March 18, 2007 Lent 4 John 19:23,24
INDIFFERENCE TO THE CROSS

The Apostle Paul tells us that the cross is foolishness to some, but to those
who are being saved, it is the way of salvation and the power of God. Funny,
many people buy into the foolishness of the cross idea and not His power. Some
think they can find another way to heaven. Some say this life is all there is so
don’t preach to me about a cross. Just look around at some of the action of those
who wear crosses around their necks and you begin to wonder what do they
believe. Do they understand the meaning of the cross? Or is it just some symbol on
a chain hung around ones neck for decoration.

We Christians know the true meaning of the cross. Well | hope we do. |
mean, after all, our Savior died on a cross. When we survey that wondrous cross
on which our Savior died we must feel something. At least | hope we feel
something. During the movie The Passion many Christians were upset by the way
Jesus was portrayed and tortured. It was too horrible some thought. But others, like
myself, felt, yes it was horrible but we need to remember what it cost Jesus in
order to purchase our salvation. It wasn’t a ho hum kind of thing. It was receiving
the humiliation cries of the crowds. The humiliation of his closest friends running
to safety. It was the humiliation of standing before the religious leaders as they

falsely accused him of doing something wrong. It was the humiliation of the



people who would yell out things as he made his way to Golgotha carrying the
cross on his back. It was the humiliation of the people who shouted for him to
come down from the cross and they would believe he was the Son of God. And
we can’t forget the nails. No! We can’t forget the pain and agony as each blow of
the hammer drove the spikes further and further into his flesh.

Oh we don’t want to think about that. Our stomachs become squeamish
thinking about that. But hey, you can’t have victory without the pain. You can’t
have a resurrection without a death on the cross. There could not be a bridge to
God without the cross. So no matter what you might be thinking this 4™ Sunday in
Lent, without the cross there would have been no salvation. Let me take that

statement back. Without the cross on which Jesus died, you or |, or anyone past or

present would not have salvation.

This morning’s devotion talked about the soldiers at the foot of the cross. Let
me read from John’s Gospel his account of what those guys were doing while
Jesus was hanging on that tree. 19:23,24

| think they could have cared less about what was going on. All they knew
was this was another of the crucifixion details that got them out of the city for a
little while. Maybe it was a hot day and they had been at this for some time. They
march this man to this place through the winding roads of the city, up the hills,

down the paths until they came to this place on a hill where those from other areas



would pass daily. He was to be an example to others not to mess with Rome. He
was to be an example to those who were rebels. You mess with us, you will pay
the high cost with your life.

So this group of men who guarded these 3 hanging on the cross could care
less about what was going on. In fact, while they hung there, they laughed, told
jokes, talked about what they would do when this was all over, and finally
gambled for the man in middles clothing.

They could care less about the sorrow of his mother and the other women
who came to be with Jesus. They could care less about his followers who come to
grieve together. All they cared about was keeping the peace. They just watched to
make sure what was ordered was taken care of. No feelings! No cares! It’s justa
job! By the luck of the draw, we might say, they were there at the foot of the cross
while the most important person they would ever know would be crucified.

But at this time they were filled with indifference. They sat on the ground
and rolled the dice to see who would get every piece of his clothing. And we might
wonder why. After all nothing was worth anything. Not even Jesus’ tunic, the
purple robe he had draped upon him. It wasn’t as if it was a brand name, nor hey,
it wasn’t as if this was a famous person so it would be good to have as a
remembrance. It was just dirty clothing the Nazarene who caused so much

confusion these last days in Jerusalem was wearing. And now, they were gambling



to see who would take home the unwanted, unneeded things. They didn’t even
think about giving them to his mother. Once again, | say, they could care less for
there was indifference at the foot of the cross that day.

But let’s not give it just to them. There was indifference at the cross that day
BY THE PEOPLE. Oh yeah there was. Some cheered what was going on.
Maybe for some this was their daily entertainment, watching some men being
crucified. Maybe some of those who were here had followed Jesus, or even met
Jesus one day. But you want to know something? He wasn’t in all their hearts.
That’s why they wanted another miracle. They wanted another miracle so then
they might believe. Who cares if he raised a dead person named Lazarus. Who
cares if he fed 5,000 people with a couple fish and a few loaves of bread. Who
cares if the blind could see, the lame could walk. “Jesus, if you are the Son of
God. If you are the Messiah. If you are who you say you are, come down from that
cross right now and we will believe,” they yelled at him. But did they believe he
could do just that? I don’t think so. I don’t think if Jesus blinked the heavens
opened and they could have seen God himself, that they would have believed. No!
Another miracle was out of the question. They had all they were going to have.
They either believed or were lost. So they bad mouthed him. They yelled stuff at

him. But in no way did they believe in him.



And there was indifference at the cross BY THE RELIGIOUS LEADERS.
It’s amazing that they stuck around so long. After all, they got their job done when
Pilate pronounced his verdict and punishment. “Jesus of Nazareth I find you
guilty and sentence you to be crucified. Captain take him away and put him on the
cross. But hear me you Hebrew people. | find no fault in him. But for your sake he
will die,” Pilate said. And then he washed his hands of the matter, literally. But no
matter how much he washed he would never get out from under because it was his
decision that Jesus was put to death. His name lives on and on. But it’s not because
of his conquests or his leadership, but because of this one act for he was the one
who sentenced Jesus to death. Every creed we say states that Jesus “suffered
under Pontius Pilate and was crucified.”

But these religious leaders made sure the job was carried out. They watched
as Jesus made the journey to the cross. They watched as he was nailed to the cross
and the cross was lifted high for all to see. They were angered at the sign above his
head that read “Jesus, the king of the Jews” and they wanted that stricken because
as far as they were concerned he was not their king. But Pilate would not change
his mind.

They watched and waited to see what would happen to him. They even

threw their own taunts at him. They even yelled for a miracle and they would



believe. But of course, none happened. And when the end came, for the religious
leaders it was the end to their problems. Or was their nightmare just beginning?

And there was indifference at the cross BY THE SOLDIERS. As I’ve
already stated they could have cared less about what was happening. As far as
they were concerned, they were doing the duty of Rome. It may not have been the
best of duty, but at least they had a chance to gamble for the things left behind by
those dying on the cross. They were there to keep the peace...to make sure nothing
happened out of the ordinary. Perhaps of all the people gathered at the foot of the
cross, this one single group had no concern for what was going on.

And then it happened. The final breath of Jesus came and as we might say,
‘all hell broke loose.” The rains came, the winds blew, darkness filled the area.
People were scared. They ran from that place like they were trying to hide from a
tornado or a hurricane. The lighting struck all around them as Jesus’ head lowered
and he gave up his spirit. And with this, one man, the leader of those on duty, the
Centurion who had witnessed one crucifixion after the other, looked up at the body
of Jesus and cried out for all to hear, “It’s true. You are the Son of God.”

WOW! How extraordinary! Out of all who were at the foot of the cross one
man, a soldier makes his confession of faith in Jesus. As John Wesley would say

of this soldier, “His heart was strangely warmed.”



My mind goes back to an old movie that many of you have seen at least
once. Well, at least some of us older ones, anyway. It stared Richard Burton. The
name of the movie was The Robe. Now I can’t remember it all, but one scene
came to mind. Richard Burton played the Centurion. In the movie he just made
sure the crowds kept back. He listened to the hecklers. He listened to the requests
of the religious leaders poking fun at the man of the cross. He heard the words
from the other 2 being crucified with Jesus, and how Jesus told one man that he
would be with him in paradise that very day. He gambled and he won the tunic.
And when Jesus died, when he gave up his spirit, it was Richard Burton’s
character who changed. The rest of the movie was about him and that robe. He
who won the robe was transformed from sinner to saint. Oh, not over night, but in
the days ahead as what happened at the foot of the cross touched his life and would
not let him go. Well, at least that’s how I remember it.

And then | thought how the real Richard Burton must have been touched by
all that took place because the movie touched my heart. But he was just acting. In
reality, he was as indifferent as those other actors he was making the movie with.
As far as he was concerned, it was just a movie. He got big bucks, but no heart
change. What a shame.

My friends, THERE IS STILL INDIFFERENCE TODAY. For some, to

talk about the cross is still foolishness. Let me remind you of the Apostle Paul’s



words found in 1 Corinthians.“* For t he message of the
who are perishing, but to us who are
You know you can carry a cross in your pocket like I do and it can remind
you of the cost of your salvation. You can wear a cross around your neck like I do
on Sunday mornings to remind me of the pain of the nails being driven into Jesus’
hands and feet for my sins. You can wear a cross around your neck as a
decoration, or a symbol of your faith. And it is up to you, whether there is meaning
or not in that cross.
People love to gamble. Look at Pete Rose. He admitted he bet on his own
team everyday of the year that they would win. He has been banned from the
Baseball Hall of Fame. He belongs to the list of those who belong to the Hall of
Shame. We have casinos, slot machines, places like VVegas where people can go
and gamble. We have Peoria, the gambling boats in the southern part of the state
and we have the off track betting parlors if you like horse racing. Now a days you
can bet on the NCAA basketball games. Many offices have harmless office pools.
We also have the Lotto. One of the rising TV shows is on ESPN centered on the
game of poker. You can buy the chips or the tables almost anywhere. Even
Christians gamble. I’d like to tell some to just put the money they are buying lotto
tickets with in the offering plate, for it would do far better good. People love to

gamble and they gamble on just about anything or everything.



But I’m going to tell you the one gamble that you don’t want to make. Some
say life is a gamble. But I don’t believe it. Some gamble with where they will
spend eternity. But I wouldn’t recommend it. This is not a game. Don’t gamble
that God will welcome you into his presence just because you think you deserve
to be there. For I'll let you in on a secret, the only way to heaven is through the
cross on which Jesus died.

This morning, don’t roll the dice, but be assured of entering into the gates of
heaven. This is serious business. That’s why we know that the foolishness of the
cross is only for those who are perishing, for the cross is the power of salvation for
those of us who are being saved.

My friends, those guys at the foot of the cross gambled for much more than
Jesus’ clothing. They gambled with their future. How about you?

Listen as | read from one of our hymns about that valued cross.

“On a hill far away stood an ol d
shame; And I love that old cross, where the dearest and best for a world of lost
sinners was slain. So I "Il <cherish t
down. | wi || cling, to the old rugge

This morning, as another week of Lent winds down, and another begins.

If there is anyone who came to worship this morning with the wrong idea

about the cross, but now has been touched by it, | pray you have the courage to



take the next step. If God has touched you today and you want to embrace that
same cross for salvation or renewal of your commitment | invite you to the foot
of the cross today and let me introduce you to Jesus as your personal Savior. Don’t
throw the dice and gamble away your place in eternity. Come to the one who

holds your future in his hands. He who has ears, let him hear the master’s voice.



