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I. What is a “gospel”?

A. Biographies, but different

1. The main character dies—all according to his plan and expectation.

2. The main character is raised from the dead.

B. Pseudo-gospels

1. The claim: many at first, few later

2. The reality: one gospel, four perspectives

a. “The Gospel according to...” versus “The Gospel of ...”

II. The Ironies of the Cross


irony - “words that convey in their context the exact opposite of what they formally say” (154)

A. The Man who is mocked as “king” is King (Matthew 27:27-31)

– Jesus has been arrested, beaten, tried, beaten, convicted, and beaten, all of which was standard Roman procedure.

– What is described in 27:27-31 was not part of official procedure, but rather was “barracks-room humor” (154). The soldiers, in a similar fashion to the treatment of Abu Ghraib prisoners, mock their prisoner while beating him. They throw a purple robe around him and give him a stick to represent a scepter, and then genuflect before him, crying, “Hail, King of the Jews!”

– The first irony here is that these Romans have no intent of honoring Jesus as King. In fact, they're making fun of him for acting nothing like a king.

– The deeper irony here is that they are, in fact, absolutely correct.

– Matthew's is the most Jewish of the gospel accounts. He begins with the Davidic genealogy of Jesus, arranging his lineage into three fourteen-member segments. In Hebrew, letters are used as numbers also; “David” is written exactly the same as “14.” Matthew is emphasizing as much as he can the fact that Jesus of Nazareth is the son of David and therefore the rightful heir of the throne and the promises.

– What kind of King is Jesus, then? What is his kingdom like?

– Matthew 20:25-28 – the answer to James' and John's request for seats of authority included the description of what greatness and power look like in Jesus' kingdom: it looks like servitude and self-abasement—exactly what Jesus exemplified.

– “For the first three centuries of the church's history, ordinary Christians understood this very well, for they often depicted Jesus, with their own delicious irony, as the king who reigns from a cross” (156).

B. The Man who is utterly powerless is transcendently powerful (Matthew 27:32-40).

– Roman criminals sentenced to crucifixion were beaten (again) and then forced to carry the crossbeam to the execution site. They were then stripped naked and either nailed or tied to the crossbeam and hoisted up and attached to the upright.

– Previously to Jesus' crucifixion, friends and/or family members had been known to come and take the person down from the pole; these victims even occasionally survived. At this point in history, however, it was official imperial policy to have a quaternion (company of four soldiers) to guard the criminal until he was unquestionably dead.

– The only way to breathe while crucified was to push upward with your legs and pull upward with your arms—both of which were nailed or tied to the poles. Your muscles would obviously spasm and cramp, so you'd fall back. But you needed to breathe, so you began again. This could possibly go on for days.

– If the soldiers wanted to expedite the process, they would break your legs; you would then lose the primary source of strength to push yourself up to breathe. You would suffocate in minutes.

– This is what Jesus is facing at this point in Matthew. He's so physically spent, weak, and helpless, he can't even carry his own crossbeam. Simon of Cyrene is conscripted by the Romans to carry the crossbeam for Jesus.

– Jesus is crucified—nailed to the crossbeam and upright—and the mockery begins.

– There are two elements to the insults that Matthew records: (1) Come down from the cross, and (2) You who claimed to destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, save yourself.

(1) Come down from the cross was a particularly cruel taunt, given that the crossbeams weren't that high off the ground. Part of the torture of crucifixion was how close you were to the ground. It seemed as though you could just step down and be free, yet you were bound hand-and-foot to those poles.

(2) In Rome, desecration of any religion was a capital crime. Part of the conspiracy theory against Jesus involved twisting his statement from John 2 into an admission (or threat) of desecrating a temple. The people are now turning into an insult: “Alright, big and bad Jesus, you think you can tear down and rebuild the temple in three days? Come on down and prove it, big boy!”

– The renovations to the temple had been going on for forty-six years at that point. No architect of the ancient or even medieval world ever saw the finished product of a temple or cathedral; it took multiple lifetimes to complete.

– The first irony is that the people are taunting Jesus' claims to be able to destroy and rebuild the entire temple in three days; in reality, they are convinced he can do no such thing.

– The second and deeper irony is that Jesus really is destroying the temple, and it will be rebuilt in three days—through his death and resurrection. “After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken” (John 2:22).

– Jesus, who by all appearances is utterly powerless and weak, is actually transcendently powerful. He, by his death and resurrection, is becoming the temple: the glorious meeting place between God and men.

C. The Man who can't save himself saves others (Matthew 27:41-42)

– The insults and mockery continue, this time from the “chief priests, the teachers of the law, and the elders...'He saved others,' they said, 'but he can't save himself! He's the king of Israel! Let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him'”.

– What does Matthew mean by “save”? “'Saving' in Matthew's Gospel means saving people from their sin [see Matthew 1:21]: from its guilt, consequences, eternal effects, and power in this life” (159).

– The first irony is that the people recall Jesus' saving others (i.e., his healings, etc.), but what they really mean is, “Look how pathetic he is. He's not a savior at all.”

– The second and deeper irony is that “by staying on that cross he saves others. If he saves himself, he will not be able to save others. When they say, 'He can't save himself,' they mean he is so attached to the cross, so nailed to the cross, that physically he cannot get down. But Matthew knows that he could get down. He could still call his twelve legions of angels. But he cannot save himself if he is to save others because the very purpose of his hanging on that cross is to bear my sin in his own body on the tree. If he does save himself, I am damned. It is only by not saving himself that he saves me” (159).

D. The Man who cries out in despair trusts God (Matthew 27:43-51)

– When Jesus cries out, 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' is he giving up? Resigning himself to failure?

– Absolutely not. Because Jesus stayed on the cross and died there, the curtain of the temple that separated the Most Holy Place from the rest of the temple was torn, exposing it to the world. The separation from the presence of God is removed because Jesus died.

– “Now Jesus dies, and in his cry 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' he is crying in the bleakest, darkest, most pitiable despair, not because he does not know that he is doing his Father's will but precisely because he does know that he is doing his Father's will. He is trusting God, and that Father's will is to bear my sin in his own body on the tree, absorbing the curse, discharging the debt, paying the guilt, and tearing the veil so that I can get into the Most Holy Place, into the very presence of the living God.

III. The Resurrection

As much time as the New Testament writers spend talking about the cross and death of Jesus, they spend an equal amount of time (i.e., a lot) talking about the resurrection of Jesus. Jesus' resurrection is too widely attested to attribute to mass hallucination or conspiracy. He appeared to individuals, to small groups, and even to hundreds at a time. He showed up behind locked doors; he showed up out in the open. He cooks, he eats, he is handled and touched and spoken to. The first Christians were so convinced of the resurrected Jesus that the lions and swords of Imperial Rome could not dent their resolve.

A. Why Doubt the Resurrection of Jesus? (John 20:24-28)

– John records a rather emotional event in the post-resurrection account: that of Thomas the Twin. One week after the resurrection, Jesus appeared to the apostles while Thomas was absent. Expectedly, the other apostles excitedly told Thomas about what had happened, but Thomas famously replied that he needed empirical evidence before he believed such a thing actually happened.

– Thomas' doubt is easy to understand; he's been hurt, discouraged, disappointed, and duped (it seems, anyway). He establishes the criteria he will accept for his belief: touching the actual wounds of the resurrected Jesus. Not just seeing a doppelganger, not meeting a long-lost identical twin, but actually touching the nail holes and the spear wound.

– Graciously, Jesus appears again to the disciples, this time with Thomas present. Jesus invites Thomas to satisfy his curiosity and doubt.

– Notice Thomas' response: “My Lord and my God!”

– All the things Jesus had said, all the Scripture Thomas had grown up reading and hearing and thinking about and wondering about and waiting for, all of it now made sense in a way like never before.

– Jesus was the fulfillment of the Old Testament and he kept his own promises; Thomas remembered, believed, and was blessed.

– We too are blessed by believing, even in the face of not seeing.

B. Only the Offended Party Can Forgive

– In Mark 2, Mark records Jesus teaching in a packed house. There were so many people, no one could get in; especially four men who were bringing their paralyzed friend to Jesus to be healed.

– They go to the roof, figure out where Jesus' voice was coming from, and dismantled the roof above it. They lowered their friend down in front of Jesus.

– Jesus' reaction to the man: “Son, your sins are forgiven.” This caused an uproar: “Who can forgive sins but God alone?”

– If a wrong is done to you, and I tell you that I have forgiven the offender, would you not be angry with me? What right do I have to forgive him? I was not the offended party.

– Thomas no doubt remembered that day, because Jesus said something amazing: “Which is easier, to say 'Your sins are forgiven', or 'Rise up and walk'? But so you know that the Son of Man has power to forgive sins...” And then Jesus healed the paralytic.

– For Jesus to heal the paralytic meant he had the authority and power to forgive sins. If he had the authority and power to forgive sins, then he was no mere resurrected man (like Lazarus), but he was indeed God incarnate.

