Sermon for Passion Sunday
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
TEXT:


Jesus said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Before Abraham was, I am.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.
HOMILY:


How long is forever? Have you ever considered that question? Human minds reel when confronted with such time spans – and with good reason. We, who have limited, finite lives have great difficulty even considering the span of recorded history – which in the eternal framework is but the blink of an eye.


When confronted with much longer periods, we “lose focus” and have a hard time comprehending the intervals involved. We find ourselves reacting with disbelief and doubt when told something occurred long ago – so long ago that no one alive could possibly have any recollection of the event.


Thus it was that when Jesus told the assembled Jews that He was alive before Abraham, they reacted with disbelief and anger. After all, Jesus was telling them plainly that He preceded Abraham, who lived some 21 centuries before Christ.


But there was more – far more.


Jesus was also plainly telling them a far larger truth when he said to them, “Before Abraham was, I am.”


In that simple statement, he was referring to Exodus, when God the Father, speaking to Moses from the burning bush, said, “I AM THAT I AM: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you.” 


The reference from the second book of the Bible would have been easily recognized and understood by the people. By referring to Himself as “I AM,” Jesus was telling the people plainly that He was in fact God.


That simple claim was shocking to the Jews. By His words, Jesus was telling the Jews that He was, along with the Father, Jehovah, eternal and everlasting. The gathered crowd had a great deal of difficulty with the claim.


They understood Jesus to be a great teacher and prophet. They knew Him to possess great powers – and to perform miracles. But they could not yet, and did not, understand the reality of who He truly was.


Further, He made an even more unbelievable claim to them: “Verily, verily, I say unto you, If a man keep my saying, he shall never see death.”
 Coupled together, these two claims were simply more than the assembled crowd was prepared to hear.

They routinely saw their families, friends and neighbors die. Everyone they ever knew died, and here was this man telling them that He lived long, long before their time, and more, that if they only believed Him, then they would never die.

 Of course, they failed to understand that He was telling them that physical death of the body did not matter. That physical life would be supplanted by eternal life which is not dependent on the body, or of earthly things at all. This was a new doctrine for them – and very difficult for them to accept and understand. Even harder was the proviso – “If a man keep my saying …”
 Jesus made it clear that in order to be eligible for this eternal life, one must accept, follow and obey His own teachings.
Further, there was more. Jesus also told the assembled crowd that their Father, Abraham, “Rejoiced to see my day,”
 This meant, of course, that Abraham yet lived – as do all followers of God. But the only way that Abraham could yet live was if his physical death had been overcome. 

He, as all humans, had of course died. Yet, Jesus was telling the crowd that their death did not count – because it is not final. 

The crowd, instead of being overjoyed at this idea, were outraged. So, rather than accepting what Jesus told them, they claimed He was possessed by a devil, and insisted that Abraham must be dead. Abraham – the very greatest of the prophets – was dead and yet here was Jesus claiming to have been alive before Abraham lived, and to be greater than Abraham and the prophets.
Yet they had themselves seen some of His miracles – which Abraham and the prophets never did. But instead of seeing Jesus as The Christ, the Son of the Most High God, they were outraged and instead sought to kill Him.

But even their efforts to harm Jesus would come to naught.

As scriptures tell us, He “hid himself and went out of the temple.”
 He simply walked away from the gathered crowd, thus again showing that He was not subject to their powers. 
We do not understand how He could simply hide himself from a gathered crowd. We do not understand how He could exist outside of the restrictions of time as we experience it. We do not comprehend how He was able to perform His miracles. But we, by faith, accept these things. We “keep His sayings.”  This is the path by which we can be found acceptable to God. This is the only way we know.
It cannot be done simply by being a “good person.” It cannot happen by following the shifting demands of society.

It can happen only through faith in Him and by keeping his sayings. 

Let us pray.

Help us, O Lord, to follow Your will in all things. We often do not understand Your ways, so we pray for faith to accept even those things that we do not understand. This we pray of Your mercy. Amen.
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