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57 Then those who had seized Jesus led him to Caiaphas the high priest, where the scribes and the elders had gathered. 58 And Peter was following him at a distance, as far as the courtyard of the high priest, and going inside he sat with the guards to see the end. 59 Now the chief priests and the whole Council were seeking false testimony against Jesus that they might put him to death, 60 but they found none, though many false witnesses came forward. At last two came forward 61 and said, “This man said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God, and to rebuild it in three days.’” 62 And the high priest stood up and said, “Have you no answer to make? What is it that these men testify against you?” 63 But Jesus remained silent. And the high priest said to him, “I adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” 64 Jesus said to him, “You have said so. But I tell you, from now on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 65 Then the high priest tore his robes and said, “He has uttered blasphemy. What further witnesses do we need? You have now heard his blasphemy. 66 What is your judgment?” They answered, “He deserves death.” 67 Then they spit in his face and struck him. And some slapped him, 68 saying, “Prophesy to us, you Christ! Who is it that struck you?”        

When my son, Daniel began his experience at the Air Force Academy over eight years ago, I knew he was entering a time where he would be stretched, tested and tried. I believed that God would deepen Daniel’s faith and that He would grow him as a man. And that surely happened. The first year cadets at the Academy are called “doulies.” That little term comes from the Greek word, doulos which means “slave.” In the first year, you are completely under the control of your superiors, and everyone is a superior. They tell you when you can eat. They tell you how you can eat. They tell you when you can talk. They tell you what you can say. They can tell you where you can walk. They can tell you how you walk. They tell you when you can smile and when you can frown, what to wear. Everything is in submission to those who are in authority over you! Doulies are placed in a position of absolute humble submission. I remember asking Daniel half way through his first year at the Academy, “What have you learned through the pain, sweat and tears of being a doulie?” He told me many things, but one of the things he said was “Dad, I have learned that the Air Force has some really, really great leaders and the Air Force has some really, really poor leaders. And I have realized I can learn from both! I can learn what to do and how to be as a leader from the good ones, and I can learn what not to do and how not to be from the bad ones.”  

This morning, we begin a series focusing on unbelievers who participated in Jesus’ crucifixion, watching Him die. We specifically consider these religious leaders, members of the Sanhedrin, high priests, scribes, Pharisees, who were bad leaders. They plotted against Jesus for selfish gain. They abused Him and ultimately, they had Him crucified. It was the worst kind of death at that time. It was a public, humiliating, painful, excruciating execution. Of all the bad people contributing to Jesus’ suffering at the cross, Jesus reserves His harshest rebukes for this group, this group of religious leaders. 

Yet, we keep in mind that we can learn much from these religious leaders as they interact with Jesus. We are right to recognize that our hearts are not immune to their soul disease. The disease that afflicted them is not so far from us. It’s actually very near to us. In fact, as a church going people, and you’re church going because you’re here on a Sunday morning. It’s this group that may pose the greatest danger. It’s the attitudes of this group and the heart of this group that may pose the greatest danger because like them, we are religious, too. There is an inherent danger in religion, in these external forms. These external forms can be filled with life, but they can be practiced in a way that is hollow. That’s the real danger because that became their life. And that’s the danger for us. It can become our life, and we won’t even know it. They didn’t know it. They were not conscious of how much religious formalism filled their life. 

I believe that if you asked these folks, “Do you love God?” they would have sincerely said, “Yes, I love God.” But the truth is they didn’t. They were hollowed out and everything that was part of their life with God, their worship of God, was only on the external. It was only formal. And so I ask God’s Spirit to help us today so that we can detect the symptoms of religious formalism, of an externalism in our hearts. Our hope is that this whole series will draw us near to Jesus and will grow us in our esteem for Him, in our love for Him, in our understanding of what He contributes to our lives every day. Our hope is that we will see the practical relevance of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection every day that we live. 

Before we look at the story of Jesus’ trial in front of these religious leaders, we have to answer the question: Who are they? Who are these religious leaders who condemn Jesus to death by way of the cross? The Sanhedrin is the supreme court of Israel in Jesus’ day. From the time of Moses, God established courts in Israel so that there would be civil justice. He established that there would always be public trials and not private, sort of, sham trials. He established that the accused would always have a right to make a defense. The accused would always have a right to have an advocate representing them in front of the accusers. There had to be at least two or three witnesses providing testimony regarding the wrongdoing in order to be found guilty. Our own law system acknowledges the justice of these kind of legal proceedings.  

This supreme court had 70 members. It was led by a chief high priest, so there were 71 then involved. The chief high priest had the deciding vote if there was an even split. And this group of 71 men convened every day except for the Sabbath and on specific festival days. They made decisions regarding law. They interpreted the law for the people. And they were primarily made up of two different religious sects. And those different groups were the Pharisees and the Sadducees. 

When John the Baptist began his ministry as the forerunner of Jesus, he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming down to the river to watch his baptisms. These guys were really important people. So what did John the Baptist do when he had really important guests come to watch him perform baptisms? “Oh, we’re so glad to have esteemed guests. Let’s name them. Would you stand so everybody can clap?” No! Here’s what he said.
  
Matthew 3:7-8 “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.”

Can you imagine? They were guests at his baptism service!  

These two groups, the Sadducees and Pharisees, were somewhat like the Republicans and Democrats in our American Congress. They were the religious version of that. They didn’t like each other. They were opposed in many ways. They disagreed on key issues such as laws that governed divorce and remarriage. Most importantly, they disagreed on whether there was a resurrection from the dead, whether there was a real spirit world with demons and angels, or whether all that was just make believe. In short, the Sadducees denied the existence of a real spirit world and they also denied any afterlife. So this world was it. Once you finish in this world, it was over. Your soul died with your body. And of course, it’s on the basis of this belief that we can understand why they’re called Sadducees. They didn’t believe in heaven, so they were sad, you see. (Laughter!) That’s not really true about why they’re called that, but I enjoyed it. (Laughter!) 

The Sadducees tended to be more wealthy than the Pharisees and they wielded more political power. They were more focused on this world, and so that was their heart. The Pharisees, on the other hand, did have an understanding of the spirit realm, and they had a consideration of that. And perhaps this is the reason why Jesus interacted more with the Pharisees than He did with the Sadducees, because they intersected on these matters of religion, matters of faith, matters of relationship with God. Interestingly, the chief priests and high priest belonged to the group called the Sadducees. 

At the end of Jesus’ three year ministry, both the Pharisees and the Sadducees hated Jesus. They hated Him with a violent hatred! The Pharisees hated Him because He unmasked their hypocrisy and the Sadducees hated Him because they feared His popularity. They were concerned that their own social order, of which they were in charge and in authority, would be disrupted by Him. And so here at the end of His life, we have these two groups, the religious Republicans and Democrats all uniting together in one happy group. They were uniting behind their hatred of the very King who created them, the King of Glory. 

So let’s think about this story before we draw some lessons. This message is a little different because we’re going to just spend a lot of time thinking about the story and then last, if you’re taking notes, we’re going to look at five specific practical lessons. In Jesus first year of ministry, He directly confronts the religious formalism of the Pharisees. It didn’t take Him long to get started on their error. He says in Matthew 5, in the Sermon on the Mount,   

Matthew 5:20 For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  

Do you catch what Jesus is saying about the scribes and the Pharisees? They’re not entering the kingdom of heaven. That was a remarkable claim because everyone considered that if anyone is going to get into the kingdom of heaven, it’s these guys. These guys are really moral. And they really are moral. They’re the kind of people that you’d want to have as your neighbor. They’re the kind of people where you could leave your bikes out in the front yard, and you wouldn’t have to fear that they were going to get stolen. They were a morally good group of people. We don’t want to make them into some kind of sort of shadowy cartoonish caricature. These are good people as far as the world is concerned. And they are religious. They pray every day. They fast. They do service to the poor. They’re involved in social justice. And so this is a shocking statement that those living the most moral, religiously scrupulous lives in the whole community are not going to enter the kingdom of heaven. You have to be better than they are. 

Here’s the truth. Jesus urges us to understand the difference between a person who is superficially moral and a person who is spiritually alive. There’s a huge difference! There is a difference between a person who acts righteous before men and a person who is righteous in their heart. Jesus draws a sharp distinction between those who appear to be close to God through their religious habits and those who are close to God through a broken and contrite spirit. “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” Jesus says. (Matthew 5:3) “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.” (Matthew 5:6)  

This statement made the hearer wonder, however, “How in the world would I have any hope for righteousness? If these guys, who devote their entire life, every moment of every day, to pursuing the kind of righteousness that God would accept, and they do it sincerely, how in the world could I ever attain to a greater righteousness than that?” And the answer of course is only those who have righteous imputed to them through faith in Jesus can attain a greater righteousness. In other words, it is only those who have a righteousness given to them as a gift from a Savior. The gospel teaches us all throughout, from the beginning to the end, that we need Jesus Christ to be our righteousness or we will not be righteous enough to stand accepted by God. So I ask you: Do you have the righteousness of Jesus that comes through faith in Him? You know, it’s possible to participate in good prayers and read our Bibles and sing songs and even teach Bible lessons and be involved in all kinds of loving acts, and still be spiritually dead.   

Over the course of Jesus’ ministry, the Pharisees in particular are constantly irritated by Jesus. They ask, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” And Jesus said, “Well, here’s the reason. It’s because 

Mark 2:17 And when Jesus heard it, he said to them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”

And of course, they thought they were healthy and that’s why they didn’t feel like they needed Him. When Jesus cast out demons, they were really irked by that because it was showing that He had a spiritual power that was from God. And so they said, “He casts out demons by the prince of demons.” They came to Him often with questions, but they were always questions not to find out any truth. They were only questions to trap Him. And so they asked Him questions like 

Mark 12:14 “Teacher, we know that you are true and do not care about anyone’s opinion. For you are not swayed by appearances, but truly teach the way of God. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?”

In other words, they wanted to get Him either in trouble with the people or with the Roman government. That’s why they were asking these questions. And very early in Jesus’ ministry they conspire, these religious people, these good people conspire to kill Jesus. And one of the driving motivations early in Jesus’ ministry is that Jesus dared to heal sick people on the Sabbath. He gave sight to the blind and He caused the lame to walk on the Sabbath Day. Jesus knows that these religious, morally, upstanding people pose an eternal danger by way of their example and by way of their teaching. 

Matthew 16:6 Jesus said to them, “Watch and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”

He says, “Be careful of anything that smells of religious externalism because that kind of religion, that kind of spirituality offers no hope to a soul that is dead and needs new life.” So He says, “Watch out for it!” 

In Matthew 23, Jesus reserves His harshest message for the Pharisees. And He’s now at the end of His ministry, and He calls them hypocrites. He calls them blind guides. Listen to what He says in Matthew 23.  

Matthew 23:25 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! 

Woe! In other words, there are terrible things yet in your future. Do you know that? He’s trying to wake them up. Now again, this goes to Jesus’ motivation for saying these things. Is it because He hates these guys and He really wants to put them in their place? Or is it because He loves them and He’s speaking truth to awaken them? Friends, let’s not be under the impression that Jesus hates the Pharisees and all He’s doing is downing on them because He just doesn’t like them. When Jesus speaks convicting truth to our life, it’s not because He hates, us, but it’s because He loves us. Now, what we’re going to find at the end of this story today is that there are actually two people that we know by name who were part of that group, who listened to Jesus, listened to His warnings, and are born again. Such is the love of Christ! It’s amazing! He says 

Matthew 23:25 For you clean the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 

This is what religious formalism, especially when it’s attached to just trying to live rightly on the basis of the law, always does. The law has no power to clean us up from the inside. It only has the power to shape us on the outside so that at least we’re staying inside the lines. But really, we always want to go outside of them. It’s only the gospel that has the power to change us from the inside out. He says    

Matthew 23:26 You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the plate, that the outside also may be clean. 

The Passion Week intensified the hostility that these religious leaders had for Jesus. On Sunday, Palm Sunday, the crowds were saying, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” The disciples come into Jerusalem with Jesus then on Monday. They entered the temple, and this was the domain of the Sanhedrin. They said, “This is ours. We own this. Everything here has to go through us regarding this temple.” And this is sort of like their religious Black Friday. Everybody is coming to buy sacrifices. It’s the day out of the year when the balance sheets come into the black. They get all kinds of money just pouring in. Jesus enters the temple area and He sees what is happening in the sale of these sacrifices. And like He did at the beginning of His ministry, He has a righteous indignation toward the dishonor to God that was taking place at the very place that is supposed to be the place of honor to Him. And He overturns the tables of the money changers. That’s gentle Jesus, meek and mild. And nobody stopped Him because He was doing it with power and with authority. He turns over the seats of those who were selling pigeons. Can you imagine the chairs being scattered? He doesn’t allow anyone to carry anything through the temple. He takes it like, “This is My Father’s temple and I’m not going to stand for this one more time! You are not allowed to walk through here! Not with that!” It’s hard to even imagine the scene of that Monday. And He then teaches them. He sits down after this jaw-dropping event and says      

Mark 11:17 And he was teaching them and saying to them, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” 

He’s speaking directly to these religious leaders. 

Mark 11:18 And the chief priests and the scribes heard it and were seeking a way to destroy him, for they feared him, because all the crowd was astonished at his teaching.

The chief priests and the scribes didn’t stop Him from saying it, and they dared not confront Him, not in this moment. His power was too great! But they snuck away and they sought for a way to destroy Him because they feared Him. 

On Wednesday night before Jesus is crucified, the chief priests and the Pharisees get together in Jerusalem at the high priest’s palace. His name is Caiaphas. They’re talking together. They’re plotting together. “How can we arrest Him? He’s really popular. How can we kill Him. We need to get rid of this guy once and for all?” I imagine Caiaphas had his whiteboard and he was writing ideas that the 70 are pouring in. But nothing is coming together. They’re trying to get all the ideas they possibly can get on “How do we arrest Him without us getting in trouble, because He’s really popular and He’s also really powerful? How do we get Him killed? What way should we kill Him?” And they’re throwing up all these ideas on the whiteboard. But nothing is clicking. Nothing is coming together. Here’s the only thing that they agree on. And again, our text is Matthew 26, but we’re also going to look at John 18 a little bit as we tell the story. The only thing they agree on is verse 5 of Matthew 26.       

Matthew 26:5 But they said, “Not during the feast, lest there be an uproar among the people.” 

“Whatever we do, we’re not going to do this during the feast. Okay? Is everybody agreed on that? This is not the time. The feast is coming up on Friday or Saturday. This is not the time. We’re not going to do this on the feast.”

We move from Caiaphas’ palace over a mile and a half east of there. Across the Kidron Valley, on the Mount of Olives, there’s a little town called Bethany. What a wonderful name for a place! (Laughter!) It’s remarkable! Jesus is having supper in the home of Simon the leper. The resurrected Lazarus is there. You can picture him sitting back in the corner being asked questions. “Hey Lazarus, what was it like for those three days?” He’s kind of just sitting back and he’s just acting cool about things. And then his two sisters are there, Mary and Martha. They’re at this meal where Jesus has His disciples. This is happening at the same time. And all of a sudden, everybody hears a click. There is an alabaster jar…they don’t have little screw tops. You have to click it open. You have to crack it in order to open it. It’s filled with really expensive perfume. There’s a whole pound of it. And as soon as it opens, the fragrance just fills the room because it’s really expensive. It’s really good perfume. They hear the pop, they smell the fragrance, and then they watch Mary. It’s super expensive, and they watch Mary begin to just pour it on Jesus’ hair. She gathers some in her hands and wipes it on his feet. She anoints His feet. She takes her hair and just dries His feet off from this ointment. The fragrance is just filling the place. 

There is one person in the room who particularly doesn’t like it. We’re going to talk about him next week. And he’s thinking, “You know, she could have sold that thing, put it in the treasury, and I could have taken some of that money.” He didn’t want to say that, though. Instead, he says, “You shouldn’t do that. You should have sold it and given it to the poor. This is foolishness!” Judas is convincing and trustworthy among the disciples. All the other disciples start saying, “Yeah! Yeah!” They just starting downing on this sweet young woman, Mary. “This is wasteful. We should have done something that is sort of practical.” Jesus is listening in. He’s aware of all this, and He says        

Matthew 26:10-13 But Jesus, aware of this, said to them, “Why do you trouble the woman? For she has done a beautiful thing to me. For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me. In pouring this ointment on my body, she has done it to prepare me for burial. Truly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will also be told in memory of her.” 

“You don’t understand who I am. You don’t understand the treasure that I am and that I offer you through Me. I’m going to die. I already told you that just Monday.” Today, just the reading of this passage is a fulfillment of Jesus’ words that this story will continue to be proclaimed. This puts Judas over the edge. He now is just enraged. He’s been rebuked publicly by Jesus. He goes back down across the valley, a mile and a half back into Jerusalem. He gets in front of the Sanhedrin.  

Matthew 26:15 “What will you give me if I deliver him over to you?”

Oh man! All those ideas that they were putting on their whiteboard…And do you know what? These are religious leaders. They had probably been praying about this! They likely thought, “God has answered our prayer!” Do you see how deceived a heart is when it gets involved in externalism or formalism? They actually believed that God had provided for them in this wicked, terrible plot. And they thought they were the good guys. We must not evaluate our soul according to our own estimations and our own emotions. We evaluate it on the basis of God’s Word.   

On Thursday night, they now have an inside guy. They send him out and say, “Okay, we’ll work this plan.” Jesus gathers the disciples into the Upper Room. Jesus isn’t fooled by this. He knows Judas is going to betray Him. In fact, He says so. He calls Judas out. Judas then leaves the Upper Room. The disciples leave after the supper. They go down back again through the valley and up into the Garden of Gethsemane. The religious leaders are still fearful. They’re fearful of Jesus’ popularity. They’re fearful of the crowds. So they bring this huge crowd of soldiers and temple guards. They have lanterns and torches and swords and clubs to seize Jesus in the Garden. Judas draws near them quietly. He says, “Greetings, Teacher!” and gives Him a big kiss.       

Luke 22:48 Jesus said to him, “Judas, would you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?” 

Then Jesus said,

Matthew 26:50 “Friend, do what you came to do.” 

And with that, the soldiers move forward. Here in John 18,   

John 18:4-5 Then Jesus, knowing all that would happen to him, came forward and said to them, “Whom do you seek?” They answered him, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus said to them, “I am he.” 

Do you know what happened to these guards, these tough, strong soldiers? As soon as He said, “I am he,”…by the way, that’s just simply, “I AM.” That’s what He said. We just finished a series on Moses. Does anybody remember what God said when Moses asked Him, “Who should I tell them sent me?” God said, “Tell them, I AM.” Here, Jesus asks “Who do you seek?” They say, “Jesus.” And Jesus says, “I AM!” And with the power of Jesus’ Person, it says all those people just fell backward. You can almost hear them fall like dominoes with a clattering of their swords. They get back up and they dust themselves off.         

John 18:7-8 So he asked them again, “Whom do you seek?” And they said, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus answered, “I told you that I am he. So, if you seek me, let these men go.” 

He’s still concerned about His disciples. So then, they arrest Him and they first lead Him to Annas, who is the father of Caiaphas. This is sort of a pre-trial. Remember, it’s not quite 3:00 in the morning yet. It’s illegal to have a trial in private, in the dark. These legal men who are all about the law just push aside all legalities. It’s illegal not to have an advocate for the person being accused. It’s illegal to try and round up witnesses at the last minute. All this is illegal! From this point on, every part of Jesus’ trial in front of the religious group is illegal, illegal, illegal, illegal. Annas is kind of like the old corrupt judge who is not officially the high priest. He’s not officially the supreme court chief, but it’s his son-in-law who is. So his son-in-law pays him homage. Annas questions Jesus about His disciples and His teaching. Jesus says 

John 18:20-21 Jesus answers him, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come together. I have said nothing in secret. Why do you ask me? Ask those who have heard me what I said to them; they know what I said.” 

He’s saying, “You could have asked me these questions anywhere. Why are you doing this in secret? Why in the middle of the night?” And at this, Annas is embarrassed. He’s recognizing that he’s being called out. He’s frustrated. Jesus is getting the best of him in his own house! One of the officers recognized the embarrassment to Annas and he punched Jesus in the face. This is the first strike. It’s the first painful blow of Jesus. “Is that any way to treat the high priest,” this officer guard asks.

John 18:23 Jesus answered him, “If what I said is wrong, bear witness about the wrong; but if what I said is right, why do you strike me?”

“Is there anything wrong in what I said?” Being reviled, Jesus did not revile in return. Annas then sends Him on to Caiaphas, his son-in-law. And this is again another illegal gathering. It’s still before 3:00 in the morning. It’s before the rooster crows. There is no love for right in either of these chief justices. There is only what is expedient. 

Matthew 27:1-2 When morning came, all the chief priests and the elders of the people took counsel against Jesus to put him to death. And they bound him and led him away and delivered him over to Pilate the governor. 

So in this section, He first stands before Annas, then He goes to Caiaphas. And there is a lengthy trial that Matthew 26 unveils. They’re trying to get these false testimonies. They finally get a couple guys. These witnesses can’t agree on anything. 

63 But Jesus remained silent. And the high priest said to him, “I adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” 64 Jesus said to him, “You have said so. But I tell you, from now on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

In other words, “You’re going to see Me seated right next to God Almighty! I am God! I am the Messiah!”

65 Then the high priest tore his robes and said, “He has uttered blasphemy. What further witnesses do we need? You have now heard his blasphemy. 66 What is your judgment?” They answered, “He deserves death.” 67 Then they spit in his face and struck him. And some slapped him, 68 saying, “Prophesy to us, you Christ! Who is it that struck you?” 

These are religious leaders! Beloved, the sufferings of Jesus illustrates the natural man’s heart of hostility toward God. We don’t want to say that we’re hostile to God. Nobody does. These religious leaders would not have confessed to that. But our natural heart is hostile to God. God designs for us to see ourselves in the animosity displayed toward His Son by these religious leaders on this Good Friday. That’s God’s deal. He says, “See yourself in this. This is where you naturally are.”         

Isaiah 53:7-8 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth. By oppression and judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that he was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people? 

By oppression and wrong judgment, illegalities, He was taken away. So they lead Him away then to the Roman governor, Pilate. They persuade the people with Barabbas standing next to Him…Barabbas is this terrible person who was a criminal and really dark in all of his deeds. They set him next to Jesus, the sinless Son of God. The religious leaders had such persuasive force among the crowds that when Pilate set Barabbas and Jesus together, they said, “Release Barabbas!” 

Matthew 27:22-23 Pilate said to them, “Then what shall I do with Jesus who is called Christ?” They all said, “Let him be crucified!” And he said, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Let him be crucified!”  

Again, it’s a display of the hostility that is in each one of our hearts. Let us not think that that’s not us, please! That’s the issue. That’s where we are. We are by nature, enemies of God. We are so willful and wanting to go our own way. That’s the issue. 

There are five lessons from the religious leaders. We’re going to go through these rather quickly. 

1. Jesus is in control of everything. 

The religious leaders thought they were the puppet masters. And here’s the only thing they agreed on. “Let’s not do this on the Passover. Whatever we do, that’s the only thing we can agree on. We’re not going to do it on the Passover.” Guess when they did it! In Matthew 26, the very same time that the religious leaders are saying, “Let’s not do this on the Passover,” do you know what Jesus is saying to His disciples? He’s saying, “I’m going to die this week on the Passover.” Who won out on the timing of Jesus’ death? Jesus did. Why? Because Jesus is in control! These folks did not take Jesus’ life. Jesus voluntarily laid it down for us. Peter is going to make this a huge point in his first sermon in Acts 2 when he says     

Acts 2:22-24 Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know—this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it.

He was not delivered up according to the scheming and wise plotting of the religious leaders. But it was according to the definite plan of God. Why is this point that Jesus is in control of everything so important? First, it’s vital that we know that Jesus gave up His life for us voluntarily. He lays it down of His own accord. 

John 10:10-11, 18 “I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep …No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father.”

He’s not a victim! Jesus is not a victim! He is the Master. He is the King, even in His death. 

Secondly, because Jesus is in control of His own sufferings, we can know that He is in control of our sufferings, too. Nothing comes to us, nothing, nothing, nothing comes to us that doesn’t pass through His sovereign, loving, wise, purposeful hands. Men mean their hostility toward us for evil; God always means it for good for those who love Him. And God’s purpose always wins! So beloved, let’s rest our souls.    

2. Spiritual externalism blinds the soul.

We walk through this story and we wonder, “How could these religious leaders not have seen that Jesus is the Messiah?” Instead of marveling that He heals the lame, they’re worried about the Sabbath rules. Instead of marveling that Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead after he’s been in the tomb for three days, they think, “Oh no! More people are going to follow Jesus now because He raised Lazarus from the dead.” How could they not see? The answer is that our natural hearts make us blind to the glory of God. That’s who we are, apart from God’s grace. We need our eyes opened by a miracle of grace, or they will never be opened. 

If we are moral and religious, formal externalism is a grave danger to our soul. It’s possible to be the most wonderful Christian and be totally blind to the glory of God. Let’s learn that from these folks. We can slowly become content with the outside of our cup being clean. And it is possible, Christian…I would speak to you who are genuinely born again and have seen the glory of God. It’s possible to begin with life in the Spirit and be full of zeal, full of vigor, full of clarity of sight, and then drift into lifeless forms. Lifeless fellowship is more about the cookies and the cakes and the food than it is about talking about Christ and leaning into Him together. Lifeless singing is more about the notes and the rhythm and the beat than it is about moving into the Person of God through singing and praise. Lifeless praying is about, “Am I getting this right?” It’s more about the right words, the right sense of discipline than it is about falling before God and just talking with Him and pleading before Him. Lifeless Bible reading is about me being able to say, “I read my Bible every day,” rather than hearing afresh the voice of the living God talking to us. Spiritual externalism will blind our soul. It is a disease of our soul when our focus is not on the true condition of our heart, and of our constant need for Christ. 

3. Religious zeal does not change the heart.

No group had been more earnest, more serious, more devoted to doing the Law of God, doing what was required of them by God’s Law, than this group. Again, we shouldn’t make them cartoonish characters and think that they really didn’t mean anything in their reference to the Law. No, I believe they really, really, really, really wanted to please God. But they didn’t understand the Gospel. Paul says as much in Romans 10. Here’s what he says: 

Romans 10:1-4 Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved. For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. For, being ignorant of the righteousness of God, and seeking to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes. 

He’s talking about his own Jewish people. He doesn’t question their zeal for God. It’s real. It’s sincere. It’s genuine, but it’s not according to knowledge. They don’t know the Gospel. They don’t know Jesus; that He’s the Messiah and why He has come and why He’s necessary. The righteousness of God comes as a gift through faith. They think that through their own works, they’re able to attain some acceptance from God. And so they never place themselves under the free gift. Jesus is the fulfillment of the law.   

4. Jesus’ cross is necessary.

No amount of attention to the law can clean the inside of the cup. That’s the issue. If we’re going to have a clean heart, it’s because Jesus’ blood has washed us clean. The religious leaders, when Jesus was hanging on the cross, they couldn’t let it go. They were so angry with Him! You’d think at least, “Okay. He’s now in Rome’s hands. We see Him on the cross. Let’s leave now. Our job is done.” No, they hated Him and they wanted to see Him suffer! And so, they were there at the cross, watching every excruciating hour. And here’s what they said, according to the gospels. “Let him come down from the cross and save himself.” Jesus chose to stay on the cross and bear the punishment of the cross so that He could rescue the very people who were reviling Him. 

An uncrucified Savior cannot save. Jesus does not save us by His good works. Jesus does not save us by His miracles. Jesus does not save us by His love. Jesus saves us by His atoning death. That’s it! That’s absolutely essential! Without Jesus giving His life as a sacrifice for sin, God could not forgive us. Justice had to be satisfied, and only Jesus, taking our punishment upon Himself on the cross, could satisfy the infinite righteousness of God. What can wash away my sin? The answer is nothing but the blood of Jesus. What could make me whole again after sin has broken me? The answer is nothing but the blood of Jesus. These religious leaders teach us through their reviling Jesus, calling Him and taunting Him to come down from the cross, they teach us that the cross is absolutely necessary.      
By the way, friends, if a church ever stops making much of the blood of Jesus, you cannot leave her fast enough. She has lost the gospel when she loses an emphasis upon the atoning death of Jesus. 
5. Jesus transforms every humble heart.  
Again, Jesus loves the Pharisees and the Sadducees. He doesn’t hate them. He’s righteous, He’s a judge, but He dies for the Pharisees and Sadducees as much as He dies for anyone. His interactions are filled with warnings, not because He hates them, but because He loves them. Two of the 70 seem to have received the love of Jesus. That’s not many. That’s not a really great percentage, is it? Religious externalism holds the majority of the Sanhedrin’s members captive without moving them, even in the face of Jesus’ death, His words, His kindness all throughout. Religious externalism holds them captive without moving them to true faith. But by God’s grace, there are two. In Mark 15 we learn of Joseph of Arimathea, who is a “respected member of the council,” the Sanhedrin.
Mark 15:42-43 And when evening had come, since it was the day of Preparation, that is, the day before the Sabbath, Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the council, who was also himself looking for the kingdom of God, took courage and went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. 

He had faith in his heart. He knew that when he went to Pilate, he was risking everything. He was denying himself. He was taking up his own cross to follow Jesus. He knew it could have meant the loss of his own life at this stage in the game. And yet, he asked for the body of Jesus because he had become a worshiper. He was a man who was now alive to God.

And then, there was a man by the name of Nicodemus. John tells us about him on three occasions. In the last occasion in John 19, he also came alongside of Joseph of Arimathea.    
	
John 19:38-40 Nicodemus also, who earlier had come to Jesus by night, came bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds in weight. So they took the body of Jesus and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews.  

John, on an earlier occasion, talks about Nicodemus. Remember, he’s the one who came to Jesus earlier, by night? Here was this respected leader. And Jesus, in love, said to him, 

John 3:3 Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

You need an internal transformation that is a miracle. How can we be born again? How can we have this new life? It’s only by a miracle of God. How does that miracle come? It’s by going to the miracle worker, by going to Jesus and saying, “Jesus, I need a miracle of new life.” So I want to close by asking the question: Have you come to Christ and been transformed? As a broken sinner, have you said, “God, I need a miracle. I don’t need to just sort of, amend some of my ways and become a little bit more improved. I don’t need to be a better version of myself.” That’s a crazy statement that people make today! Don’t be a better version of yourself. Be a transformed person in Christ. I don’t want to be a better version of Ritch. I need to be like Jesus in the power of Christ. And that’s what is offered. Friends, you must be born again if you’re to enter the kingdom of heaven!  





