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INTRODUCTION

A. This coming week concludes with July fourth, the Fourth of July, the great American holiday. It usually involves a day off work, perhaps a backyard barbeque with friends, maybe a weekend getaway, and a late-night fireworks display. It commemorates the 1776 signing of the American Declaration of Independence, which is usually counted as the beginning, the birth of our nation.

This is a significant year to celebrate as you know: two hundred fifty years since that signing; a quarter of a millennium as a nation. What’s rare and remarkable is that this nation was founded not on some ethnic identity, but upon an idea, the idea of freedom, of a limited government elected by and answerable to the governed. A war for independence had to be fought for this freedom, this so-called “experiment in democracy.” And, whether many realize it or not, this is what we celebrate each year during this true American holiday.

B. The Jews enjoyed a similar holiday, though it arose under quite different circumstances. The first great festival of Israel commanded by God was the Passover. It commemorated Israel leaving slavery and death in Egypt, released, set free by the strong arm of the Lord. So significant was this event that God ordered their whole calendar to be reset, and the day of their exodus or departure to become the first day of their new year. In their distress and despair, Israel had cried out to the Lord. He heard their cry, remembered his covenant with Abraham, and sent Moses to deliver them. 


What we now know is that the Old Testament people of God served as a type of greater things to come. A “type” is a person, place, event, or institution in the Old Testament that pictures a greater reality, unveiled and disclosed in the New Testament. The Passover harkened back to God’s delivering his people from Egypt, protecting them from destruction by sacrificing a lamb and splashing its blood on the doorframe of their house. But it also looked forward to Jesus protecting his people from destruction by shedding his own blood on the cross. 


C. As we have noted, the Jewish leaders had determined that Jesus not be killed during the Passover festival. But God overruled them through an opportunistic traitor named Judas Iscariot. In this way the Lord God insured that we would be able to connect the dots between the type and the fulfillment. We could then see Jesus as God’s true Passover Lamb who would rescue us from our sin and the judgment we deserve. God wanted us to see this great sign of his keeping his promise of salvation in Christ. 
So first, we must…

I. BEHOLD THE SIGN OF SUBSTITUTION.


A. There was something unique about the tenth and final plague that the Lord inflicted upon Egypt. God’s people dwelt in a separate geographical region called “Goshen.” And when the plagues fell: the frogs, the gnats, the flies, the hail, the locusts, the darkness, it’s clear that they only afflicted Egypt, but did not touch or trouble God’s people in Goshen. The tenth and final plague was the “plague of the firstborn.” On a certain night, the angel of destruction would visit every home and kill the firstborn son. 


But unlike the other plagues, this one would fall upon Goshen, upon the Israelites as well. What we must remember is that, while Israel was God’s chosen people, and while Egypt had sinned greatly by enslaving the people of Israel, the Israelites were also sinners who had broken God’s law. They also were liable to God’s judgment of death and hell for sin. 


B. And God gave the provision of the lamb to Israel. Each household was to kill a flawless lamb, to apply its blood to the doorposts and lintel of their house. And when the destroying angel would see the blood, he would not enter that home but would pass over it. It was a clear act of substitution. The sinners in the home deserved God’s judgment, but God allowed that another could take their place. 


Substitution, that Jesus took our place, that he was enduring God’s wrath for our sin, is sometimes dismissed as a mere “theory of the atonement.” “We don’t really know what Jesus accomplished,” some argue, “only that somehow, through Jesus’ death, we are reconciled to God.” I’m not really sure why they make that argument when the truth is so obvious. Jesus may have been accomplishing more in going to the cross for us, but he was clearly the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” He was making “propitiation” for our sins. God was offended. By his atoning death, Jesus made satisfaction for our sin, made God propitious or favorable toward us once again. 

It’s true that Christ’s sacrifice is also called a “ransom” and “expiation.” His love displayed on the cross also draws sinners who were formerly hostile to God. But the true heart of his work on our behalf was substitution. I explained this to my preschoolers and kindergarteners in Vacation Bible School: how wonderful it would be if, when they disobeyed and had to sit in the time-out chair or go to their room or have a spanking, how nice it would be if someone else would suffer the consequences for them. And then I reminded them that that’s what Jesus did for us. So, we must behold the sign of substitution. 
And…
II. BEHOLD THE SIGN OF PROTECTION.


A. God’s final plague applied to the firstborn of every home. I’m not sure it that involved adults as well as children. If the father or grandfather in the home was the firstborn in their family, would they also be in danger? Or did it only apply to the younger generation, the children, the minors? What we can be sure of is that it did apply to the children and youth. The Pharaoh of Egypt himself was not slain, but his firstborn son was. 


And it would be up to the adults in the home, the parents, most often up to the father to protect his son from this grave danger of judgment. I trust that we parents can see the solemn responsibility we bear in this regard. We teach our children to look both ways before crossing the street. We lock our doors, put hazardous chemicals on the highest shelf, and teach our kids not to take candy from strangers. But we may forget that the greatest threat to our children comes from the judgment of God himself. 

Again, the Passover is a type, a sign to us. Our entire family, everyone we know and love, even the whole world is rightly liable to the destroying angel for our sin. Only blood can turn him away. And it must be righteous blood. The lamb was to be spotless, flawless. But the lamb was only a temporary depiction of the greater reality to come: Jesus. 

B. And in this context, we really need to talk about baptism, the sign of the new covenant. I have many Baptist friends and I respect their zeal to see the conversions and professions of faith of the children of believers. I just think they are misreading the Bible. If the Old Testament delivers many types of the New Covenant in Jesus, then we need to read those signs rightly. Circumcision, which involved the shedding of a little blood, was applied to babies, specifically on the eighth day of their lives outside the womb, when they, of course, could make no profession of faith. By submitting their children for circumcision, our Old Testament spiritual ancestors introduced them into the Covenant. It was an act of protection, much like the blood applied to the doorframes in Goshen was an act of protection. 


We know that many, many circumcised Jews did not believe, of course. The wicked kings of Israel and Judah were all circumcised. And sadly, many baptized covenant children also depart from the faith when they are older.


 But while they were in the home, the circumcised, covenant children of Israel, and the baptized children of the New Covenant were protected. During the Passover festival, singles also were invited into a household for the night. 


I think it is important that we see the biblical analogy: From the very beginning, God has worked through households. Covenant children are covered by the blessing of the household. When they come to the age of discretion, okay, they must then own the faith for themselves. They must embrace Christ, or they become covenant breakers, cutting themselves off from the fellowship. 

C. But the truth is clear: the Passover implied protection. At the first Passover, the firstborn had to be in the covenant house, protected by the blood. Fathers were to see to it, to shield and shelter their children under the sign. We strap them in their car seats, take them for their checkups, and monitor their media exposure. Surely the sign of baptism and the parents taking and keeping the solemn vows that go along with it is the primary means of their protection. 


Behold the sign of substitution, the sign of protection, and the sign of deliverance.  

III. BEHOLD THE SIGN OF DELIVERANCE.


A. I was born into a good, faithful, gospel-preaching church. I believe that I was converted at a very early age, though I did not largely understand the gospel until I was in my middle teens. And, like all believers, there was need for and also provision for great sanctification, laying aside sin and living more and more for Jesus. 


So, I’m one of those who do not have the great, dramatic testimony of being saved in jail or in the rehab ward. As a young person, I honestly was too chicken to launch into the more public sins. Don’t get wrong: I was a wicked sinner, living much for self. I discovered an old black and white school picture of myself in fourth or fifth grade. I looked a little shifty. I don’t think I would have trusted that guy. I think that guy still could have gone either way. We are all a work in progress. 

B. And I used to envy those who had “a great testimony.” They were strung out on drugs, living in debauchery, perhaps in prison, and then the Lord delivered them! This may sound strange, but I often thought that it would have been nice to have the before and after: “I was living a horrible life of misery and shame, but the Lord wonderfully rescued me! I remember what it was like: the hopeless despair and disgrace, and I never want to go back there!” And I thank God for his mercy in creating wonderful testimonies like that by saving those who were plucked like burning brands from the fire. 


What gives me pause, though, is that having a great testimony did not seem to help Israel very much. They had been enslaved in Egypt for 400 years. Toward the end, their captors had decided to exterminate them: kill all the baby boys and incorporate all the girls as servants or sex slaves, and that would be the end of Israel. They cried out to God for deliverance, and he answered them, remembering his covenant with Abraham. With a mighty hand, the Lord virtually ruined Egypt and led his people out, eventually drowning the pursuing army of chariot drivers intent on mowing them down. That would be the makings of a great testimony!


And yet, literally within days of that mighty deliverance, they had seemed to have forgotten it all and were grumbling about the accommodations. No one was starving. They had a cloud to shade them from the heat during the day, and an overhead fire to provide light and warmth at night. And on numerous occasions they said, “We want to go back to Egypt!”   

They longed to go back to Egypt, to leeks and onions! Numbers 11:5 records their grumbling: “We remember the fish we ate in Egypt that cost nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.” “Oh, yeah, and also the slavery and the murders of our children, our baby boys tossed to the crocodiles in the Nile. Um, yeah, well, there was that, too.”

Now, to be fair, in Egypt they lived in houses. In the wilderness, they had to be mobile, so they lived in temporary shelters, in tents. But they were free, their children were safe, and they were on the way to the Promised Land!

C And, we must see the analogy of this Old Covenant picture, this type. For in Christ, we have been delivered from something far worse than mere slavery and death in Egypt. Our threat was the deep shame and degradation of sin and the coming, frightful Judgment Day before a thrice-holy God: the everlasting, never-ending torment, death, dishonor, and destruction in hell. 


And Jesus endured that judgment for his people, embracing it willingly that we might be delivered. Israel forgot the greatness of their deliverance and longed to go back. I think the analogy is clear. 
CONCLUSION

And now, here in Mark’s gospel, the stage is set. “12 And on the first day of Unleavened Bread, when they sacrificed the Passover lamb, his disciples said to him, “Where will you have us go and prepare for you to eat the Passover?” 13 And he sent two of his disciples and said to them, “Go into the city, and a man carrying a jar of water will meet you. Follow him, 14 and wherever he enters, say to the master of the house, ‘The Teacher says, Where is my guest room, where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’ 15 And he will show you a large upper room furnished and ready; there prepare for us.” 16 And the disciples set out and went to the city and found it just as he had told them, and they prepared the Passover.” 

This would not be just another Passover, but the last Passover as Jesus, the true sacrifice Lamb would be slain. It was a sign, fulfilled in Christ. 


It was a sign of substitution, as the Son of God bore our sins to the cross.

It was a sign of protection, as the work of Christ would shield us, and our covenant children, from the righteous curse and wrath of God we along with the rest of the people 


And it was a sign of deliverance, as Jesus would rescue and release us from both the penalty of sin and the power of sin, it’s shameful degradation as he restores us to a godly life worth living. J
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