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I. Intro. (comments about “roller coasters,” after children’s time challenge to count
the number of times hearing me say the phrase)

A. Some of you may remember that we did something a little different for
Lent four years ago.

B. Rather than using texts from the Revised Common Lectionary and following
some prepared denominational worship materials, we chose our own direction
to go during this season when we focus on the sufferings and death of
Jesus Christ.

1. The late Bill Breckbill, always a pastor at heart, lamented the fact that
too often people jump from Palm Sunday, when Jesus entered Jerusalem
on a donkey, directly to Easter Sunday, with the risen Jesus appearing
outside an empty tomb.

a) If they don’t attend any worship services on Maundy Thursday or
Good Friday, and they don’t read the stories for themselves at home, they
will miss some of the most powerful and important parts of the whole
Christian message.

b) Bill reminded us that about a fourth of all the material in Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John consists of the accounts of Jesus’ final week in
Jerusalem.

2. So four years ago we decided to take that extended story of Jesus’
suffering and death from the Gospel of Mark and spread out hearing it
over the six Sundays of Lent.

C. Did you ever read a book or see a movie that starts telling the story in
the middle of events, and then near the end, it takes you on a flashback to
the beginning?

1. We are doing something similar to that with this worship series.

a) A whole lot of amazing events were packed into Thursday and Friday
of that week for Jesus. … We will unpack those events over the course of
five Sundays, this year using the Gospel of Matthew.

b) Then, on our Palm Sunday, we will flash back to that first Palm
Sunday, to understand it in light of how it sets up everything else that was
coming for Jesus.

2. In your bulletin you’ll find not only the Scripture texts for the next
Sunday, but also supplemental readings for each week.

3. In this way we want to return us to an “up close and personal” view of
all that Jesus suffered for you and me.

a) We might also put ourselves in the sandals of those 12 disciples and
the women who followed with Jesus during those days.

b) We hope this moves you to a greater appreciation for Easter when it
finally arrives.
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4. I invite you now to slip on some comfortable shoes (so to speak) as
together we “walk with Jesus through Holy Week.”

II. Today you just heard the story of Thursday morning and early evening for
Jesus and his disciples in that fateful week.

A. And what a momentous week it was!

1. In fact the first thing I want to emphasize is what an emotional roller
coaster it was for these disciples.

a) Over those three years of traveling together with Jesus, they had heard
him preach and teach, watched him heal and care for hurting people, and
sometimes made religious leaders mad at him.

b) Through it all, Jesus had a knack for catching them off-guard,
surprising them and saying the strangest things.

c) This week was no exception. In fact, it only got worse as the week
went along.

2. On this Thursday it seemed as if every time they got into doing some-
thing familiar, something “normal” and more predictable, then Jesus would
throw a monkey wrench into the works.

a) He would say something very depressing or ridiculously difficult to
obey.

b) Sometimes he said things that were just plain bizarre.

B. You might say the emotional roller coaster had its start earlier that week
in Jerusalem.

1. The previous three days, Jesus had done a lot of preaching and
teaching in parables, to large crowds who were following him.

a) The 12 disciples were used to this … Jesus was attaining almost rock
star status everywhere he went in Judea.

The longer this went on, the more the disciples might have even
liked the attention and the VIP treatment they got from the general
public by being close friends of this popular rabbi.

It was a rather heady experience being a special associate of this
Jesus of Nazareth!

b) In Matthew 26:2 (not long before what we heard today), Jesus
concluded another set of public teachings by making a private comment to
his disciples.

But this private statement was nothing like the great, inspiring and
often challenging words he had for the crowds

In 26:2 he repeated a bombshell he had already dropped on them
three times while they were on their way to Jerusalem:

(a) He told them he himself would be handed over to be
crucified …
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(b) … killed by a criminal’s death while the rest of the
Jewish people went on celebrating the Passover.

That sounds like a great way to suck the life out of a party! But it
didn’t seem to sink in for them.

At least the next day, they breathed easier and probably forgot
about that prediction because it was Passover time.

2. Ah, the Passover!

a) Finally they would get to be together in the holy city of Jerusalem, not
far from Solomon’s Temple, celebrating this most important of Jewish
feasts!

It was just Jesus and his disciples in a private setting. … If they
weren’t going to be with their own families for the Passover, then
this was the next best thing for observant Jewish men

Life was looking good again for the disciples. … Passover was
one thing they knew well how to do.

b) Things were going swimmingly until Jesus did it again …

ruining a perfectly good Passover feast with a killjoy comment
that one of them was going to betray him!

Can you imagine how sad and shocked they must have felt at the
nerve of Jesus to make this prediction, after all they’d been through
together?

3. If the Passover meal the disciples had with Jesus was unorthodox and
emotionally disturbing, at least their master concluded it literally on a
familiar note.

a) Read v. 30: Before going out to the olive grove called Gethsemane just
outside the city, it says they sang a hymn.

I think most of us just gloss over this verse and keep on reading,
but did you ever wonder what hymn they sang?

We don’t know the tune, but we actually have a pretty good idea
what the lyrics were!

b) In a commentary this week I learned that it was customary to conclude
Jewish festivals with the chanting or singing of the Hallel Psalms.

“Hallel” in Hebrew means “praise.” The collection of Psalms 114
through 118 was known together as Hallel, and singing or chanting
these was the usual way to draw the Passover feast to a close.

So it’s reasonable to assume that Jesus and his disciples sang part
or all of the Psalms from 114 through 118.

Though I really doubt it, maybe they sang “This is the day …,”
which comes from Psalm 118.

c) Today you heard from Pat several sections from the Hallel Psalms
(Psalms 116 and 117). Jesus and his disciples might very well have
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finished their Last Supper together by singing some of those same words,
which were probably comforting words of Scripture for them.

4. But alas, the comfort was short-lived indeed!

a) When they got to Gethsemane Jesus made not one, but two more
gloomy depressing predictions about how his own disciples would
mistreat him!

b) First, he said, “You will all desert me.”

I can imagine that this was even more shocking to them than his
suppertime prediction of someone betraying him.

We don’t know the reactions of most of them, but Peter’s response
was quick and bold, just as it had been earlier in chapter 16 when
he refused to accept one of those predictions of Jesus’ suffering.

(a) Peter proudly proclaimed that he would never abandon
Jesus, even if everyone else did.

(b) You can’t make much of a stronger promise than that.

c) And that brash promise is Jesus’ cue to unload his final tragic
prediction, this time directed unequivocally at Peter in particular (v. 35).

The contrast between these two statements could not be any more
stark than that!

But rather than being silently devastated by these accusations by
Jesus, the disciples don’t seem to know how to deal with these
preposterous words of Jesus except to simply reject them flat out.

So when Peter says, “Even if I have to die with you, I will never
disown you!” all the others said, “Me too!”

5. What a roller coaster ride!

a) Passover was supposed to be a wonderful religious celebration for
them to share with Jesus,

b) but Jesus kept poisoning their joy with his hurtful and shattering
predictions of their world about to fall apart!

III. You may believe that this roller coaster is the story line we’re focusing in on
today. In reality it’s only half the story

A. Friends, you and I here today: We are the other half of this volatile story
line.

1. The longer I looked at this story, the more I realized that we the people
of WMC have followed a parallel story line from last week up to now.

2. This up-and-down story is in fact our story. We too have gone back
and forth between comforting, familiar things here at church, and some
very disturbing messages coming to us from Jesus.
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B. In briefer fashion than I did in explaining the Bible story, let me run through
the parallels I see today between the disciples’ experience and our own
experiences.

1. Parallel #1: Remember the words from Matt. 26:2?

a) Jesus looked ahead to a somber reality.

b) Last week in our children’s time, Loanne also helped us bring to mind
another somber reality of sorts: describing how three days later we would
have dirty ashes put upon our foreheads and hands, reminding us that we
will all die some day.

2. Parallel #2: Not long after Jesus’ somber prediction, he took part with
his disciples in a familiar religious meal.

a) In the disciples’ case, it was the celebration of the Passover meal

b) In our own case, last Sunday we actually did reenact the Lord’s
Supper. We did eat the bread and drink from the cup.

c) This was a familiar religious action, comforting to most of us.

3. Parallel #3: Soon after the meal, Jesus predicted he would be betrayed
by one of his own.

a) It was a shocking statement to his disciples, it caused a lot of soul-
searching by them, but it was proven true in the end.

b) Could it be this morning that Jesus is saying to each of us—Neil, Suzy,
William, or whatever your name is—“You will betray me”?

c) As difficult as it is, I invite you on this first Sunday of Lent to ponder
the prospect that someday very soon you may betray Jesus. … How?

We betray Jesus anew when we practice a version of Christianity
that cares only for our own personal salvation and has no relevance
for all the injustices in our world and all the people who do not
know Jesus as Lord and Savior.

We betray Jesus anew when we unquestioningly support idolatrous
military spending and wars around the world, all while claiming
the name of Jesus who told us to love our enemies .

d) Our time of confession after this message will give us a chance to do
this honest pondering before God.

4. Parallel #4: Jesus and disciples sang familiar Scripture songs before
they went ahead with the rest of their lives.

a) They closed out their Passover meal singing something from the Hallel
Psalms, before they left their Upper Room and went outside.

b) Last week we also sang familiar Scripture songs like “Our God reigns”
and “Forever,” which have words that come straight from the Bible.

c) Before we left this special sanctuary space last week, we too had sung
comforting songs from Scripture.
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5. Parallel #5: Jesus made more predictions of being deserted and
disowned by his closest friends.

a) As painful as it was to hear, Jesus told them in advance that they
would abandon him and deny him.

b) When we go to our prayers of confession, I urge you to confess to
Jesus the terrible reality that you are capable of abandoning and denying
him and that you have sometimes abandoned and denied him. How?

We deny Jesus’ complete lordship over our lives every time we
give in to our addictions regarding alcohol or pornography or
gambling or overeating or overworking.

We desert Jesus whenever a racist or sexist or homophobic joke is
told and we laugh along rather than stating that we don’t find such
demeaning comments funny.

IV. Conclusion

A. Friends, the roller coaster journey of Jesus’ disciples is in fact our
journey as well

1. Holy Week happens every week for us as disciples of Jesus.

2. Will we walk with him right here in Elkhart County, Indiana, or will we
desert him?

3. Will we claim him when it matters, or will we disown him?

B. As I leave you with these sobering questions, let me also leave you with an
encouraging word of hope, hidden in this same sobering Scripture
passage:

1. Verse 32 of Matthew 26 is one more verse we often overlook.

a) Just after Jesus told his disciples they would all abandon him, he made
a promise: “After I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.”

b) This promise contained three great pieces of good news, in the midst
of all this bad news:

First, he repeats fact that he will rise again from the dead. Life and
hope will have the last word.

Second, he says “I will go ahead of you.” He promises that they
will see each other again after this ordeal is done. There will be
another gathering of these friends.

And third, he tells them where it will happen—“in Galilee.” …
That would have been encouraging, because that meant going back
to the comforting surroundings of home.

2. The Bible tells us that the Holy Spirit is the one who convicts us of sin,
but it also describes the Spirit as our Comforter.

3. Prayer: Holy Spirit, come do your work within us today. Amen.


