over Christ, but that He will rise again, giving all who believe in Him the sure hope of resurrection to eternal life.  

The service is conducted in a subdued manner and will end in silence.  Several hymns appropriate to the meditations will be sung.  No offering will be taken during the service so that we do not diminish the focus on Jesus’ supreme sacrifice that we commemorate this evening.  The offering plates will be found at the door.  There you may place your offering in response to the gift of Himself given for us.

The Preparation

Meditation:  “Our Savior’s Parting Gift”

The Exhortation (pastor):


Dearly Beloved:  The Holy Supper of our Lord Jesus Christ has been instituted for the special comfort and strengthening of those who humbly confess their sins and who hunger and thirst after righteousness.  For that reason we cry:

Pastor:
Make haste, O God, to deliver me.

Congr:
Make haste to help me, O Lord.

Pastor:
I said, I will confess my transgressions unto the Lord.

Congr:
And You forgave the iniquity of my sin.


For the assurance of such forgiveness we come to the Lord’s Table.  When we come St. Paul exhorts us to diligently examine ourselves.  As we do so, we find that we are under the dominion of sin and death. To save us from such death, to make us children of God, and to exalt us to everlasting life, our Lord Jesus Christ had mercy on us, took our nature upon Himself, and became obedient unto death.

The Commemoration
 (Having celebrated in the Sacrament the blessings of the Lord’s body and blood given for us, we now commemorate the work of His suffering and death upon the cross in a series of meditations and hymns based on that which took place there.)

Questions Answered from the Cross:

I. Do We Need God’s Forgiveness? 

   The First Word from the Cross:  “Father, forgive them.”


The Hymn:  “Jesus, In Your Dying Woes”  

st.1-3  139
II. Does God Want Me?


The Second Word:  “Today you shall be with me in Paradise.”  


The Hymn:  “Just As I Am, without One Plea”                          st.5-6   397
III. Am I My Brother’s Keeper?


The Third Word: “Here is your son; here is your mother.”


The Hymn:  “Lord of Glory, You Have Bought Us”                    st.1-2   486
IV. How Serious Is Sin?


The Fourth Word:  “My God! My God!  Why have You forsaken me?”


The Hymn:  “Stricken, Smitten, and Afflicted”
      st.3-4   127
V. Why Do the Righteous Suffer?


The Fifth Word:  “I thirst!”


The Hymn:  “In the Hour of Trial” 
      st.3-4   116
VI. Can I Be Sure of Salvation?

 
The Sixth Word:  “It is finished.”


The Hymn:  “If Your Beloved Son, O God” 

st.1-3  393 
VII. Can Death Be Beautiful?


The Seventh Word:  “Into Your hands I commend my spirit.”

The Removal of the Last Candle

The “Agnus Dei”

Psalm 16 – Recalling the Lord’s Promise of the Resurrection. 

The Benediction
Silent Prayer and Departure in the Darkness

In order that we should believe this with greater confidence and be strengthened in cheerful obedience to His will, He instituted this Sacrament of the Altar the night before He was crucified.  In it He gives us His Body and His Blood to eat and to drink.  Whoever eats this Bread and drinks this Cup, firmly believing the words of Christ, lives in Christ and Christ in him, and has eternal life.


We should also do this in remembrance of Him, showing His death, that he was delivered for our offenses and raised again for our justification.  For all that He has done we are bound to give Him most hearty thanks, take up our crosses, and follow Him, and, as He gave commandment, love one another as He has loved us.  For as we are all partakers of this one Bread and drink of this one Cup, so are we all one body in Him.


We pray: Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden, cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of Your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love You, and worthily magnify Your holy name; through Jesus Christ, Your Son, our Lord.  Amen.

The Examination of Conscience:

Pastor:
I ask you in the presence of God, who searches the heart: Do you confess that you are by nature a most unworthy sinner and that you have grievously offended Him in thought, word, and deed, and have merited only His wrath and condemnation?

Congr:
I do so confess.

Pastor:
Do you trust entirely in the mercy of God in Jesus Christ?

Congr:
I do so trust.

Pastor:
Do you promise to heartily forgive others, as you believe that God forgives you, and to serve Him from now on in newness of life, to the glory of His holy Name?

Congr:
I do so promise.

Pastor: 
Let us humbly bow our heads and make confession unto God, imploring His forgiveness through Jesus Christ:

All:
O God, our heavenly Father, I confess unto You that I have grievously sinned against You in many ways; not only by outward transgressions, but also by secret thoughts and desires which I cannot fully understand, but which are all known unto You.  I do earnestly repent, and am heartily 


sorry for these my offenses.  I beseech You of Your great goodness to have mercy upon me, and for the sake of Your dear Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, to forgive my sins and graciously to help me with my infirmities.  Amen.

The Absolution:

Pastor:
Almighty God, our heavenly Father, has had mercy upon us, and for the sake of the sufferings, death, and resurrection of His dear Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, forgives us all our sins.  As a Minister of Christ’s Church, and by His authority, I therefore declare unto you the forgiveness of all your sins:  In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.

Pastor:
The Lord will give strength unto His people.

Congr:
The Lord will bless His people with peace.

The Institution and Distribution of Holy Communion

 (We invite our communicant members to the Lord’s Table, believing that in the bread and wine, we receive the Savior’s true body and blood for forgiveness.  Because Holy Communion implies a oneness of faith, our practice is that of close communion.  We therefore ask you to speak with the Pastor before communing.)

No hymns will be sung during the Distribution.  The time of silence may be used for meditation and prayer

The Post-Communion Prayer:

Pastor:  
Lord God, in a wonderful Sacrament You have left us a memorial of Christ Jesus’ suffering and death.  May this Sacrament of His body and blood so work in us the assurance of our forgiveness that the way we live will faithfully proclaim His death and our glorious redemption until He comes again; for He lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.

The Hymn:  “The Death of Jesus Christ, Our Lord” 
st.1-5         135
The Post Service:  Following the silent prayer, pastor will exit and the congregation may leave in silence to quietly meditate on the glory of this day.  If you wish you may remain seated in silent contemplation.  Within our hearts there is sadness because of sin. However, our joy in the Savior supersedes it.  Therefore, rejoicing in Him we look forward to the Festival of the Resurrection.  As you leave you may place your offering in the plate at the door.

Easter:  We invite you to return and worship with us this coming Easter Sunday as we celebrate the Festival of Christ’s Resurrection in our 9 am service.  It is the culminating point of these three days in which Christ did everything necessary to secure forgiveness and life with Him.  An Easter Breakfast will follow Sunday’s service in the fellowship hall.
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And so it shall be for those who believe for in such faith they share the blessed benefits of His salvation.  To such He promised: “I am the Resurrection and the Life.  He that believes in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.  And whosoever lives and believes in me shall never die.”  Yes, death can be beautiful.  But only in Jesus who has abolished its fears and brought life and immortality to light.


The Lord Jesus is my Savior; He is my Shepherd; in Him “I shall not want.  When I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for He is with me.  His rod and staff, they comfort me. He is preparing a table before me, in the presence of my enemies.  He anoints my head with oil and my cup runs over. Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”  In the Father’s house above a mansion is prepared – prepared for all who believe. And it is beautiful. (God, grant it to us in faith for Jesus’ sake.)                                        
(service revised 4/18/2019)
(The Prayer for Good Friday:

Lord Jesus Christ, in humble awe, reverent silence, and solemn worship, we gather around your cross to remember your death.  At the cross open our eyes to see the horror and misery that sin, death, and the devil have brought into the world and that you have taken upon yourself.  But enlighten our hearts to see that with your death you destroyed death, with your sacrifice you reconciled us to God, and by Your blood you purchased us to belong to you forever.

Help us to believe that all is now done and we are your own.  Fill us with joy and peace in our forgiveness.  And help us rededicate our lives in thankful love to serve You and all You give us.

O Lamb of God who bore the sin of the world, hear our prayer for Your name’s sake.  Amen.) 

The Introductory Meditation:  Our Savior’s Parting Gift

On Maundy Thursday, wherever possible, able-bodied believers gather in God’s house.  They come to receive the Lord’s Supper.  This Sacramental meal bridges nearly two thousand years and thousands of miles for us, taking us back to the cross in a most personal and intimate way.


As He finished the Passover meal with His disciples on the night before He went to Calvary, the Lord Jesus left His forgiveness in a unique form.  Taking a portion of the unleavened bread and the cup of wine on the table, He gave them to His disciples and said:  “Take eat, this is my body….Take drink, this is my blood of the covenant which is poured out for many” (Mk.14:22).  Miraculously, but really, He gave them his body and blood along with the bread and wine to assure them of the forgiveness of all their sins.


What a parting gift, the gift of Himself, His own body and blood that was used to win our forgiveness!  Jesus knew how often His followers would be weak and wobbly, how often their faith would flicker and fade, and how often they would need the comfort and confidence of forgiveness.  So He gave them the miracle of Himself in the Holy Supper.  Who can doubt that sins are gone and heaven opened as one receives the body and blood of his Savior that paid the price for sin?


When sins alarm you and guilt won’t let you go, when faith needs feeding and hearts cry out for happiness, then, dear friend, stand at His table to hear Him tell you again and again: “Here is my body; I gave it for you.  Here is my blood; I shed it for you.  Your sins are forgiven.  Go in peace.”


The Savior has left us a wonderful parting gift; a gift of redeeming grace.  It no longer leaves us as mere spectators at the cross.  By it He draws us into Himself; through it we are saved. 
The Commemoration:  Questions Answered from the Cross

I. Do We Need God’s Forgiveness?


The first words that Jesus spoke from the cross do not sound like the words of a dying man, especially one who is unjustly undergoing unspeakable pain.  Most people would curse those who were nailing them to a cross.  In contrast we hear the Savior’s intercessory prayer as he looked down upon His tormentors: “Father, forgive them; they do not know what they are doing.”

What had “they” done?   They had deceitfully betrayed Him, falsely accused Him, illegally tried Him, and unjustly condemned Him.  They had scourged Him, crowned His head with thorns, and nailed Him to a cross like a criminal.  And for what?  For calling Himself the Christ, the Son of God.  He proved it was true by His preaching and His miracles and the Father above had proclaimed it.


Did these men need forgiveness?  Yes, for they dared to raise their hands against the holy and innocent Son of God.  Never could they make atonement for such a sin; nor would their ignorance excuse them before a holy God. They may not have known what they were doing.  Still the inescapable judgment of divine Justice stood against them.

Since they could not atone for their crime, their only hope of salvation lay in the grace of God.  Did these people need God’s forgiveness?  Yes, of course!  For this Jesus prayed. 


What about us?  Do we need God’s forgiveness?  After all, we weren’t the ones calling for His death.  We lifted no hand against Him….Or did we?


Every sin is an offense against the holy will of God.  Would any of us dare to stand before God who sees all things and searches each heart and say, “I am pure.  I have never sinned against You?”  Our own hearts condemn us.  Do we need God’s forgiveness?  You know the answer.


For this Christ Jesus prayed and then laid down His life as an atoning sacrifice for sin.  There is forgiveness with God for Jesus’ sake.  If He could forgive those who so mercilessly killed Him, He can forgive us as well.


Sadly, they wouldn’t believe it, and so lost its blessings. Believe and you shall be saved, for at the cross of Christ forgiveness is found for all.  We do not deserve it; but, oh, how we need it, and more, how richly He gives it!
II. Does God Want Me?


Of all the questions of life the most significant are those that deal with our personal relationship to God.  The human heart at times is filled with grave doubts about it.  Some people feel that God is too exalted, too far removed, too busy to be concerned with their little lives.  God concerned with my problems?  Hardly!  


Even the most sincere Christian may have his moments when he wavers on this point. Added to that, the sense of guilt for wrongs  

seemed like it would be over in an instant.  Americans were so sure.  Still, it drags on. The other day I heard it is the longest war that the U.S.A. has been in, 18 years now.  Can we be sure of anything?


Not in this world, but in heaven you can.  Just stand before the cross and listen.  Christ wishes to make you certain.


In response to His words of thirst, a soldier ran to fill a sponge with vinegar and wine, put it upon a stick, and lifted it to Christ’s mouth.  The drink worked to clear His throat long enough and to give Him enough strength that was needed to cry:  “It is finished.”  It was as if He said, “My work for you, dear sinner, is complete.  Redemption is finished.  Mission accomplished.  All is done.”  But can I be sure of my salvation?  Dear friend, Yes, Christ says so.


Man may deny its truth; he may doubt it, question it, ridicule it.  But no man can ever change what is fact: “the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, cleanses from all sin.”  And “he that believes it and is baptized shall be saved.”  Your attitude never affects that truth for it is divine truth.  But, sadly, your attitude does affect you.


As far as God is concerned, it is done.  He will not forsake you for God is faithful. Besides, He gives you this Sacrament tonight as a seal and pledge of His commitment to you.  “Neither death nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other thing shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”


Can I be certain?  Yes! Jesus has removed all doubt with one cry:  “It is finished.”
VII. Can death be beautiful?


The pain of battle and the agony of soul were done.  In their places a beautiful calm now filled the soul of the Savior as He looked forward to death.  Yes, He looked forward to putting His spirit into the hands of His heavenly Father.  The lesson we learn at the cross of the Son of God is that death may truly be beautiful for He has made it such for all who believe.  How?


As it was for Him, so it is for all who follow. Death is a homecoming to the heavenly Father.  Jesus’ body might be taken down from the cross and laid in a tomb; but the soul would fly to heaven in the keeping of Almighty God.  All would be well until that glorious morning when, soul and body reunited, He would break forth from the tomb victorious, in full glory.

 
Therein lies the unique glory of suffering for the holy Christ.  The Bible says, “Christ suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, that He might bring us to God.”  True, His suffering was the hideous fruit of man’s wickedness.  But it was also the blessed work of a gracious and merciful God.  Why did the Righteous One on the cross suffer?  Not just because of men, but in behalf of all mankind to bring us to God.  His was a gracious thirst.


Against such a background, those who have found in Him their Savior will understand the question.  Suffering for them in life is not a punishment of God for their sin.  Christ already endured that and nothing more is demanded.  You have God’s Word on that.  The believer does not suffer to pay for his sin.  Then why do the righteous suffer?  It’s not divine punishment, but divine purpose.



When Christ suffered, He indeed took upon Himself our punishment.  But He did not abolish suffering.  That is left for heaven to do.  Until we reach it, physical suffering, like thirst, remains.  But, even though we cannot always see it, suffering has the divine purpose of keeping us close to our Savior.  We need Him every day of this life in every aspect of life.  In the end He promises it will all work out for our good as He gives us whatever we need to stand up under it.  So, reliant on Him for everything, He keeps us close and strengthens us through suffering, lest we fall away.


Blessed then is that suffering which teaches us our human limitations, the frailty of our own strength, and leads us closer to Him.  Blessed is that suffering which helps to make us more understanding and sympathetic towards the problems of others.  And blessed is the suffering through which God makes us His instruments for the strengthening of others.  Suffering has divine and gracious purposes until we reach heaven.  That is why the righteous suffer.
VI. Can I be sure of salvation?

Christ’s thirst had another purpose – to make us certain.  When His thirst was eased by the drink He received, He was enabled to cry out with a loud voice for all to hear:  “It is finished.”

This is a topsy-turvy world where fortunes and plans turn on a dime.  It’s a world where it seems one can’t be certain of anything.  Years ago we thought the war in Afghanistan would not last long, although our leaders warned us not to think that way.  But with our smart bombs and superior military intelligence and strength, it  
done can be so strong that it drives one to despair.  Think of Simon Peter, for example.  He once cried out to the Savior, “Depart from me, O Lord, for I am a sinful man!”  Could God want me?

Go to the cross.  See the Savior.  Listen to His words.  By His side hangs a convicted criminal.  Christ knew that man’s sins.  In agony over them the man turned to Jesus and made a request, “Lord, remember me when you come into Your Kingdom.”

No merit to plead; only to fall upon the mercy of the Savior.  Jesus replied:  “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in Paradise.”  It was as if He said, “Yes, dear friend, no matter how sinful you are, God wants you and I have paid the price.”


No one is beyond the pale of God’s love, for God so loved the world.  No one is so low that God cannot lift him up, for Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.  No one is so dirty that Christ’s redeeming blood cannot wash him clean.  For the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, cleanses from all sin. Scriptures re-echo these truths time and time again.  For God is not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance and live.  


Tragically a man may say, “I don’t want God.”  But he can never truthfully declare, “God does not want me,” for Christ died for all to draw them into His kingdom.  Indeed, He wants you.
III.  Am I my brother’s keeper?


If the most significant questions of life are those that deal with our relationship to God, then the questions of next importance are those that deal with man’s relationship to man.  Along these lines the first question of any magnitude came shortly after the fall into sin.  It came from the mouth of Adam and Eve’s first-born son, Cain.


With a heart full of jealousy he murdered his brother Abel.  Shortly afterwards God came to Cain and asked, “Cain, where is your brother Abel?”  Cain replied with a lie: “I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?”  It is a question born in the heart of a murderer.  We would do well to remember that.


Not many would want to identify themselves with Cain, yet unknowingly we do.  Prejudice, hatred, unkindness or cold indifference to others says, “I am not my brother’s keeper.  What he does is his own business.  I’ve got my concerns; he’s got his.”  Perhaps, no human court would ever convict us for that, but before God such thoughts stand condemned for the Lord has said, “Whoever hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.”


Am I my brother’s keeper? We may answer, “No!” But there is an answer of an entirely different kind shown to us from the cross.


When Jesus looked down from the cross, His gaze fell on His enemies; and He forgave them.  His head turned to the criminal; and He pardoned him.  Next His eyes beheld some loved ones, and His attention was drawn to His mother.  We would expect her there, for mothers worry about their sons.


She had been there to wrap her new-born Son in swaddling clothes as she laid Him in a manger.  She had been there when the twelve year old could not be found in the company of those returning home from the festival.  Worried she turned back to Jerusalem to look for Him and searched until He was located in the temple.  Although she became increasingly aware of the unfolding of His divine nature and work, He was still her son.  Rejected by man, forsaken by God, He was still her son.


In the midst of His agony, Jesus’ eye rested on her.  Seeing her need, He bid His disciple John to care for her for love, sympathy, and helpfulness should prevail among those who are called His disciples. Under Him we are each other’s keepers.


What He did there, He did not only for her but for us.  In perfect obedience throughout His life He fulfilled for us the divine law of love.  And by His innocent death, He paid the penalty for the times we have not been our mothers’ and brothers’ keepers.


Am I my brother’s keeper?  There are only two answers to it.  The one is from Cain, a murderer; the other is from Christ, the Savior.  Cain or Christ?  Which shall it be?

IV.  How serious is sin?


In these times of national and worldly uncertainty, people ask questions that they think are vitally important to life here.  The questions are valid, as we seek with God’s help to forge our future.  But of greater importance for our future well-being are those questions which are not often asked.  And the one that we dare not ignore to ask, especially in hard times, is: How serious is sin?  Something of the seriousness of sin and its effect upon people may be seen in the tragic occurrences of the past.  


Sin produces dire consequences.  We see it in a Flood that covered the earth and swallowed up man and beast, except those whom God safely nestled in the ark.  We see it in the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, cities well known for their vice and shameful ways.  We see it among Old Testament Israel, God’s chosen people who rebelled against Him and whom He scattered across the wilderness.  How serious is sin?  Do we need to ask?  This is how serious sin is.  

From twelve noon until three a strange darkness settled over Calvary and “all the land” on the day Jesus was crucified.  All grew silent except for the groans of those on the cross.  Then at three Christ cried out with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?  That is My God, why have you forsaken me?” 


Forsaken by God! Who can understand it?  Who can fathom the depths of suffering that gave rise to such a cry of anguish?  Abandoned by God, Christ suffers the full brunt of hell.  Though we cannot comprehend its horror, we know why He suffered so.  The cause? Sin is serious business; it brings down God’s punishment upon it.  And Christ willingly suffered it in our place.


How serious is sin?  It separates man from God and plunges him into hell.  Thank God it moved Him in love to send His Son to endure it for us.  And in that love Christ triumphed over it.


We dare not regard it lightly.  We daily abhor it, repent of it, and cling to the Savior to receive His gracious forgiveness.  Then we serve Him in grateful love, remembering till our last hour that He was forsaken by God that we might never be.

V. Why do the righteous suffer?


When a bad man suffers, we tend to say, “He’s getting what he deserved.”  But when a believer suffers, it does not seem right and fair to us.  Why do the righteous suffer?  Look at Christ.


Mocked, scourged, bloodied, nailed to a cross, hanging between heaven and earth.  Through it all, His thoughts are not on Himself, but on those around Him.  Now, for the first time on the cross, He expresses a need for Himself:  “I thirst,” He cries.  Such intense suffering, and all He wants is a drink.  Why did He, the Righteous One, suffer so?


Many will say He suffered because of wicked men: a greedy disciple, self-righteous leaders, a paranoid Roman governor, and sadistic soldiers.  True, he did suffer because of wicked men.  Even the Bible says that.  But that is not the whole answer.  Why did He suffer?  Not only because of wicked men, but for wicked men.  
