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Sermon for Passion Sunday (Lent 5)
Hebrews 9:11-15 Psalm 143:1-10 Matthew 20:20-28
 It was a case of mistaken identity. 

 Many people thought the Messiah would be different.   Jesus had to set them straight. Jesus set them straight about the Messiah by suffering and dying, and then by rising from the dead. It’s not what they expected.
 In Jesus’ time, the Jews expected the Messiah, the Christ, to come with great power and authority. The Messiah would come as a king with a mighty army. He would be the Son of David, a mighty king like King David. He would conquer their enemies, and set up a new government.
 Remember that the Hebrew word “Messiah” is the same as “Christ.” Both mean “anointed one.”

 Nearly everyone hoped that when the Messiah came, the wrong would be made right. The Jews would have their mighty kingdom back. There would be justice for all. Things would be great again.
 What no one expected was a Messiah who was a healer, not a fighter. What no one expected was a Messiah who would heal the nation, without a government, and without an army. What no one expected was a Messiah who would suffer, and then die on a cross.
 This was a disappointment to many people who wanted a royal Messiah, who would conquer Israel’s enemies.

 Jesus Christ, the unexpected Messiah, instead brought good news to the sick and the poor, and to sinners.
 Jesus constantly preached about the kingdom of God. Because Jesus used the word “kingdom,” a lot of people thought it meant that HE would be the Messiah king they were looking for. But he wasn’t.

 So, it’s understandable if there were cases of mistaken identity about Jesus. 

 The mother of James and John made that mistake. She thought Jesus would be king in a powerful new government. Mrs. Zebedee told Jesus, “Give me your word that my two sons will sit beside you on thrones in your kingdom.”
 Jesus said to her, “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 Jesus then turned to her sons James and John, who probably sent their mother to ask the question, and said, “Can you drink the cup I’m about to drink?”
 They answer, “Sure we can.”
 Of course, they are clueless about what Jesus means. He means the cup of suffering that every follower of Jesus may drink if we truly follow him.
 All they want to hear about are those nice thrones they get to sit on beside King Jesus.

 So, Jesus begins to clue them in. He says to them, “You really will drink from that cup. But who sits where in my kingdom, and who gets the seats of honour, only my Father knows.”

 The other ten apostles don’t know any better than James and John. All they can hear is these two guys asking for promotions.  They don’t understand Jesus any better than James and John do. Patiently, Jesus explains:
 “You know how it works in this world, don’t you? Godless rulers throw their weight around, and once they get a little bit of power, they want it all.
 “But we are not going to work that way. If you want to be great, serve others. If you want to be first in line, be a slave. 

 “This is how I work: I came to serve, not to be waited on. And I’m going to give my life away, in exchange for many others who are held captive. My death will be like a ransom for hostages.”
 So, there is nothing wrong with wanting to be great. Serving God leads to greatness. But Jesus reverses the order: great ones are servants, while powerful people may come in last.
 Jesus didn’t come to command a powerful army or a powerful government. He stepped down from his heavenly throne not to become one more ruler among other rulers, but to be the Saviour of all.
 If we think that he is the king of a new government on earth like other governments, it is a case of mistaken identity.
 Many years ago, a popular book called “Games People Play” said that one of the most popular games we play is called, “Mine is better than yours.” We play it all the time. My car, my job, my town, my church, my language, my this, my that…mine is better than yours. Nations play the game of “My country is better than your country.”
 We climb over others to get ahead. We make ourselves feel superior. And we want others to be inferior.
 Jesus will have none of this game. He tells us to be servants, not power-thirsty rulers.
 We give ourselves a mistaken identity if we think that the path to glory is through more power and more wealth, and getting waited on by others. Jesus turns that upside down. He leads us to his way, the way of the servant.
 One last case of mistaken identity about Jesus is this: many people like to think of Jesus as a good man doing good things, who will make us good. But the Messiah did not come just to do good things for us and make us slightly better. He came to die in our place. He died for our sins.
 As the lesson from Hebrews tells us, Jesus shed his own blood as a sacrifice, for all sins, for all time. Once, and for all. Therefore he is the Mediator of the new Covenant, our great go-between, the one who stands between us and God. His shed blood frees us from the sins that would have kept us out of heaven.
 There is more to being a Christian than being a good person. It is to be brought by Jesus into the Father’s presence forever, forgiven and free.
 Make no mistake that is our true identity.
