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BOUGHT AT A PRICE


The daytime television shows are abruptly interrupted by the local news desk.  A disheveled news anchor breathlessly announces that gunmen have raided a local high school and are holding several hundred students and teachers in the building.  The city holds its breath.  Grief-struck parents gather with police in front of the school building.  Information is sketchy and hours pass.


Throughout the city, crowds gather around every television screen.  All hope looks to the tough-smart mayor and police to resolve the crisis.  And the public has no idea what’s really going on in the school or behind the scenes.


Then just before nightfall an entourage of city hall vehicles suddenly arrives and the mayor himself steps out of a car.  In full view of a hushed city, he deliberately walks from the police barricade toward the front door of the school.  An hour after he disappears behind the front door a stream of students and staff flow out of the building into the tearful embrace of their families.


But what is happening or what has happened inside the school?  Night falls and for the next ten hours an eerie hush cloaks the city.  First light reveals every door in the school silently standing wide open.  And at 7:30 a.m. the mayor reports for work—just like any other day—with briefcase and coffee in hand.  His co-workers are speechless.


Now, as I’ve told this not-altogether-fictional drama, I’m guessing that some of you have recognized that there are some hints in it that remind you of Jesus’ death and rising again.  Indeed, Christians through the ages have used metaphors to reach a deeper understanding of the cross.  That is, we use something we know about to explain something else that is more complicated.  What I’d like to do today and during the next four Sundays is to explore some of the important metaphors—or explanations of the Cross of Jesus Christ.


Today I’d like to explore how the sacrifice of Jesus is like a ransom being paid that enables you and me to be set free.


You might be thinking, “I don’t need to be set free.  I’m already free.”  That may be true.  But maybe not.  One of the sinister aspects of living in bondage is that we don’t really realize we’re not free.  The alcohol addict is in denial about how much drinking controls her.  “I can put it down any time.” The peasants in Columbia don’t understand the unholy economic alliance between rich land owners and government officials that keeps them working endlessly and more and more poor.  The six year old abused child loves his mom and her boyfriend to pieces, and really doesn’t fathom the depth of pathology that engulfs him.  Credit card debt, consumerism, social position, sick religion, or just one’s own psychological demons that drive off every promising relationship can be cruel masters.  So we may not realize that we’re not free.  The insight that you and I are ransomed by the self-giving of Jesus Christ begins by recognizing that we’re in bondage.

Let me try to describe how we come to the awareness of the power of evil over us.  Think about the circumstances that led to Jesus being crucified.  One of his disciples betrayed him.  Jealous religious leaders trumped up charges against Jesus.  Pontius Pilate knew Jesus was innocent under Roman law, but he found it less troublesome to cave in to pressure from the mob and their religious leaders.  The soldiers who inflicted such pain and death were following orders or indulging their own sick sadistic impulses.  We look at the trial and execution of Jesus and think, “Can humanity possibly be this bad?”  Well, yes, we can.  We see the same human foibles today.


Now, Jesus’ victory goes deeper than just awakening to evil.  Somehow—listen now; because this is the tough part—somehow, the offering of Jesus Christ into the clutches of evil forces causes evil forces to release its grip on you and me.


Am I saying that God the Father made some kind of deal with the devil so that if God would give up his son to the dominion of evil, that that power would loosen its grip on us?  The answer—possibly.  We don’t know.  What we do know is that there is purposiveness, an intention, a solid commitment by Jesus to walk right into the clutches of evil.  Just like the mayor going into the school building.  We don’t know exactly what the transaction was. We only know that it sets us free.  


Someone’s thinking, “I’m confused, this isn’t clear.”  My response is that we can’t make this as logical as a geometry proof.  We’re talking about a profound spiritual mystery.  And what Christians have been seeing in the crucifixion for centuries is that somehow at the expense of Jesus’ life, prison doors open up.  Spiritual prison doors open for all of us.  Something deeply mysterious has happened that grants you and me a freedom that we may not have realized we had.


Now, there’s even more to this mystery, which I’d like to mention.  By the way, the metaphor or theory I’m exploring with you is called the Christus Victor model of the atonement.  That means that somehow people are healed and liberated because Jesus triumphed over evil or broke evil’s power.  If you want to explore this idea more deeply, check out the movie, “Lion, Witch, and Wardrobe” by C. S. Lewis.  It is played out in a dramatic and moving way in that story.

The element I haven’t mentioned gets into the Easter story a little bit.  It is the element of resurrection.  Somehow, evil is unable to hold Jesus in death.  Jesus is killed.  And just as the Devil or evil thinks that it has made a good deal for itself, Jesus breaks free from evil’s clutches.  In the classic Christus Victor theory, God has actually tricked the devil into setting us free in exchange for the Son of God whom evil could never hold.  So there’s an element of trickery involved.  That’s wild stuff!


What does all of this have to do with you and me?  What this says to me is that at some deep spiritual level, I am free.  My ransom has already been paid for me.  And I may right now, walk free!


I’m imagining that some of us here live lives that are pacified by mind-numbing diversions and on a merry-go-round of working and buying.  To you the cross of Jesus Christ simply says “You’re free.”  You no longer are a vassal of a consumer culture.  It holds no authority over you.  You actually may live in a much richer more meaningful manner.  And you can start right now.  Nothing holds you back.

Some are gripped by addictive behaviors, patterns of relating that inexorably drive people away, or by the need to please over-critical parents.  Some of us have experienced deep betrayal.  And the wound of that loss has never quite healed.  Now every relationship and every endeavor is tinged by that hurt.  It seems to cling to you inexorably.  


But maybe not.  Jesus Christ has paid your ransom.  The door is open for you too to walk free.


Don’t miss the deliverance that lies at the heart of our faith.  Think how many prison doors fly open in the Bible.  The Hebrew slaves march out of Egypt.  Israel’s enemies always fail in the end.  Babylon can’t hold them.  In the Christian era nothing can stop the gospel from spreading.  Christians are frequently imprisoned only to have those doors open.  The ultimate prison—the tomb—couldn’t hold Jesus.  Friends, there is liberation at the heart of this life.  Don’t miss it!  In the name of Jesus Christ we are forgiven, protected, loved, and best of all, set free.  Amen!
�Douglas DeCelle preached this sermon on February 10, 2008 at the First Presbyterian Church, LaGrange, Ga. 





