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THREE POWERFUL SIGNS
(Mark 15:33-41)

SUBJECT: Christ’s atonement
F.C.F.: What access to God has Christ won for us? 
PROPOSITION: Since we have access to God through Christ, we must draw near to him. 
INTRODUCTION

A. Death is grim, cold, hard, every time. Something living becomes inert like wood or stone or dust. I was out hunting long ago, walking in a ditch next to a field, and I stepped on a rabbit. The rabbit did not run away but became docile and quiet. I picked it up. There was a young person with us, and I let him pet it. Now, as a gardener, I HATE rabbits! I would drive into ditches to run them over. But I felt sorry for this rabbit. And, minutes later, as I stood with the group, cradling the rabbit, it slumped and died. A thing once vibrant, swift, alive became motionless and still. Its remarkable internal systems ceased. It was dead. 

In my volunteer work with our local ambulance team, I have been called to many scenes of death. One of the saddest was on a chilly, early winter night. A car accident with four teenagers in the vehicle. The female driver was killed instantly. The three passengers were walking around, stunned, cold, but not seriously injured. We transported all three to a hospital for observation. They kept asking where their friend was. They didn’t know! 

And on the way back from the hospital, the coroner called and asked if we could pick up the dead girl’s body and bring her in for examination. I remember on that ride she was mostly covered by a blanket on our stretcher, except for her shoes. I wondered who had bought her those shoes which she would never need again. Death is difficult, cold, hard, grim, every time.


B. Almost every time. On the cross, our Lord Jesus Christ breathed his last. The God-man died, only with respect to his fully human nature, of course. God cannot die. But Jesus knows all of our weakness, infirmities, pains, and even the specter of death. He has walked that road before, and he walks that lonely path with every dear believer. 


C. And Jesus’ death on the cross was supremely purposeful! And in the account of his dying on the cross, Mark includes three profound and meaningful miracles, each of which points to our astonishing hope in the gospel. We will consider two of these miraculous signs this time. But the third is so great and comforting that it deserves our full attention, next time. 
I. WE MUST PRIZE OUR NEW ACCESS.


A. The scholars report on an interpretive difficulty with respect to the miraculous sign of the rending of the temple curtain. It is not that they disbelieve this to be true. Oh, false, so-called scholars deny it because they deny any and every miracle recorded in God’s Word. They have decided beforehand that miracles are impossible, a rather closed-minded perspective. The chief reason is because they do not want there to be any miracles in the Bible, otherwise they would be forced to admit that the Bible is the Word of God, that they owe loyalty and obedience to the God who is there, and they want to be their own god instead. Sad, but true.


The problem that the true scholars note is that there were two such curtains in the temple, and Mark does not clearly tell us which it was. There were two inner rooms in the temple, the holy place and then the most holy place. Each was covered by a thick, opaque curtain. All who could enter the temple court, which included Jewish males in good standing, could see the first curtain shrouding the holy place. A few priests were permitted inside that curtain, into the holy place. So, they alone could see the inner curtain, the one guarding the most holy place. So, which curtain was torn in two from top to bottom? 


B. Some scholars favor the outer one, and they do so, arguing that if it was the inner one, nobody except a few priests would have seen it, and that embarrassing truth would have been easy to hide. But there is a detail reported in Acts 6:7: “7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.” So, that would tend to negate this argument. If a “great many” of the priests became Christians, it would explain how the cat got out of the bag.


C. Three times, the Apostle Paul refers to a new “access” to God that believers have been granted in the New Covenant gospel. In Romans 5:2, he notes: “Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” And in Ephesians 2:18, he states: “For through him we both [Jews and Gentiles] have access in one Spirit to the Father, and in the next chapter, (3:12) he states “in whom [Jesus] we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him.” 

The most astounding “access” would refer to access into the most holy place where only the high priest dared to go, and only once a year, and only bearing the blood of a sacrifice. 


But through his atoning death on the cross, Christ entered the real “most holy place” of which the temple was only a copy. Hebrews 9:24-26 explains: 

“24 For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf. 25 Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not his own, 26 for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.”

And entering the most holy place, he has opened access for us that we might approach there as well. Hebrews 4:16 sends the invitation: “Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” Technically, God’s “throne” on earth was the “mercy seat” that covered the ark of the covenant that was kept in the most holy place. 


The great point is that anyone who trusts in Jesus as Lord and Savior can go with him, not into the inner sanctuary of some man-made temple, but into the very throne room of God in heaven. 

D. I am a deeply committed DIY guy, “do it yourself.” My first impulse when something breaks or goes wrong (well, after I complain a bit) is to try to figure out how I can fix it. And this is telling me that I have missed a vital step. First, take it to the throne. First, I say, because we have such a “friend in Jesus” we must “take it to the Lord in prayer.” Now, we are not quietists who counsel us to pray and do nothing. No, God calls us to prayer and to action. But because Jesus went to the cross to open this access for us, we must begin with prayer. I know, the usual pattern is to say, “Well, I’ve done everything humanly possible, so now all I can do is pray.” How much better to start with prayer thinking, “I’ll do everything divinely possible, and then see what the Lord also does through me.” And, when you do things the right way, gratitude flows naturally, for you can thank God that he attended your paltry efforts and made something of them. 

E. But let’s not forget who alone could enter the most holy place in the Jerusalem temple. It was a priest, and the high priest at that. And now, through Jesus, any and every believer can enter in. In reference to Colossians 2:14, John Calvin notes: “Now Christ, by blotting out the handwriting which was opposed to us, removed every obstruction, that, relying on him as Mediator, we may all be a royal priesthood.” Peter explains in 1 Peter 2:9: “9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” 

The two main works of the Old Testament priests were offering sacrifices and interceding for others. Since Jesus offered the final sacrifice for sin, we now only offer the sacrifice of our bodies in his service, and the sacrifice of praise in worship. But, as a royal priesthood, the work of intercession remains. We intercede, we pray for others, expecting God to use our prayers to bring aid and help to others.  


In Christ’s church, we have special officers. We have deacons, elders, and pastors. But we have no special calling of “priest,” because all who belong to Christ constitute that “royal priesthood” entering into service to and the worship of the living God through Christ, and boldly approaching the throne of grace as we intercede for others. 
II. WE MUST DRAW NEAR TO GOD.


A. Another great miracle that Mark records for us is the confession of faith uttered by the leader of the execution squad, the Roman centurion. A “centurion” was the leader of a hundred men. This one may have been among the soldiers who had mocked Jesus that morning. He probably had served on an execution detail on multiple occasions.


Again, the scholars are divided. This time on his confession of faith. “39 And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly this man was the Son of God!’” Some note his pagan background and interpret his response through that lens. In the pagan world there were many gods. Some of their myths had gods fathering children on earth, men like Hercules, Perseus, Dionysius, or Achilles. So, they argue that this centurion was surprised by such a strong man courageously enduring torment and surrendering his life in this remarkable fashion, and insist that he only resorted to a superstitious explanation. Even John Calvin called this “a sudden and transitory impulse, as it frequently happens, that men who are thoughtless and devoted to the world are struck with the fear of God, when he makes an alarming display of his power; but as they have no living root, indifference quickly follows, and puts an end to that feeling.”


You know that I hate to disagree with John Calvin, but I think Mark wants us to take this in the fullest sense. The man was indeed converted. In all of Mark’s gospel, he was the first man, the only man to confess that Jesus was the Son of God. It makes this even more stunning, because we have noted from the outset of our study that there was another who had claimed that title for himself, and that was this centurion’s master, the Caesar in Rome. 

Here was one of Caesar’s officers denying his claim and attributing this exalted title to Jesus instead! His words could have been considered a treasonous act of insurrection, a crime not unlike the one alleged of Jesus, who was officially condemned not for claiming to be the Son of God, but the King of the Jews. 


B. What was miraculous about this confession, if it was sincere? It was the miracle of regeneration, the miracle of the new birth. Some say of a natural birth that it is a “miracle.” But, no, technically speaking, though wonderful, the birth of a baby conforms to the ordinary laws of nature. It is the new birth, every new birth, the spiritual rebirth of regeneration that disrupts the natural course of things by raising the spiritually dead sinner to life. 


C. And this holds remarkable implications. Jesus had just died for the sins of his people. He had just opened access to the throne of grace for all who would believe, as signified by the miracle of the temple curtain being torn from top to bottom, from heaven to earth, the work of God abolishing that barrier. And who was the first to enter in through the newly opened access? It was a Gentile, not a Jew! Scholar Donald English writes: “Ironically, once more, when the curtain masking the immediate presence of God from Israel in the temple is torn open, it is a Gentile who enters into the newly offered spiritual access through Christ….The point seems to be that an unbiased observer, religiously speaking, can see what the religiously trained cannot.” (235) 

D. But when we recall the circumstances surrounding Mark’s writing of this gospel, his intended readers and their situation, this report would have been quite encouraging and welcome. For Mark most likely wrote to believers who were in Rome, who were beginning to suffer what would soon become a horrific persecution at the hands of the Caesar of Rome, the Caesar who had defied the living God by claiming to the Son of God himself. And here is the only person in the whole book who disagrees and openly declares that, no, not Caesar my emperor, but Jesus is the Son of God. And that was a ROMAN citizen, a ROMAN officer, a centurion


Scholar William Lane spells this out for us: 

“The fact that the truth of Jesus’ person was publicly declared, whether intentionally or unintentionally, by a Roman was undoubtedly important to the Christians in Rome. In contemporary practice the designation ‘Son of God’ had been arrogated for the Roman ruler, who was worshipped in the state cult. Most effectively, therefore, Mark reports that the centurion proclaimed that the crucified Jesus (and not the emperor) is the Son of God.” 


And he is. Look no further. There is nothing more to seek, nothing more to find. Rest your heart and hope in the God-man, Jesus the Christ. 

III. WE MUST COME OUT OF THE DARKNESS.


There is a third miracle, that of the uncanny darkness that covered the land from noon to the time of Jesus’ death three hours later. This sign affords such helpful and hopeful promise, that we need to devote more time to it, and we will, next time. But the simple point is that Jesus endured this darkness for us so that we can come out of the darkness.

CONCLUSION


Decades ago, the British scholar wrote a small book with the engaging title, Your God is Too Small. There could have been a follow up, a companion volume, Your Jesus is Too Small. When we were all lost, condemned, hopeless, alienated from our Maker, Jesus the Son of God appeared. He offered his blood as the atoning sacrifice for sin, that we might enjoy access to God and find help and life everlasting. 

His work as the true High Priest has made us to be a royal priesthood, offering to him the living sacrifice of our bodies in his service and the sacrifice of praise and thanks in worship. And as priests of the living God, we intercede for others, for a lost world doomed to destruction. J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


