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‘Jesus died on the cross, to save us from our sin.” That’s the cross word that we will be looking at today.
What makes this claim interesting is that, on the one hand, it is one of the most familiar things we say about
the cross, but on the other hand, it’s also one of the strangest things that we say about the cross. Jesus died
on the cross to save us from our sins. This statement is both familiar and strange.

On the one hand, it’s probably the first thing you heard about the cross as a child. What is the first
Sunday School song that most of us learn? “Jesus Loves Me.” And what does Jesus Loves Me say? “Jesus loves
me, he who died, heaven’s gates to open wide. He will wash away my sin, let his little child come in.” | can
remember my parents singing these words to me at my bedside. These words taught me that Jesus died on
the cross to save me from my sin.

And then, if you grew up Christian Reformed, when we learned our catechism in middle school, it’s
what the catechism taught us about the cross. You remember what the catechism says, right? The catechism
says, we humans had accumulated an unpayable debt of sin — a debt that deserved a death sentence. How
were we going to get rid of the debt? The debt had to be paid by a human being, because it's human sin. But
only someone with Godlike powers has the capacity to pay the debt. Enter Jesus. He’s a human so he can pay
on behalf of the rest of us, and he’s God so he has the capacity to pay the debt. When he dies on the cross he
pays the debt of our sin.

Of course, more important than the catechism and “Jesus Loves Me” is the Bible, and the Bible
definitely teaches that Jesus died on the cross to save us from our sins. There are many passages that do so,
including ours. Paul says all human beings have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, but “God has
justified all freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Jesus Christ.” What was the way that
Jesus justified us? How did he pay that debt? “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the
shedding of his blood.” Paul is saying, in different words, Jesus died on the cross to save us from our sins.

But it’s when Paul uses these words — about Jesus being a sacrifice of atonement through the shedding
of his blood — that the strangeness starts to reveal itself. Because Paul is telling us that the currency for this
forgiveness is blood. That sounds strange to modern people. When Paul says those words, he’s referring to an
old Israelite ceremony. He’s referring to the ceremonies practiced by Israel every year on the Day of
Atonement. Yom Kippur. | wonder, do you know what happens on the Day of Atonement? Can you picture the
ceremony? Because if you can’t, it’s hard to understand what Paul is saying when he says that Jesus is a
sacrifice of Atonement. The Day of Atonement was an annual festival when Israel would deal with her sin so
she could live in harmony with God and with each other. You can read about the ritual in in Leviticus 16.

On the Day of Atonement, people are called together and the High Priest performs a forgiveness ritual
on behalf of the people. That ritual involved him entering the Most Holy Place, the throne room of God in the
tabernacle, the place where the ark of the covenant was kept. In order to go into the presence of God, the
priest had four levels of preparation. First, he would strip naked and wash himself thoroughly. Then he would
put on sacred garments in order to make himself presentable to the Lord. Then, just before he entered the
Most Holy Place, he would slip some smoky incense through the curtain into God’s throne room so that the
place would fill with incense smoke. The smoke would veil the holiness of God so that he would not be
consumed. Finally, he would purify everything with blood. He would kill a goat, collect its blood, and when he
entered the Most Holy Place, he sprinkled the blood of the goat on the cover of the ark. This blood would,
“make atonement for the Most Holy Place because of the uncleanness and rebellion of the Israelites,
whatever their sins might have been.” The blood, combined with the other elements of the ritual, (including
the scapegoat which | don’t have time to talk about now) would make atonement for the sins of the people



and allowed sinful people to live with God and to serve as his people. The blood would make atonement for
the sins.

So, when Paul says, “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his
blood to be received by faith.” Paul is saying that instead of a goat, Jesus is offered as the sacrifice. His blood
makes atonement. His blood pays for our sins. His blood allows us to live with God and each other forever.

To modern ears, this is where things start to sound strange. This whole ritual of blood and sacrifice
sounds so primitive to people. “Really?” they say. “Are we talking about blood sacrifice? That’s so barbaric and
backwards! Are we actually talking about appeasing the anger of the gods with the blood of a virgin? The idea
that our sins need to be dealt with through blood is primitive and | don’t want any part of it. It all sounds
violent and vengeful and monstrous!”

A specific example where that attitude shows up has to do with the hymn “In Christ Alone”. You all
know that hymn; it’s one of our favorites. As you know that hymn includes the line, “On that cross as Jesus
died, the wrath of God was satisfied, for every sin on him was laid.” That’s a picture as Jesus acting like a
sacrifice of atonement — paying the debt of sin on the cross, paying for it with blood. There are some newer
hymnals in more progressive traditions that refused to put that hymn in their hymnals. Why? Because the
language of wrath being paid for with blood is primitive. They think it makes God the Father look like an angry
monster stomping around, raging about sin, and demanding blood as payment.

I think this criticism is wrong. | think our modern society completely understands the logic of how sin
incurs a debt, and how the proper payment for that debt is blood.

Two stories. When my children were in High School, their English teachers assigned them to read the
classic Vietnam novel, The Things They Carried by Tim O’ Brien. In that book, two fellow platoon members, Lee
Strunk and Dave Jensen, get into a fight. Late night, possibly after a few drinks, Jensen and Strunk come to
blows. It’s a sloppy fight. They roll around and crash into things, but in the end, Jensen, who is bigger and
stronger than Scruggs, gets him in a headlock and pounds his face over and over again with short right hands.
He shatters Strunk’s nose and the next day Strunk has to go to the hospital where he spends a whole week.

As the time approaches for Strunk to come back, Jensen gets more and more nervous. He feels guilty
for what he’s done. He feels the debt of his sin. Finally, one night, under the weight of his guilt, he goes
outside, he screams Strunk’s name, he fires his pistol into the air, and then he takes the butt end of the gun
and smashes it into his own face until his nose is broken and his blood is everywhere. Then he finds Strunk and
says, “Are we square now?” Jensen understands that he’s done wrong and he must pay with blood. He feels
like he can’t come into Strunk’s presence until he pays with blood so that they can be ‘square.” This is not a
Christian book, but somehow the scene makes sense to secular readers because we all have this sense that
our sin incurs a debt and that debt is paid through blood. Modern people have this logic written on their moral
code.

One more example. | just finished reading a novel by Nobel prize winner Kazuo Ishiguro. It’s called The
Buried Giant. It's a fantasy novel set in England just after the time of King Arthur. England is populated by two
tribes — the Britons and the Saxons and both tribes live in a strange state of forgetfulness. The forgetfulness
comes from the breath of a dragon. A dragon lives up on the mountain, and her breath produces a mist that
causes the people to forget their past. The magic in the mist comes from a spell put there by the wizard
Merlin. Merlin wants the two tribes, the Britons and the Saxons, to forget the past so they won’t fight
anymore. Specifically, Merlin, who is a Briton, really wants the Saxons to forget a genocide that had been
carried out by the Britons against the Saxons. The Britons had slaughtered hundreds and hundreds of innocent
Saxon women and children. Merlin doesn’t want the Saxons to rise up against the Britons, so he puts the
forgetting spell in the dragon’s breath to keep them from seeking justice for that atrocity.

But now a Saxon warrior named Wistan has become immune to the dragon’s breath. Wistan
remembers all the horrors inflicted on his people, and he wants justice. He decides to kill the dragon so that
his people will awake and make it right, so that they will avenge the past with blood because it’s the only way
to make things right. When it does, he says, the buried giant of the atrocity will awake. “The giant, once well



buried, now stirs. When soon he rises, as surely he will, the friendly bonds between us will prove as knots
young girls make with the stems of small flowers. Men will burn their neighbor’s houses by night. Hang
children from trees at dawn. The rivers will stink with corpses.” Wistan’s companions are appalled at this
vision. They beg him, in the name of God, not to kill the dragon, to let the forgetfulness continue. He refuses.
Wistan says, “What kind of god is it that wishes wrongs to go forgotten and unpunished.” There’ that moral
logic again: sin incurs a debt, and the proper payment for that debt is blood.

The language of blood as the currency of justice and justification is not ancient and out of touch, it’s as
contemporary as can be. Blood is still the main currency of love and justice and personhood and human
dignity. So much of what drives us as human beings is fueled by blood stories. Stop a Palestinian kid throwing
rocks at Israeli soldiers in the streets of Bethlehem, ask him why he’s doing that — he’ll tell you a blood story —
an injustice in his past that he’s trying to rectify. Now stop the Jewish demonstrator on the streets of Tel Aviv
cheering the bombing of Iran and the settlement growth, ask him what drives him — he’ll tell you a blood story
— stories of things that have been done to his people. Ask any culture or nation to tell you its foundational
stories and they will tell you blood stories, stories of blood shed at the hands of enemies, stories about blood
shed by their heroes in great acts of valor. Blood is still the currency of our world and the currency of our
hearts.

But into the middle of all this God has sent his son as a sacrifice of atonement. Jesus steps into the
middle of our blood stories and our blood feuds — he places himself between us and our enemies. We say,
“Jesus we are so glad to see you! At last, there is someone who will listen to me! Let me tell you about what
that guy did to me! I'm really looking forward to him getting what’s coming to him! Let me tell you about how
those people over there have been behaving!”

But Jesus says, “I'll get to that soon enough, but let’s start with you.” He opens the book of your life
and everything is laid bare. Every thought, word, deed, every computer click, every snide comment, every
racist joke. And when it’s all laid before him you are nothing but ashamed because you can see: you have shed
innocent blood, your actions have created hurt and pain, and anger and misery. There are all sorts of people
telling blood stories about you and they’re all true. You know that you can’t pay for all this. But Jesus says,
“Don’t worry! I've got this!” And he gets up on the cross and they put nails in his hands and his feet. The blood
starts flowing. He cries out in pain and confusion as he hangs there but as the blood flows down, some of it
flows down and absorbs the pain you’ve caused, and some of it flows down and washes you clean. Your record
is expunged.

Then three days later, he comes back to you and says, “Hey we were talking earlier and you had some
suggestions about how | should treat those sinners out there. What is it that you wanted me to do?” You look
down at your hands, so recently covered in the guilt of your sin, but now washed clean. And all of a sudden
your accusations look and feel very different. Your angry, vengeful talk does not seem to fit with the great
mercy that has been shown to you.

The world is full of blood stories, every one of us can tell those stories about people who have hurt us
personally, about people out there who have done terrible things. But as Christians as we live in this world full
of stories of grievance, the first blood story we tell is on ourselves. The first blood story we tell is about
ourselves, about what we did, about how we hurt people, and how Jesus washed that all clean at terrible cost.

As | said at the beginning of the sermon, all of us know today’s cross word. ‘Jesus died on the cross to
save me from our sins’. But how many of us carry that at the front of our hearts? Does that story stand
between you and your grievances? Does that story stand between you and your blood stories? When you take
the measure of the world’s wickedness, when you take the measure of your neighbor’s failure, do you start
with your story, or do you start with theirs?

‘Jesus died on the cross to save us from our sins.” Do you see how a person who carried that
forgiveness in the front of their mind and at the center of their heart would be completely transformed? Or,
better yet, imagine a whole community of people who carried that forgiveness in the front of their mind, who
woke up every morning and looked at their hands and couldn’t believe that they were clean. What a



community that would be! Joy would flourish there, and so would love and hope. Boasting would be excluded.

Humility would be the rule. Kindness would flow freely. And grace, well... grace would be everywhere. “Jesus

died on the cross to save us from our sins.” May this good news always live front and center in our hearts.
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