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Sermons on Good Friday and Easter Day 2022
© C.E. Laufer
Luke 23: 1-49 Good Friday
How do we make sense of today? How do we put words and meaning onto the
death of the One who gives us life?
The standard Good Friday sermon views today's events from our perspective. We
are sinners and sin must be punished. Jesus chose to accept the punishment for us
so that we could be freed from sin and its consequence, death.
That's the theology behind many Good Friday hymns. It's there in words we've
already sung today. And there is some truth to this view, though it's not
particularly helpful, especially on its own. We are all too aware of times when we've
hurt others, inadvertently or intentionally, when we've been nasty or cruel or
selfish or done the wrong thing. But viewing today from the perspective of sin is
counter productive. As I've said before, it's like putting on sunglasses to see in the
dark. Emphasising our sin makes us feel guilty, depressed and convinced that
whatever we do is futile. Like sunglasses in the dark, viewing the cross from the
perspective of our sin makes a bad situation worse.
Let's change our perspective and look at today's events through the eyes of others
present that day – the disciples and the Romans. The disciples were a large group
of men and women who had followed Jesus for some time and had come to believe
he was the Messiah – the one God had promised would lead the people to freedom,
the son of David who would reign over a new golden age. The Romans, however,
saw any prospective Messiah as a challenge to Caesar's reign, a challenge that could
not be tolerated. Irrespective of what the man said or didn't say, if he had the ability
to stir up a crowd his fate was sealed.
From the Roman perspective, Jesus was a troublemaker who had to be removed,
permanently. For Jesus' followers, the Roman sentence of crucifixion was not just a
sentence of death for their leader, it was a sentence of death for their hopes in the
Messiah and his kingdom. There was no miraculous rescue by angels, no coming
down from the cross. Their leader was dying, they had got it wrong, he wasn't the
Messiah, there would be no liberation, no new messianic kingdom, no new life.
Everything was at an end.
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But there’s another perspective we can have today. It was described in a cartoon I
remember reading many years ago, in the days when we all read daily newspapers.
A man walks up to a church and sees the sign out front, announcing 'Good Friday'.
He says to the priest, 'Let me get this straight. God comes to earth as one of us, and
we kill him?' 'That's right,' says the priest. The man says, 'Your Lord is falsely
accused, tortured, executed. He's dead.' 'Right again,' says the priest. The man
replies, 'What on earth is so good about that?' At which point the priest grins and
says, 'His curtain call.'
If all we look at today is Jesus on the cross, if we ignore Sunday's perspective, then
Jesus is just another martyr like so many before him and through the centuries since
his death. If all we recall today is the crucifixion, then we are only commemorating
a martyr. Martyrdom can be frightening or exemplary; it can encourage us to stand
up for what is right, or it can cause us to retreat in terror. Whatever our response,
martyrdom does not give us a reason for living; it does not give us hope.
Good Friday is one side of a coin. If we are to truly understand what we
commemorate today, if we are to leave here with hope, then we need to turn that
coin over; we need to talk of Easter Day.
This year, we have a gift to help us do that: the passion reading from Luke's gospel.
Luke's description of the crucifixion is unique. Only Luke tells the story of the dying
thief, the man crucified next to Jesus. Those who've heard me preach on this
passage before know that I consider the dying thief to be the person with the
greatest faith in all the New Testament. Why? Because this man, alone of all those
present, truly understood what was going on. This man had the perspective of
Easter Day, even though it was still in the future.
This bandit, not a disciple, this criminal somehow gets what is happening when no
one else does – not Mary, not Peter or John, no one. He makes the statement of faith
that is way beyond that of any other disciple before or since:
'Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.'
Jesus is being crucified. He is dying. The dead don't rule over anything. What is
that dying thief talking about?
The true, messianic kingdom of God.
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Everyone else on that terrible day thought the Messiah would reign over an
earthly kingdom, just as King David did. The thief alone understood that the
Messiah's kingdom is something completely other, beyond any earthly rule, far
more than a government or an empire. It is nothing less than the opening of heaven
itself, the way made clear for each of us to enter the presence of God. In the words
of an ancient hymn, 'he opened the kingdom of heaven to all believers.'
How on earth did that man get it under those circumstances? He has no knowledge
of Easter Day – it hasn't happened yet! But somehow, in the midst of his own pain,
his own dying, he looks at the man dying next to him and hopes in resurrection.
All other Christian faith comes with the insight of Easter Day. Every other
Christian, Peter, James, even the blessed virgin Mary, and all of us today have
Easter faith, looking back at the cross from the empty tomb. The dying thief alone
had faith on Good Friday to look ahead and see what no one else expected. And we
don't even know his name.
This man is our example, our encouragement when we look death in the face, the
death of our hopes, the death of loved ones, our own death. As he died, he looked
to Jesus, dying as he was dying, and saw beyond the grave, to resurrection. And as
he made that most difficult of all journeys, Jesus accompanied him through death
and hell to paradise, the presence of God.
The insight of the dying thief is at the heart of Christian faith. We Christians live
out a paradox. We believe in a Messiah who has conquered evil, yet evil is still
present. We worship the Prince of Peace in the midst of a world at war. We believe
in the crucified-and-risen Lord. It is the two sides of the coin of this weekend, the
two descriptors of our Lord that we must use simultaneously – crucified and risen
– it is these seeming dualities that together allow us to live in the present and face
the future with hope.
The dying thief asked to be remembered. We too need to remember. When the
paradox of faith seems unbearable, we need to remember that we follow a crucified
and risen Lord. When the world is dark, when evil seems triumphant, we need to
change our perspective, we need to remember that Good Friday is not the end of
the story, we need to hope in resurrection.
All this is well expressed in a hymn by Brian Wren.
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Sing my song backwards, from end to beginning,
Friday to Monday, from dying to birth.
Nothing is altered, but hope changes everything:
sing "Resurrection!" and "Peace upon Earth!"
Whisper a hope through the fear of Gethsemane,
horror and emptiness darker than night;
visit the wounds, and the failure of Calvary;
sing "Resurrection!" and bathe them in light.
Gather the bones and the sinews of memory-healings and parables, laughter and strife,
joy with the outcasts and love for the enemy-breathe "Resurrection!" and dance them to life.
Stretch out a rainbow from cross to nativity.
Deck out a stable with shepherds and kings,
angels and miracles, glory and poetry –
Sing my song backwards, till all the world sings!

Amen.
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Luke 24: 1-12 Easter Day
When I was in primary school, every girl had an autograph book. Its purpose was
not to collect autographs, but short poems or pithy comments from friends and
family. Some were clever, some silly, and some quite profound. Here's an example,
written in my autograph book when the writer and I were about 11 years old:
Life is often froth and bubble
Two things stand like stone:
kindness in another’s trouble,
patience in your own.

On Easter Day, we too often speak and act as if life is always froth and bubble. We
focus on the joy of this day, which is appropriate. But resurrection has a prelude
without which it not only does not make sense, but it cannot occur at all. By
definition, resurrection is preceded by death. If we ignore the death, then
resurrection cannot happen; the very concept is absurd.
This is clearly evident in illustrations of the resurrection. Traditional icons show
Christ rising from death, followed by a crowd of godly people who had been held
by death until that moment: Adam and Eve, David, Solomon, the prophets, and
many others. All ascend to the Father with Christ. But every icon of the resurrection
also includes the cross, either under Christ's feet or held in his hand as a banner of
triumph, sometimes both. In some versions, Christ's halo is also inscribed with
crosses. The message is clear: resurrection incorporates death.
Modern depictions of the resurrection hold the same message. The picture on the
front of the pew sheet this morning is a good example. The empty tomb stands with
the three crosses of Good Friday in the background.
Traditional icon or modern sketch, all tell the same story: death and resurrection
are two sides of the same coin. You cannot have one without the other.
We Christians follow the One who is both crucified and risen. Remembering that is
important, especially on Easter Day when we celebrate what those traditional icons
depict: the rescue of humanity from death, the opening of the gates of heaven to all.
This is what salvation or redemption means.
Let's go through it, step by step. At Christmas, we welcomed a baby named
Emmanuel, which means, God with us. God our Creator became one of us, a human
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being who knew all life's joys and sorrows. He grew up, fell foul of the local
authorities, was arrested, tried in a kangaroo court, and executed. He died a
humiliating, lonely, tortuous death, dying as one of us, suffering the worst that
humanity can dish out to its own. At the end, he felt abandoned even by God as he
cried out, 'My God, why have you abandoned me?'
Then there was yesterday, the day when God-with-us is dead. In between death
and resurrection is the day we do not commemorate, the day on which nothing
seems to happen, the day on which the church is silent.
On Holy Saturday, Jesus is absent, for he is truly dead. Silence is appropriate, for
what can we say about being dead? The ancient baptismal creed affirms this in the
words, 'he descended to the dead'. This modern translation is, in fact, absolutely
correct: it's what the original Latin says. Jesus died as all human beings die; he was
in the state of death.
But there's a later Latin version of the creed which lies behind our older English
translation, 'he descended into hell'. This too holds a truth: Jesus joined us in hell.
Not the medieval fire-and-brimstone, but the hell of aloneness, of separation from
God, from love.
We all know that life's hell sometimes. There are times of immense pain, of
unendurable suffering, which seem to go on forever with no relief. All too often the
pain is of our own making. At other times, our own misery and anguish contribute
to the pain. This only makes the agony worse.
Jesus – God-with-us – shared in all this. He knew this pain, this sense of aloneness,
of abandonment. If the phrase 'Jesus died for our sins' holds any meaning, it is this:
Jesus endured the hell of human making to which we all contribute. Ever after we
have a companion even when we are in hell, even if that hell is self made.
Jesus accompanies us, not just in death and hell, but through death and hell, as we
wait for God to act. God's response to the cross and Holy Saturday is resurrection
– God the Father raising Jesus the Son from death through the power of the Holy
Spirit.
All that is what we celebrate today. All that is what we affirm when we say, 'Christ
is risen! Alleluia!'
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Resurrection alone is nonsense. But resurrection incorporating life and death is
transformative. The traditional icons have it right: Christ's death and resurrection
are a single event that rescues humanity from death. Of course, we all still die, but
death is now the gate to life in God's presence, to being held in perfect love and joy
and peace eternally.
It is belief in this resurrection, in the crucified-and-risen Christ, that allows us to
sing our final hymn today:
Yours be the glory, risen, conquering Son,
endless is the victory over death you've won ...
let the church with gladness hymns of triumph sing,
for the Lord is living, death has lost its sting.

Alleluia.
Amen.

Both icon and sketch are in the public domain.

