24: A Day in the Life of the World’s Greatest Terror Fighter
Rescuing The World

Matthew 27:39-56

[Slide: 24 Logo “The following events happened between 9am and 3pm.”]

Did some of you see the season finale of “24” this week?  If you are not a fan of the show, or are not familiar with it – let me give you a quick idea of what it’s all about.  Each season, the hero, Jack Bauer, discovers some plot to destroy America, and he sets off on a 24-hour mission to combat evil and save the free world.  Each episode of the show covers an hour of that very, very busy day.

This past Monday, the final 2 hours of the 24 were covered.  Jack, as usual, is near death – over the course of the day he’s been infected with some biological agent that is going to kill him – he’s got about 2 hours to live.  But he’s still strong enough to overpower 4 people in one scene, run from two agents in another, shoot a gun out of the hand of a terrorist, and save the world– just before collapsing.  As he was being prepared to go to a hospital to die, he refused to take pain meds, so that he could keep a clear head.  As his health was failing, he was asked by an FBI agent if he regretted anything he had done during the previous 24 hours, to which he says, “No.”  Then he said, “If I see 15 people being held hostage on a bus, I’m going to do whatever it takes to save them – and do I mean anything…”

We want to believe that don’t we?  We want to believe that there are people who will do whatever it takes to defend our freedom, to rescue the hostage, to protect the innocent.  This weekend is Memorial Day weekend, one of those far too few times when we remember and honor our heroes.  Not fictitious people like “Jack Bauer” – but real people who have served our nation - and in many cases have given their lives - to defend, rescue and protect us.  

But as great as that sacrifice is, and as much as we honor those who have served and suffered and even died so that we can enjoy our lives here – even their greatest sacrifice pales in comparison to what we will see today.

Jesus Christ, the greatest terror-fighter who ever lived, saw the condition of humanity – the people He created and loved - and he was moved by that love to do whatever it took to save us – and I do mean anything… His sacrifice was far greater than any we can imagine.  He willingly laid aside His glory in heaven, took on human flesh, and came and lived among us.  The creator became part of His own creation!  God became man!  Even more, as a man, He became a servant…He became obedient – even to the point of death.

Over the last few weeks in this series, we have seen Jesus take on our enemy – Satan – face to face.  Scripture tells us that “He was tempted in every way that we are,” and that “He suffered when He was tempted,” yet He was “without sin.” He bore that suffering, and refused to give in, even for a moment, because he knew what was at stake – the eternal destiny of every man and woman, boy and girl on the planet for all time…

We have seen him enter hostile territory and cross cultural, racial and religious barriers to rescue a wounded woman. We have seen Him change His tactics and react in a surprising, unexpected way when asked to heal a sick child. And in so doing; He displayed His power and strength in a seemingly impossible way – speaking the words that brought healing from miles away!

Who says this stuff is boring?!  Jesus is Awesome!  Jack Bauer’s got nothin’ on this guy!

We’ve just barely scratched the surface here!  We could look at dozens of episodes from Jesus’ life to show his concern and care for people who were being victimized.  He took on political, military and religion-based terrorism in His three-year mission to rescue the oppressed and abused.  He saw people who were being burdened with physical illness, emotional trauma, political oppression and religious rules and did whatever it took to deliver them.  He tackled spiritual, emotional and physical brokenness in children and adults, men and women, Jews and gentiles.  He crossed racial barriers – rescuing hated Romans and Samaritans as well as His own beloved Jews.  He crossed social barriers – reaching out and valuing women as much as men, the sick and the well, the sinner and the common person. 

But each of those encounters were simply skirmishes that lead up to the ultimate battle – the focus of today’s episode…

All of that tearing down of the status quo caused those in power to see Jesus as a threat to their power, status and wealth.  And they set out to destroy Him.  What they didn’t know was that it was all part of the His plan from the beginning…

The Religious leaders arrested Jesus. After a rigged trial on trumped up charges, they had Him sent to the Roman political and military leaders.  The Roman governor could see right through their bogus case, and wanted to release Jesus.  The political pressure the religious establishment applied huge pressure, however, so Pilate had him scourged – a process that was often severe enough itself to be fatal – but it was not enough to placate the Jews.  Their pressure was enough to cause Pilate to literally wash his hands of the case – “If you want to execute Him, go ahead – but it’s on your hands.”  

In his biography of Jesus, Mark tells us that Jesus was crucified at the third hour – 9am.  Matthew picks up the story, and tells us, in the 27th chapter of his biography, beginning at verse 33, that 

33 They came to a place called Golgotha (which means The Place of the Skull). 34 There they offered Jesus wine to drink, mixed with gall; but after tasting it, he refused to drink it. 35 When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes by casting lots. 36 And sitting down, they kept watch over him there. 37 Above his head they placed the written charge against him: ~this is Jesus, the king of the Jews. 38 Two robbers were crucified with him, one on his right and one on his left. 39 Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads 40 and saying, "You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the Son of God!" 41 In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders mocked him. 42 "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. 43 He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he said, 'I am the Son of God.'" 44 In the same way the robbers who were crucified with him also heaped insults on him. 

45 From the sixth hour until the ninth hour darkness came over all the land. 46 About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?"--which means, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" 47 When some of those standing there heard this, they said, "He's calling Elijah." 48 Immediately one of them ran and got a sponge. He filled it with wine vinegar, put it on a stick, and offered it to Jesus to drink. 49 The rest said, "Now leave him alone. Let's see if Elijah comes to save him." 
50 And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit. 
The third hour until the ninth hour – six long hours.  

From 9am until 3pm Jesus suffered the cruelest of deaths.  Already so weakened by the beating that he couldn’t even carry his own cross, Jesus was led to the place of execution where he was literally pinned to the cross by thick Roman spikes through his hands and heals.  The execution took place along a major highway, just outside the gates of Jerusalem. The Romans did this so that people would get the message that you don’t mess with them, but in this case, the religious leaders of the Jews were out to make the same point. After the busy Passover weekend, hundreds, maybe thousands of people walked by, and the biographers of Jesus are unanimous that the people mocked Him and taunted Him.  The very people he was dying for shamed him and ridiculed Him.  Warren Wiersbe points out, “They called for Him to saved Himself, but if He had, then nobody else could be saved.  He did not come to save His own life, but to give His life as a ransom for sinners.”

For the first three hours Jesus hung there in the light of day, His life slowly draining from His naked body before passing pilgrims, religious leaders, armed soldiers and His own mother.  But then at noon – “the sixth hour” – the sky suddenly went black.  It was not an eclipse – the Passover weekend is always held on the night of the full moon – the exact opposite position in the sky for an eclipse…it was not a storm – there is no record of the people running for cover from rain or lightning – it simply got dark.

This was no natural phenomenon.  It was a “heaven sent darkness” (Wiersbe).  In those three hours Jesus really did “whatever it took” to save the world.  When Jesus was born, the angels of heaven came and lit up the night sky around Bethlehem, declaring to the shepherds that the Savior had been born.  Is it possible that at His death, the demons of hell darkened the sky with their presence, and joined in the oppression of the Savior?  Or was it that creation itself was so appalled at the Creator being so cruelly murdered that it was thrown completely out of whack?  Or could it be that in those hours, as the sins of the world – every sin from Adam and Eve to you and me – were placed upon Him as He hung on the cross, and the Father Himself had to turn away, subjecting the world to utter darkness?  

Whatever the cause, it was in these three dark hours that Jesus did whatever was necessary to save the world.  Prior to this He had spoken on several occasions – he had prayed for those who abused Him “Father, forgive them, they don’t know what they are doing!”  He had assured the thief next to him that his faith would save him.  He had given instructions for his mother’s care.  But now, for these three dark hours, silence.  Alone and in the oppressive darkness, Jesus bears the punishment for the sins of the world - my sins and yours. Rejected by His people, abandoned by His friends, now forsaken by His Father…He bears the excruciating pain and the slow, suffocating death of crucifixion compounded by the unimaginable weight of our sins, suspended between heaven and earth.

Have you ever seen a man carrying a weight that is at the limits of his ability?  Words are not spoken...he can not afford the energy it would take to speak – it takes all he has to bear the load!  The face is twisted and contorted by the effort.  Breathing comes in rapid succession through clenched teeth…See the face of Jesus as He carries the weight of your sin and mine – and all the world!  He is doing whatever it takes to save you!

Until, after three hours of unimaginable struggle, He knows that the end is near.  Summoning the very last of his energy, Jesus cries out with a loud voice, “My God! My God! Why have you forsaken me?”  It is the only time in His life that He does not address God as “Father;” so great is the chasm caused by our sins.
  After another cry in a loud voice, Matthew tells us, “he gave up His spirit.”

He died.  He died for you.  He really was willing to do “whatever it took” to save you, and He did it!  

But your rescue requires your participation!  The Bible says that “As many as received Him, who believed on His name, He gave the right to become children of God.”  Have you received the salvation that He suffered so much to obtain for you?  Have you asked Him to apply that payment to your account?  Are you absolutely certain today that you have a home in heaven, that if you died today, you would spend eternity with Him in His kingdom?  If not, don’t leave today without taking care of it!  In simply faith, pray and ask Jesus to save you – to be your savior.  He died so you can live.  Don’t refuse the life He offers.

Pray with me.

Lord Jesus, I need you.  Thank you for loving me so much that you were willing to do whatever it took to save me – even to die such a terrible death on the cross.  I believe you died for me.  Forgive me for my sins.  I am sorry for them, and I reject them.  I place my faith in you as my Lord and my Savior.  Help me to live for you from this day forward, until I stand before You in heaven.  Amen

This story is not over!  This is not the final episode! Come back next week for the exciting climax of the life of Jesus Christ!
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