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DID GOD DIE ON THE CROSS?
(Mark 15:33-41)
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A. The German psychologist Fritz Perls developed the method of treatment which he called “gestalt therapy.” “Gestalt” is a German word meaning “shape” or “form.” It focuses on seeing the unified whole instead of individual, isolated pieces, like hearing the melody instead of just individual notes. The practice sought to bring a person to a greater integration of their thoughts, points of realization, “aha!” moments of sudden understanding, connecting the dots, putting all the pieces together. This school of psychology faded as have many other such theories. 

But Mark has been leading us to the eye-popping, world-stopping truth that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. He told us this at the very outset: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” (1:1) This was confirmed by the voice from heaven at Jesus’ baptism: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” (1:11) And it was fully supported in Mark chapter 2 by that remarkable story of Jesus healing the paralyzed man. 

B. As you recall, Jesus immediately declared to this man, “Your sins are forgiven.” And the religious leaders were aghast! “He is blaspheming. Who can forgive but God alone?” But Jesus did not apologize. Rather, he responded this way: “9 Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise, take up your bed and walk’? 10 But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the paralytic— 11 “I say to you, rise, pick up your bed, and go home.” 12 And he rose and immediately picked up his bed and went out before them all, so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, “We never saw anything like this!” Jesus plainly meant to say that he was able to exercise the prerogatives of God because, well, he was God. 


This was confirmed repeatedly by the many healings Jesus performed and his display of authority over unclean spirits, commanding them to release the people they had afflicted. And near the end of his life, the truth was affirmed again by the voice from heaven at the mount of transfiguration: "This is my beloved Son; listen to him." 


Jesus is clearly portrayed as the Son of God. And this is not, as some theological liberals maintain, the same as saying that “all people are children of God.” There is, in fact, no suggestion that anyone else is the Son of God as Jesus is the Son of God. He is unique. And if Jesus is the Son of God, then he is God the Son. Or even more briefly, “Jesus is God.”

C. But then we find a statement that should hit us like a freight train. “37 And Jesus uttered a loud cry and breathed his last.” “Breathed his last,” of course, is a polite way of saying that Jesus died. And this leaves us with the perplexing question: “If Jesus was God and Jesus died, then did God die?” 


And yet in Romans 1:23, the Apostle Paul speaks of “the glory of the immortal God.” And even more plainly in 1 Timothy 1:17: “To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.” For the record, “immortal” means not mortal: both not dying and incapable of dying. So, what gives? How do we untie this knot, unravel this mystery, or solve this puzzle? The main facts are beyond question. Jesus was God, and Jesus died. So, did God die on the cross?

I. JESUS THE CHRIST: TWO NATURES


A. In the first few centuries of her existence, the church had to grapple with some serious controversies, “great church fights” I like to call them. The first is recorded right in pages of the New Testament. Jesus was Jewish. He came to the Jewish people as their long-expected Messiah. His New Covenant is the completion of Judaism. So, what about the Gentiles? Could they follow Jesus also? Yes, the way was clear. But did they need to become Jews first, if Jesus was the Jewish Messiah? And the church soon said no. The Jewish customs and ceremonies were all given to prefigure Christ when he came. When he did arrive, they were abolished. That church fight ended.


B. The second great church fight was only resolved after the pages of the New Testament had long been completed. The Bible opens with only one God. So, what to do with Jesus? If Jesus was also God, along with the Holy Spirit, do we then have three distinct Gods, polytheism? And after a few centuries of debate and study in the biblical documents, the church settled on the understanding that there is only one God, but that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are distinct persons who are all fully God, of the same essence of the one God. So, the one God has always been a community of love. The Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God. But the Father is not the Son, the Son is not the Spirit, and the Spirit is not the Father. 


C. The third great church fight answered our question: “Did God die on the cross?” Jesus was God and Jesus died, so how can we escape the impossible conclusion that God died on the cross? The church’s answer was to go back to the Bible. One of the places they consulted was the first chapter of John’s gospel. And the first verse of John’s gospel presents the Word or the Son of God as fully God, equal with God. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” So, we are not wrong to firmly insist that Jesus is God, as much God as is God the Father. But Jesus was not only God. And that is the key.

Skip down to verse 14 where we find: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” And here we find the resolution to our dilemma. Even more, we discover more of the greatness of our God and the wonder of our salvation in Christ. 


D. Technically, the church distinguished between a “nature” and a “person.” A nature includes everything essential to a thing. A dog, for example, has a nature, and that nature includes everything necessary for it to be a dog. A rock has a very simple nature. And a human has a nature, including a body and a soul, and all that is included with that. It is not disrespectful to say that God also has a nature, the divine nature or essence, everything that makes God God. 


So, when the Word (the Son of God) became flesh, he retained his divine nature. But he also took on a human nature. And that makes him the most unique being of all. For Jesus, the God-man could do what God alone can do, but also what humans can do and God cannot. As true and fully God, Jesus could forgive sins, walk on water, and rise from the dead. As true and fully man, Jesus could hunger and thirst and grow tired. He could suffer pain. He could feel grief and disappointment. And, yes, he could die. 

II. JESUS THE CHRIST: ONE PERSON



A. That only solves one part of the problem. And it only answers half of the dilemma faced by the early church. If we have in Jesus, the Word made flesh, two complete natures, fully God, and fully man, then do we have two persons in one body? Was there a constant internal conversation going on between the human person and the divine person, two minds in one body? 

This matter came to the forefront in the late 300s and early 400s. A man named Eutyches was teaching a view that was called “monophysitism.” He said that the two natures were fused together, blended to form a new kind of being, a divine-human being with one blended mind. Another man named Nestorius disagreed, and said that, no, the two natures were only loosely connected with two distinct persons in one. 



B. The church’s answer found in the creed of Chalcedon was to condemn both views as heretical. A nature, as we have said, includes everything essential to it. The divine nature assumed, took on a human nature. But a person is a nature plus a mind, with reason, hence a responsible subject of its own actions. So, a dog has a dog nature, but does not have a reasoning mind that makes choices and is to be held responsible for its choices. It is not a person, not an individual. (Sorry, dog-lovers.) But a human is all of that, a nature with something added: an independent subsistence or individuality. A human is a person.


And the church declared that Jesus indeed had two distinct natures, divine and human, but that he was one person. And that person was the person of the Son of God. There was no internal conversation or contention because there was no additional person. And yet, Jesus, possessing a truly human nature, could know and experience and feel everything that a human knows and experiences and feels. 

C. The creed of Chalcedon famously declared that the divine and human natures were joined together in Christ, yet “without mixture, without confusion, without division, and without separation.” Here’s what they said, “The two natures are without mixture, confusion, division, or separation, each nature retaining its own attributes.” So, the human nature did not become divinized, and the divine nature did not become humanized. Hence, Jesus could both operate as God and as man at the same time. 


This we affirm in our Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 8, paragraph 2: “The Son of God, the second person in the Trinity, being very and eternal God, of one substance and equal with the Father, did, when the fulness of time was come, take upon Him man's nature, with all the essential properties, and common infirmities thereof, yet without sin; being conceived by the power of the Holy Ghost, in the womb of the virgin Mary, of her substance. So that two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead and the manhood, were inseparably joined together in one person, without conversion, composition, or confusion. Which person is very God, and very man, yet one Christ, the only Mediator between God and man.” 

III. JESUS THE CHRIST: CRUCIFIED, DEAD


A. So, the Apostles Creed is correct when we confess that Jesus was both crucified and dead. God did not die, but Jesus, the God-man did die with respect to his human nature. And this unspeakable wonder of the incarnation was necessary for our salvation because of two biblical truths. 

The first is that only God can save. So, the Christ, the Mediator, the Redeemer had to be God. And the second truth is that only man could pay the price for human sin. The blood of bulls and goats could temporarily cover our sins. But only the death of a sinless human could fully atone for human sin. And it is Jesus, the God-man who alone could serve as our Savior. 

B. So, to be precise, when Jesus died on the cross, he died with respect to his human nature. But the immortal Son of God did not die because he cannot not die. As fully human, he could know our weakness and suffering. Hebrews 4:15 reminds us: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.” As fully man, the sinless, righteous Jesus could bear the penalty for our sins as our substitute. As fully God, he could endure that unspeakable penalty and so save us by his infinite power. 

And so, in all of our pains and sorrows we can be assured that Jesus knows and fully sympathizes with us. And he can help us.
Crown Him the Son of God 
Before the worlds began, 
And ye, who tread where He hath trod, 
Crown Him the Son of man; 
Who every grief hath known 
That wrings the human breast, 
And takes and bears them for His own, 
That all in Him may rest.  

CONCLUSION


As we celebrate the Lord’s Supper, we affirm that Jesus truly is with us and that he gives himself to us. But it is not his human nature we partake of, of course. His human nature, including his body, is seated at the right hand of glory in heaven. But his divine nature is in every place. And so, we feast upon his divine nature. We truly do consume and are spiritually nourished by Jesus. We are joined, united with him. And we are strengthened by the benefits he has won for us through his broken body and his shed blood on the cross.

His perfectly righteous life counted as our life before God. His death atoned for our many sins. And his resurrection brings new and everlasting life to all who hope in him. 
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