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Lent 6
Celebrate Jesus…

who courageously completed his assigned mission
Introduction
Mel Gibson…

Last year he produced The Passion of the Christ,


a film showing – in vivid detail – the suffering and death of Jesus.
Some years before,

Gibson played William Wallace in the movie Braveheart.
That film, too, was bloody and violent.
You may remember the final gory scene.

William Wallace was a Scottish revolutionary.

His campaign to free his beloved Scotland from the control of England led to his arrest.

As the townsfolk gather to witness the trial,


Wallace is tortured unmercifully.

The revolutionary is given one last chance 
to pledge allegiance to the King of England.
But Wallace is defiant...

and the whole tortuous routine is repeated.

Finally the hooded executioner gets the signal.
As he raises the sharpened sword that will sever Wallace’s head,


the victim cries “Free-e-e-e-dom!”

Mel Gibson may be remembered in our nation 

for his violent movies.
But William Wallace is revered in Scotland 

for his commitment to his ideals.

Isn’t that also part of Christ’s appeal?


his dogged determination to achieve his goal? 


For almost two months now, we’ve focused on Jesus.
In the process, we’ve discovered what makes him so attractive.

We’ve been impressed with his communication skills…

the ease with which he relates to people like you and me.
We’ve been captivated by his leadership skills…

his vision of a better life for people like us.

And today, we admire his dedication…


his passion in pursuing his purpose on planet earth. 

What was that purpose?
If we were listening, we heard him tell us only moments ago.

In our lesson for today, Jesus said:

“We are on our way up to Jerusalem.  When we get there, the Son of Man will be betrayed…  (People) will mock and spit on him, give him the third degree, and kill him.” [Mark 10:33-34 MSG]
Most of us are intent on living.

Jesus, though, was intent on dying.

A cross was his goal.
He never took his eyes off that crude and cruel instrument of torture.

We could call him the “cross-eyed Christ”.

The cross-eyed Christ

Jesus had a passion. 
Do you?

Jesus summarized the purpose of his life in a simple statement of less than 50 words.

Can you?
Harold Kushner is a Jewish rabbi, 

known for his rather controversial book about “bad things happening to good people”
Late in life, Kushner wrote another book…


a work entitled Living a life that matters.

In that book, Kushner maintains that 
everyone wants to live a life that matters…



everyone wants to die knowing that they made a difference in the world.

Just this past week, we saw again how living on purpose can change lives…

at least in Georgia.
We saw how having a purpose literally saved the lives of two people:

Ashley Smith…and Brian Nichols.
Folks, if you don’t have a clue…

if you don’t really know “what on earth you’re doing here”,



then take a look at the book.

Actually two books…both best-sellers:


the one Jesus wrote and the one Ashley read.

In this book (Bible), Jesus summarized our purpose on this planet;


and in this book (Purpose Driven Life), Rick Warren popularized those purposes.

How you and I discover our reason for living, though,

does not top our agenda today.

We’re more concerned about how a purpose – a passion – impacts our lives.

That’s the item we’ll discuss

as we this morning follow the cross-eyed Christ



on his journey to Jerusalem…and his date with destiny.
1) Not distracted…
We note, first of all, that – on his journey to the cross – 

Jesus was not distracted.
He was not distracted by a friend who became a foe.
Jesus had just revealed what he was doing on planet earth;

he had just told his friends that he was going to Jerusalem…



going there to suffer and die.

It was his friend Peter who tried to stop him…


tried to prevent him from fulfilling his purpose in life.

We all know what Jesus did.


“Get out of my way!” said Jesus. … “You have no idea how God works.” 

[Matthew 16:23 MSG]

Many of us also know what Jesus experienced that day.
Tell your relatives that God is calling you to southern China…

and listen to them question your emotional stability:



“You must be crazy!  Nobody in their right mind goes there!”

Inform your friends that God wants you to work with the homeless in the inner city…


and hear their sudden concern for your physical safety:


“You can get raped there.  You might even be murdered.”

Let your family know that you’ve decided to start going to church to worship God…


and wait for their offer of a ticket to a guilt trip:



“Well, we’re not going.  And, if you do, you’ll break up the family!”

On the way to fulfilling his purpose in life,


Jesus was not distracted by friends who became foes.

He also was not distracted by foes who became friends.

Remember, on that first Palm Sunday,

Jesus went to – and through – Jerusalem.
The crowds welcomed him as king;


they worshiped him as king;



they wanted to enthrone him as their king.

But Jesus didn’t stay in Jerusalem;


he knew these friends were fickle



and, by week’s end, would be his foes.

So what did he do?

He went through the city…and to the cross on a hill outside the city.

This cross-eyed Christ wasn’t swayed by public opinion.

But we are, aren’t we?

We seem to look like everyone else…live like everyone else.

Surveys regularly show that, in these United States,


there is no noticeable difference in lifestyle 

between those who claim to be Christians and those who don’t.

I wonder: in all the decisions we make


-- in the clothes we buy, the homes we build, 

the jobs we accept, the churches we attend –


do we ever stop to ask: “Is this what God wants?”

That, however, is the only question Jesus ever asked.

“Is this what God wants?”

No wonder he was never distracted.

No wonder he stayed the course.

That impresses me…because I know how fickle I can be.

I know how easily I become absorbed with what I want.

I know how easily I rationalize my lack of commitment

I know how easily my feelings get hurt…

and get to me to give up the mission God has given me.
I’m ever so thankful, then, that Jesus stayed the course.

I look at this cross-eyed Christ…

and see how much I need him in my life.

I need his passion and purpose when my own plans leave me cold and empty.
I need his resolve when mine gives out.

I need his strength when I am weak.

I need his forgiveness when I fail. 
I like Jesus and what he did…what he did for me.
I pray that you do as well.
2) But disturbed
Jesus was not distracted as he pursued his purpose with a passion,

but he was disturbed.

Two encounters on his way to the cross upset him.
Both show us another side of Jesus;


both serve as a warning to the likes of you and me.

A man named Mark records the first encounter:
“The next day, he (Jesus) was hungry.  Off in the distance, he saw a fig tree in full leaf.  He came up to it expecting to find something for breakfast, but found nothing but fig leaves.  (It wasn’t yet the season for figs.)  He addressed the tree: “No one is going to eat fruit from you again – ever!”
[Mark 11:12-14 MSG]

Did you get that?
Simply because Jesus didn’t get the fruit he wanted,


he cursed a fig tree.

And he cursed that fig tree 

even though he knew it wasn’t the season for that tree to produce figs.
Whew! Talk about a temper!
Such an outburst raises eye-brows – and questions – then as well as now.

No wonder Jesus offers an explanation…


and a simple one at that.

Basically, he tells his disciples and us:

“No faith…no future”

But, on the other hand, he goes on to say,


“If you recognize God’s purpose for your life…



and if you rely on God’s power in your life,




you can do the impossible;




if you’re a fig tree, you can even produce fruit out of season.”

This is what Jesus actually said:

“Embrace this God-life.  Really embrace it, and nothing will be too much for you.  This mountain, for instance: just say “Go jump in the lake…and it’s as good as done. That’s why I urge you to pray for absolutely everything, ranging from small to large.  Include everything as you embrace this God-life, and you’ll get God’s everything.” 

[Mark 11:22-24 MSG]
Remember the fig tree, folks.

Have faith…and you have a future.

But it’s hell…

it’s hell to pass through this world 

not recognizing God’s purpose for your life…

not relying on God’s power in your life
On his way to the cross,

Jesus was disturbed by a tree …and a temple –

by a tree that served no purpose…




and by a temple used for the wrong purpose.

Again, that man named Mark tells us what happened:
“Immediately on entering the temple, Jesus started throwing out everyone who had set up shop there… He kicked over the tables of the bankers… He didn’t let anyone even carry a basket through the Temple.” [Mark 11:15-16 MSG]
Another temper tantrum.

More raised eyebrows and questions.

And again, Jesus’ simple explanation:

“You’re using God’s house for the wrong purpose”.

“My house,” says Jesus…


“My house was designated a house of prayer for all nations;



You’ve turned it into a hangout for thieves.” [Mark 11:17 MSG]
Using a house of God in the wrong way…for the wrong purpose –

such a thing could never happen here!

Or could it?

What was it that Jesus said?


“My house was designated…for all nations; you’ve turned it into a hangout”

Does Jesus’ description of his house fit this house?

Do we welcome all kinds?


Or just your kind…and my kind?

We, of course, still haven’t turned this place into a “hangout for thieves”;


but have we turned it into our hangout?

Several weeks ago, someone told me that this seemed like the perfect church.

I almost retched.

I know that this church isn’t perfect because I’m here.

And I know that if you go to another church, 

that place won’t be perfect either…because you’ll be there.

Folks, there ain’t no such thing as a perfect church on planet earth.

Every church has something that disturbs Jesus…

something that needs to be cleaned up…cleaned out.

There is an ancient prayer that we would do well to pray today:

“For feeling satisfied with things as they are in the church,


and failing to share your indignation, forgive us, O Lord.”

Remember the temple, folks.

It was a mess.

And it was in such a mess,

not because it wasn’t doing things right



-- I’m sure the temple merchants were very good at what they did.

It was in a mess


simply because it wasn’t doing the right things.

3) And determined 
The cross-eyed Christ wasn’t distracted as he pursued his purpose with a passion.

But he was disturbed…


and he was determined.

Nothing would deter him from accomplishing what he set out to do.

Why?

What drove this man?

Peter, Paul -- but not Mary -- have the answer.

Yes, Peter finally discovered the purpose of Jesus’ life on this planet…


and he shares this discovery with us.

He tells us:

This is “what Christ did definitively: suffered because of others’ sins, the Righteous One for the unrighteous ones.  He went through it all – was put to death and then made alive – to bring us to God.” [1 Peter 3:18 MSG]
Jesus went through it all…to bring us to God.

But there’s more…

and it’s Paul who reveals that.

He says: 

Jesus “died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.”  [2 Corinthians 5:15 NIV]
Jesus also died that those who live should live for him
Let me put it this way…

Why was Christ so cross-eyed?

Why did he pursue his purpose with such a passion?

Look in a mirror.

It was all about you.

He did it all for you.

And now…now he wants you to do it all for him.

Your purpose today?

It’s all about Him…


and what you can do for him.

Conclusion
On my way to visit my father in central Wisconsin this past week,


I passed one of those “floors and more” stores.

In the window was a sign that read “Finishers wanted”.
I don’t know what kind of “finishers” they wanted.

I suspect it is the kind of people 

who get down on their hands and knees to finish hardwood floors.

I do, however, know the kind of “finisher” I want --

I want a finisher like Jesus.

He never gave up until he got us…


until he made it possible for you and me

to “be his own and live under him in his kingdom”

I also know the kind of finishers that Jesus wants.

He’s looking for people like you and me…


people who will both begin and finish the work God has given us to do.

No, it’s not easy to be a finisher.

So let’s do what has been suggested.
As you and I begin this week that has been called holy,

“Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross….  Consider him…so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”  [Hebrews 12:2-3 NIV]
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