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This Is Jesus: The Upside Down Kingdom 

Dead Man Walking 
March 25, 2018 

 

PRE-SERVICE VIDEO  

 

Worship Songs:  
Come Ye Sinners / This Is Amazing Grace  
Video – Behind the Scenes  
 “Blessed Redeemer” 
 

  
Good morning everyone.  

 

As Shannon said, today we’re concluding part III 

of our This Is Jesus mega-series which we have 

called The Upside-Down Kingdom. For six Sundays 

(actually, all the way back to the first Sunday of 

the year) we’ve been talking about the fact that 

Jesus came to do more than just die on a cross to 

save us from sin.  

 

Jesus came to initiate an alternative order – and 

alternative way of living – to that which has been 
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established by the political, economic and 

religious institutions of our world. He called this 

order “The Kingdom of God” or the “Kingdom of 

Heaven.” 

  

And when Jesus spoke of God’s Kingdom, He 

wasn’t talking about an invisible place where the 

righteous dead spend all of eternity strumming 

harps and singing worship music! 

 

Instead, He was describing a reality that exists 

right in the middle of the kingdoms of this world 

and often in spite of them; a reality in which God 

Himself is King over those who choose to live 

according to the Way of the King – a way which 

turns the values of this world, i.e. everything this 

world says is important upside down. 

 

 Those who have power should humble 

themselves and become servants of all. 

 

 Those who have money should voluntarily 

move down the economic ladder through 
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radical generosity to the people and causes 

God loves 

 

 Those who have the knowledge of God 

should not be proud of their goodness but 

admit their own sinfulness. And they should 

welcome – and not exclude – the “tax 

collectors and other notorious sinners.” 

 

 When those who follow in the way of the 

King are wronged they should not demand 

their rights and personal justice but instead 

be willing to suffer so that the cycle of 

contempt and violence might end. 

 

 And most importantly, those who have 

become wise in the ways of the world must 

become like children – open to changing 

their paradigm of how life is supposed to 

work (which Jesus called “repentance”). 

 

 

It really does sound crazy but Jesus says this is the 
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way to life. It produces peace, fulfillment and 

justice in abundance, regardless of whatever 

individual or system holds political, economic and 

religious power. 

 

And my goal over these past six weeks has been to 

encourage you to at least consider the Way of Jesus 

even if you don’t believe that He was God in the 

flesh; even if you don’t believe His death had any 

significance beyond “just another unfortunate 

individual who happened to get crosswise with 

the Roman Empire.” 

 

That said … to do a mega-series called “This Is 

Jesus” without addressing His death and its 

meaning would be theological malpractice, 

especially since … the fact is … that Jesus came to 

do more than just initiate an alternative way of life 

known as “The Kingdom of God.”  

 

Jesus also came to die … on a cross … to save us … 

from sin. From the very beginning of His ministry, 

Jesus was truly “a dead man walking.”  
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But why? Why did Jesus have to die to bring about 

salvation? 

 

That’s what I want to talk to you about this 

morning.  

 

And to set the stage, I’m going to turn it over to 

our friend from The Vine Church of Hong Kong, 

Pastor Andrew Gardiner, who has so graciously 

allowed us to use video from a recent trip he made 

to the Holy Land.i  

 

Let’s watch. 

 

Video – The Crucifixion (5.6 min) 

(Begin) Voice: “The Mount of Olives is a mountain 

ridge east of …” 

(End) Fades out with shot of painting of Jesus’ 

body surrounded by mourning disciples. 

 

Feature “At the Cross Love Ran Red”  
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Message 

 

In what might be the earliest recorded expression 

of how Jesus’ followers understood His death … 

 

… the Apostle Paul writes:  

 

What I received I passed on to you as 
of first importance: that Christ died 
for our sins according to the 
Scriptures.   1 Corinthians 15:3 
(NIV) 

 

In other words “when I myself became a believer 

in and follower of Messiah Jesus,” Paul was saying, 

“the single most important thing I learned was 

that He died to bring salvation from sin, just as the 

prophets had foretold.”  

 

Sometime later, one of Jesus’ friends wrote a 

letter expressing the same idea. 

 

Peter wrote: 
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“He himself bore our sins in his body 
on the cross, so that we might die to 
sins and live for righteousness; by his 
wounds you have been healed.”  
 1 Peter 2:24 (NIV) 

 

… a statement which contains two direct quotes of 

the Hebrew prophet Isaiah. 

 

For those of us who’ve been in and around church 

for any length of time, this idea – that, because of 

Jesus’ death on a Roman cross, our sins which are 

“like scarlet and red as crimson” can somehow 

become “white as snow” (to quote both Isaiahii 

and the song we just heard) is something we’ve 

grown accustomed to. 

 

For many of us, it goes even deeper. The idea that 

God deals with our sin through Jesus’ death has 

become the very foundation of our lives. It 

constantly inspires us to trust in His goodness and 

grace; to be thankful and even to bow down in 

worship (as the song said).  
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Objections to Atonement 

 

But, for others – in particular, those who have 

rejected Christianity, it doesn’t have that same 

effect. In fact, for some, it actually has the opposite 

effect. It repels them for one or more of the 

following reasons.  

 

Maybe you’ve heard someone express these 

objections or have even wondered about them 

yourself. 

 

Objection #1. It seems petty and extreme of 
God to demand a human sacrifice. 

 

“I mean, why doesn’t God just forgive? Why does 

it take someone’s death to provide salvation?” 

 

That’s a really good question. After all, you and I 

don’t go around requiring someone die whenever 

we’re hurt or offended. We just have to find it in 

ourselves to forgive and let it go. Why doesn’t 

God? 
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Objection #2. The “payment” for sin is 
logically absurd. 

 

“So,” the argument goes, “if I am not forgiven for 

my sins – however big or small they might be, 

Christianity says I’ll spend eternity in hell. Seems 

a bit extreme but let’s let that go for now.  

 

“What you Christians are claiming” the objection 

continues “is that Jesus’ being dead for a couple of 

days will somehow keep me from that fate if I 

believe in Him.  

 

“But those two situations – my eternity vs. Jesus’ 

two days – don’t compare at all. Hence, the logical 

inequality and absurdity.” 

 

Another objection and this one is a little more 

severe than the first two, is that … 

 

Objection #3. For God to kill His own son for 
our sins is barbaric. 
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“The Bible says very clearly that it was God’s will 

for His son to die (that’s why Jesus prayed for the 

cup to pass from him). It was God’s will for Jesus 

to die in order to appease His own wrath over my 

sins. 

 

“That doesn’t sound like a ‘good’ God to me,” this 

argument says. “That sounds like divine child 

abuse.”  

 

“Furthermore, since Christians believe that Jesus 

never sinned that means God brutally punished 

an innocent man. But how is justice ever served 

by punishing an innocent?  

 

“With that kind of logic,” the argument 

continues, “if I get a parking ticket I could get out 

of it by bringing in a baby and chopping off a 

finger, and announcing ‘there, I’ve more than 

paid off my crime now.’”iii  

 

But that’s not good. That’s barbaric. 
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This objection leads right into the fourth and final 

one (at least, that we’ll look at today) which is that 

… 

 

Objection #4. It is morally reprehensible for 
the guilty to get off scot-free because 
someone takes their place. 

 

… which is, as we’ve seen, at the core of Christian 

faith. Jesus took our place on the cross so we could 

be forgiven.  

 

But the morality of that substitution is not only 

questionable, this objection says. It’s despicable – a 

reality which, according to one skeptic, can be 

illustrated by a simple example. 

 

Suppose that a few months ago, your daughter 

was abducted, raped and murdered. Soon after, 

the perpetrator was apprehended and tried and 

the jury returned a unanimous guilty verdict.  

 

Today, everyone has gathered for the sentencing, 

and everyone knows exactly what that sentence 
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is going to be because there is only one sentence 

appropriate: death. 

 

And indeed, the judge announces that the death 

penalty will be imposed.  

 

However, in a dramatic turn of events, he 

announces that the defendant's father, a quiet and 

well-respected man, has agreed to take the 

punishment for his son's crime. And so, as the 

father is handcuffed and led away to await his 

fate, the son walks free from the courtroom. 

 

You would be outraged, should you be in such a 

scenario in real life. How can the man's father 

take the punishment for what his son did? The 

punishment doesn’t mean anything unless it is 

carried out on the person who actually deserves 

it!  

 

Otherwise an innocent man dies for nothing and 

the guilty man is left free to carry out more 

atrocious acts.iv  
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-------------- 

 

Have you ever heard or thought of any of these 

objections? On the surface they do seem pretty 

powerful. 

 

And quite frankly, they do make you wonder: as 

Christians, are we, in fact, worshiping and 

following the dictates of a petty, absurd, barbaric, 

and morally reprehensible god?  

 

If so, something is wrong with us and we ought to 

stop. If we want to continue being Christians, 

maybe we should just focus on the teaching and 

example of Jesus and let the rest of this 

theological stuff go. 

 

Answering the Objections 

 

But that, friends, is precisely what we should not 

do … at least, not without attempting to come to a 

more complete understanding of what Jesus really 
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was doing on the cross; why Jesus really did need to 

die to deal with the problem of sin.  

 

So, let’s spend a few minutes working on that 

before we throw the whole thing out. And let’s 

begin by trying to answer – or at least, expose the 

fallacies – of each objection in turn.  

 

Objection #1 says that “it’s petty and extreme of 

God to demand a human sacrifice for sin instead 

of ‘just forgiving’ like we do.” 

 

That’s true if the consequence of sin is 
merely offending God. But the problem of 
sin is much greater than one of simple 
offenses stacked one on top of the other. 

 

We’ll talk about what that problem is shortly, but 

let’s move to the second objection … 

 

… which argues that the “payment” for sin is 

logically absurd because Jesus’ being dead for a 

couple of days doesn’t equate to the time I will 

spend in Hell if I don’t believe in Him. 
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That’s true if the cross is a time-based sin-
for-sin exchange. But what Jesus did in His 
death deals with a problem that transcends 
time. It is time-less (or eternal). 

 

I’ll explain what I mean by that, too, shortly 

(because it’s part of that larger problem of sin) but 

let’s move to the third objection … which we’ll 

spend a little more time on. 

 

This one says that for God to kill His own son for 

our sins is barbaric and on the order of divine 

child abuse. 

 

And that’s true, too, if Jesus was “just a man 
like us” who had no choice. But Jesus was 
more than a man – He was God in human 
flesh. 

 

J. Warner Wallace (author of Cold Case Christianity 

and God’s Crime Scene) says that “this argument 

has some emotional power because it sounds like 

you’re just punishing one of your kids in place of 

another. But, in fact, that’s not what’s happening 
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in the crucifixion.” 

 

When Jesus goes to the cross, God is not punishing 

an innocent bystander for the sins of others. It’s 

not another human being like you and me who is 

paying for someone else’s crime because Jesus is 

more than simply “one of us.” Jesus is the second 

person of the three-in-one God that we call the 

Trinity.  

 

And when that Trinity of Father, Son and Spirit 

decided that the cross was the way to deal with 

sin, it wasn’t, therefore, the barbaric punishment 

of an innocent and powerless third party. It was a 

decision that God made – and had the right to 

make – because He Himself was the sacrifice. v 

 

I like how Pastor Brian Zahnd sums it up. 

 

What the cross reveals, he writes, is … 

 

“A God who would rather die than kill His 

enemies (which, by the way is exactly what 
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Jesus taught as the way of the Kingdom). The 

cross is not what God inflicts upon Christ in 

order to forgive. The cross is what God endures 

in Christ as He forgives.”vi  

 

--------- 

Ok, let’s look at the fourth objection which is 

probably the most serious criticism of all. That 

one said that it’s morally reprehensible for the 

guilty to go free just because someone else takes 

their place. If that happened in a murder trial – if 

the murderer’s kindly father bore the penalty for 

his son – we would be justifiably outraged.  

 

Of course, one really big problem with that 

analogy is that it doesn’t refute what Christianity 

actually claims. Christianity does not say that 

some friendly third party steps in and takes the 

place of the guilty. It says that the wounded and 

offended party – God Himself – does that in the 

person of Jesus of Nazareth. He takes the place of 

the guilty.  
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Therefore, a more appropriate analogy would be 

if you yourself took the death penalty in place of 

the man who had murdered your child with the 

full understanding that doing so would allow him 

to go free.  

 

That still doesn’t solve the question of whether or 

not it is right for him to go scot-free but it does put 

things into the right relational categories … which 

actually points to the answer to this objection.  

 

Since God is the one wounded and offended 
by human sin, then God is the one who has 
the right to demand and accept whatever 
recompense God desires and to declare that 
“just.” 

 

And that is exactly the understanding that the 

first Christians had of what God was doing in 

Christ. 

 

Paul writes: 

 

God presented Christ as a sacrifice of 
atonement, through the shedding of 
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his blood—to be received by faith.  
 Romans 3:26 (NIV) 

 

… which is this supposedly “reprehensible deal” 

in question, right? Salvation by grace through 

faith that lets the guilty go free because Christ has 

atoned for their sins.  

 

But look at what Paul says about why God did it 

this way. 

 

He writes: 

 
He did it to demonstrate his 
righteousness at the present time, so 
as to be just and the one who justifies 
those who have faith in Jesus.
 Romans 3:26 (NIV) 

 

The wording here is a little stilted to our ears but 

Paul is saying that, by justifying sinners who 

believe in Jesus, God is acting righteously. He is 

doing what is “just” by justifying – making and 

declaring innocent – those who, by faith, receive 

the atonement that Jesus made for sin on the 
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cross. 

 

Now, why would that be true? Why would such a 

deal – and let’s call it “grace” to be more 

theological about it – why would grace 

demonstrate God’s justice and righteousness?  

 

I mean, you might think it would be the other way 

around – that God’s justice and righteousness 

would be demonstrated not by His grace towards 

those who sin but His punishment and condemnation 

of them – making sure that everyone gets exactly 

what’s coming to them. 

 

And that is “just” and “right” but Paul specifically 

makes the point that grace is what reveals God’s 

righteous character.  

 

To understand why that’s true … well, that brings 

us back to those problems I mentioned earlier.  

 

The (Real) Problem with Sin 
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See, the real problem with sin is that it’s much 

more than a bunch of simple “offenses” stacked 

one on top of the other that could each be “just 

forgiven” if God chose.  

 

The real problem with sin is that it is a fatal 
disease (so to speak) that infects and 
destroys everything about God’s creation 
(including us!) 

 

The payoff of sin is death, Paul writes, which is 

exactly what God said at the very beginning to 

Adam and Eve.  

 

“The day you eat of this fruit, you will die.”  

 

Notice He didn’t say “I will kill you.” Instead, God 

said death would enter the world because of sin 

and begin to infect and destroy everything.  

 

That’s why the problem with sin is far bigger than 

a stack of individual offenses that need to be 

forgiven. 
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And that’s why what is truly needed is not 
just forgiveness but healing and restoration 
for all of creation (including us!) 

 

 What you and I need isn’t just a better way 

to live (though we do). 

 

 What we need isn’t just absolution for our 

individual acts of disobedience.  

 

 What we need is to be healed from the curse 

of sin; to be rescued from death and raised 

to life again. 

 

Paul puts it like this: 

 

Against its will, all creation was 
subjected to God’s curse.  
 

Again, the curse was that the disobedience of 

humanity produces death and destruction. 

 

But with eager hope, the creation 
looks forward to the day when it will 
join God’s children in glorious 
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freedom from death and decay.  
 Romans 8:20-21 (NLT) 

 

Now, here’s a question – and this takes us back to 

the idea that grace and not judgement is what 

reveals God’s righteous and just character: why is 

creation looking forward to that day of healing 

and restoration? 

 

Because God promised it would come.  

 

From the very beginning with Adam and Eve and 

continuing through all the prophets of Israel that, 

God foretold that the day would come when He 

Himself would intervene; that He would send a 

Messiah who through his death would begin the 

undoing of the curse.  

 

And this is why grace and not judgement is 

evidence of God righteousness and justice. God 

said He would intervene and deal with the curse 

of sin and He did in the death of Jesus of Nazareth. 
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Again, Paul puts it like this:  

 

Just as one trespass resulted in 
condemnation for all people, so also 
one righteous act resulted in 
justification and life for all people.  
 
For just as through the disobedience 
of the one man the many were made 
sinners, so also through the 
obedience of the one man the many 
will be made righteous. 
 Romans 5:18-19 (NIV) 

 

The Why Question 

 

Now, you might be thinking at this point … 

 

 It’s good to know that God isn’t petty, 

absurd, barbaric, and morally 

reprehensible.  

 

 It’s good to know that the real problem with 

sin isn’t that we need to be forgiven (though 

we do). It’s good to know that what we – and 
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all of creation – need is healing and 

restoration and that’s what God was up to in 

Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

However, that still doesn’t explain why Jesus’ 

death was necessary to bring that about. And 

there so many great ways to explain it about that 

but, for me, one of the great fourth-century 

leaders of the Orthodox Church, St. Athanasius, 

did it best when he wrote: 

 

 

Death on behalf of all had to take place, so 

that what was required of all might occur.  

 

Therefore, [God], since He was not able to 

die—for he is immortal—took to himself a 

body able to die, that he might offer it as his 

own on behalf of all.  

 

 

 

And [this he did so that] through his 
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suffering for all “he might destroy him who 

has the power of death, that is the devil, and 

deliver all those who through fear of death 

were subject to lifelong bondage.” (Heb 2.14-

15)” vii 

 

In other words, for the curse to be reversed, God 

had to take the sickness of sin into himself in 

order to heal it. God had experience the death of 

humanity on the cross, in order to put death to 

death. The only solution to death was nothing less 

than the death of God.viii 

 

In the Orthodox Church they have a little phrase 

that describes this gracious act of God that we 

sometimes sing in one of our worship songs 

(we’re actually going to sing it next week).  

 

The phrase is “trampling over death by death” 

and it comes from a reading they do every Easter 

Sunday which goes like this.ix  

 

Let no one fear death, for the Savior’s death 
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has set us free. 

He that was held prisoner of it has 

annihilated it.  

By descending into Hades, He made Hades 

captive.  

He embittered it when it tasted of His flesh. 

  

It was embittered, for it was abolished.  

It was embittered, for it was mocked.  

It was embittered, for it was slain.  

It was embittered, for it was overthrown.  

It was embittered, for it was fettered in 

chains.  

 

It took a body, and met God face to face.  

It took earth, and encountered Heaven.  

It took that which was seen, and fell upon 

the unseen. 

 

And because that is what happened – because 

that’s what happened when Jesus died and was 

laid in the tomb – you and I can not only be 

forgiven of every sin, we can be released from the 
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curse of sin and death.  

 

We, along with all of creation, can look forward to 

the day when Jesus will return and renew and 

restore all things – including our physical bodies 

which by then will likely be only dust. 

 

Three things I want to invite you to do. 

 

1. Invite Christians to remember the death of 

Jesus on Thu/Fri 

 

2. Receive Jesus if you are not a Christian 

 

3. Stand to sing and then be seated after 

 

Congregational Song – Jesus Paid It All 

 

CLOSING COMMENTS  

 

1. Update on PALs (Partners in AdventureLand) 

project 

 

Last week – gave you the goals – have 
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raised about $5K. thanks  

 

 

Work has already begun! 

 

Pics of new walls 

 

Pics of bathroom remodel 

 

Pic of bathroom removal 

 

Still have time to contribute! 

 

 

2. Next Sunday is Easter – beginning the 
final installment of This Is Jesus: To the 
Ends of the Earth.  

 

Those who followed Jesus at the beginning turned 

the whole world upside down for good. Will look 

at how and why they did it and, more importantly, 

how it might happen again through people like us. 

 

Great time to invite new people; get here early, 

expect parking to be a bit more of a challenge. We 
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need you! 

 

3. Offering @ Door 

 

Endnotes 

 

 

i  https://vimeo.com/213942169 
ii Isaiah 1:18 
iii  https://freethoughtblogs.com/pharyngula/2012/11/12/odious-christianity 
iv Found at https://www.ex-christian.net/topic/49463-the-immorality-of-the-cross/. 
v An answer from J. Warner Wallace @ https://www.str.org/blog/crucifixion-immoral 
vi  https://brianzahnd.com/2014/04/dying-sins-work/ 
vii Quoted at https://afkimel.wordpress.com/2013/04/15/st-athanasius-the-
death-of-death-in-the-death-of-god/ (I have made a few modifications for 

readability purposes) 
viii Ibid 
ix  http://theologicalmisc.net/2016/03/trampling-death-death-reflections-orthodox-
resurrection-service/ 
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