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THE SUBSTITUTION OF THE SON
(Mark 15:6-20)

SUBJECT: Atonement
F.C.F.: What did Christ accomplish on the cross? 
PROPOSITION: Since Jesus died for us, we must live for him.
INTRODUCTION

A. In his book, The Cross of Christ, British pastor and author John Stott points out that from the beginning, the symbol Christians chose to represent their faith was the cross. It may well instead have been the manger, the sign of Christ’s incarnation. Or it may well have been the empty tomb, the reminder of Christ’s glorious resurrection. But the early believers understood that the centrality of what Jesus accomplished was the cross. 


But what did his death on the cross actually accomplish? Somehow, Christ’s death on the cross has reconciled us to God. But how, exactly, did this happen? Over the centuries, various theologians have attempted to explain the answer. 


 B. One view became known as the “ransom-to-Satan” theory of the atonement. Reformed theologian, Louis Berkhof notes that this was a theory of the early church, popularized by the church father, Origen. In this view, all people had become enslaved to the devil, his property, when Adam sided with the tempter instead of submitting to God. In order to rescue his people, Jesus offered his own life to Satan in exchange for their freedom. But Satan was deceived. In the end, he could not retain his hold on Jesus, and he rose from the dead. This is the view that is on display in C.S. Lewis’ popular children’s book, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. But this explanation finds little support in Scripture, and eventually it disappeared for lack of rational, biblical support. If any ransom was paid to save sinners, it was paid to God. 


Perhaps the oddest “theory” was that of French theologian, Peter Abelard who died in 1142 A.D. It is sometimes called the “moral theory.” It suggests that we were the ones who were offended and afraid to trust God, so God showed his love by sending Jesus to die. Make no mistake, his suffering and death actually accomplished nothing at all except to show us God’s love. But, if his death accomplished nothing for us, the how exactly did it show God’s love? Suppose a pastor wanted to prove to is congregation that he loved them. So, one Sunday morning they arrived to find their pastor standing high on the church roof. When they had all gathered, he shouted, “I want to show you how much I love you!” and threw himself to his death below. Most would conclude that all he demonstrated was his stupidity. 


Though some have found it objectionable, the Bible points instead to the coming of Christ and of his atoning work as a work of substitution. The innocent One gave his life in exchange for the guilty. In doing so, the innocent one satisfied God’s righteous requirement for offended justice, and the guilty one was then counted as righteous for the sake of the innocent.  


C. And in our text for this morning, the substitutionary work of Christ on the cross is so evident as to be undeniable. And since Jesus died for us, we must live for him. As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15: “14 For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; 15 and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised.”
I. REMEMBER THE LEGACY OF SUBSTITUTION.

A. The idea of substitution, of one taking the place of another, especially when it comes to God’s censure for sin, is of longstanding in Scripture. It is telling that when Adam and Eve, naked and ashamed, left the garden under his judgment, the Lord himself clothed them with animal skins, presumably still dripping with blood. Their nakedness, representing their vulnerability to God’s judgement, was covered by the Lord himself killing animals. 

Fast forward to Abraham ready to plunge in the knife, with Isaac up on the altar on Mount Moriah, at the Lord’s direction. He was stopped by the angel of the Lord, and, at the last minute, a ram was sacrificed on the altar in his stead. Abraham had not brought the ram: it was there, caught in the thicket. The Lord himself provided the required sacrifice. 


B. The symbolism could not be clearer. The beloved son of promise, under the curse, the sentence of death. But God provided the sacrifice instead, a substitute. It became a saying, “On the mount of the LORD it shall be provided.” This was thousands of years before Jesus staggered up the same mountain, and God the Father provided him for our salvation. 


Fast forward again to another place and time, to Egypt hundreds of years after Abraham and Isaac. On the eve of their release from slavery and death, the Lord sent the destroying angel to slay the firstborn of every household in the land, including the firstborn of the families of Israel. Their one hope was to believe the Lord and slay a lamb instead, splashing its blood around the doorframe of their house. The blood of the lamb would protect the household. The slain lamb took the place of the firstborn, one life for another, a clear substitution. 

C. And here is Mark 15 the connection is drawn unmistakably. “6 Now at the feast….” we read in verse 6. Which feast? We know from context that it was the Passover feast, the commemoration of the most famous act of substitution in the Old Testament, the deed that Israel was required to recall and to mark each year so that they would not forget this act of substitution. We find that it was not simply to recall and to give thanks to God for this act of mercy and grace, but it looked forward to an even greater gift on their behalf, the gift of his Son, the true Passover Lamb slain as a substitute for them.
II. REALIZE THE ACT OF SUBSTITUTION. 


A. And it is made even clearer by the crowd’s choice of Barabbas. Most every retelling of the story of Christ’s crucifixion includes the story of Barabbas. Mark prominently features him for good reason.  

“6 Now at the feast he used to release for them one prisoner for whom they asked. 7 And among the rebels in prison, who had committed murder in the insurrection, there was a man called Barabbas. 8 And the crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to do as he usually did for them. 9 And he answered them, saying, “Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?” 10 For he perceived that it was out of envy that the chief priests had delivered him up. 11 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have him release for them Barabbas instead. 12 And Pilate again said to them, “Then what shall I do with the man you call the King of the Jews?” 13 And they cried out again, “Crucify him.” 14 And Pilate said to them, “Why? What evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Crucify him.”

B. It’s so very clear that Jesus died in the place of a vile murderer, the righteous for the unrighteous. But the details are worth noting closely. Pilate had this strange custom, perhaps to curry favor with the people. Mark introduces Barabbas as a murderer who participated in “the insurrection” against Rome. So, he was not only a killer, but an enemy of the state. But notice who initiates the dialogue. “8 And the crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to do as he usually did for them.”

C. One of the enduring puzzles surrounding holy week is how an adoring crowd that greeted Jesus on Palm Sunday could have turned so decisively against him a mere five days later. The answer is that this was a different crowd. Why had this crowd gathered there anyhow? Who was this crowd that rose early that day to assemble at the door to Pilate’s stateroom, while most were just waking up?


The answer is obvious. They were the supporters of Barabbas! They were in favor of the insurrection. Now read this carefully: “8 And the crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to do as he usually did for them. 9 And he answered them, saying, “Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?” 10 For he perceived that it was out of envy that the chief priests had delivered him up. 11 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have him release for them Barabbas instead.” Why was the crowd there in the first place? It was not really about Jesus, but about securing the release of their hero, the freedom fighter, their champion, Barabbas. So, they called for his release. And Pilate is surprised. 

Barabbas was their choice because their main goal was to boot out the Romans and restore national primacy to Israel. Barabbas sought to accomplish this by violence, and they hailed him as their hero. 


D. And this explains why they rejected Jesus so viciously. He had refused to be their political king, to lead the revolution. He came preaching repentance for their sins and reconciliation to God. It was a message offensive to many. They were not the problem, Rome was! They were the good guys! The Romans were the evil tyrants. God was on their side: what’s this nonsense about their having to repent? “12 And Pilate again said to them, “Then what shall I do with the man you call the King of the Jews?” 13 And they cried out again, “Crucify him.” 14 And Pilate said to them, “Why? What evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Crucify him.”

Crucifixion was the most horrific form of death ever devised. It was a horror that made even the most stalwart shudder. One would only wish this on the most hated and despised offender. This crowd had favored the way of power revolution and hatefully despised Jesus for rejecting that path. 
III. RECEIVE THE AGENT OF SUBSTITUTION.

A. If the head of those Israelite households in Egypt had not believed God, if they had not slain those lambs and splashed the blood on their doorframes, then their firstborn would have died. Faith earns nothing, but only receives the gift God has promised. But faith must receive the gift. And when God gave his own Son as our Substitute, to rescue us from judgment and hell, we must respond in faith. Jesus did all the work: ours is to receive him with loving trust. 


What ordinarily stands in the way of saving faith is pride. The crowd that day rejected the true Savior who called for them to be reconciled to God through repentance and faith. No, the problem, they believed was not “in here” but was out there. Barabbas was their choice because he went out to fight their perceived enemy “out there.” Jesus had offended them by pointing out the true enemy, the sinful self. And, so, Jesus had to go! He had to be punished, destroyed in the most cruel and hateful way they could imagine. 


B. Some theologians react quite adamantly in denying that Christ’s atonement involved a “substitution.” They are suffering, I think, from the same ailment as the crowd that gathered before Pilate that day. They must think that any substitution is unnecessary, that God is not so holy and that we are not so sinful, even though the whole Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, shouts the truth. 

It was pride that killed us. And it is pride that keeps us from being saved. “You shall be like God!” “You’re a good person who only makes bad choices.” 

No, no, no! “9 Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.” (James 5:9-10) 
CONCLUSION

“16 And the soldiers led him away inside the palace (that is, the governor’s headquarters), and they called together the whole battalion. 17 And they clothed him in a purple cloak, and twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on him. 18 And they began to salute him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 19 And they were striking his head with a reed and spitting on him and kneeling down in homage to him. 20 And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the purple cloak and put his own clothes on him. And they led him out to crucify him.


When did Jesus begin to suffer and to pay the penalty for our sins? Did it only begin when they drove the nails into his hands and feet? Was it when the heavy cross was hoisted up and dropped with a thud into the hole in the ground? Remember, God had willed that Jesus should suffer for our sins, that when our sins were counted against him, he then, as the sin-bearer, deserved to be punished in our place. 


We may blame the cruel soldiers, the execution squad, for their abuse, and we should. They willingly engaged in the mocking and torture. They enjoyed it. But God also willed it. And, if you will, Jesus deserved it. He deserved this cruel torment…for I deserved it, for my sins. And you deserved it.

In supreme irony, the only Man in the whole story who was innocent of any crime was the One they condemned to death! One of them was actually a cold-blooded killer. The rest were all co-conspirators in the murder of the Son of God. Some actually carried it out. But only the Man they killed was innocent, the only one. All the rest were worthy of death, all of them. 

The only righteous, fully innocent Man who ever lived was sentenced to death by the highest court in the world, by the Roman governor, the official representative of the Caesar of Rome. The condemned man could not have been dying for anything he had done. He was clearly dying for someone else, in their place, a Substitute. 

Is he your Substitute? Have you received his remarkable, most precious gift of salvation? Either he paid, or you will pay. This is the only choice. “21 For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Corinthian 5:21) J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


