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Lent Address 4 

 Philippians 3 v7-11 

John 21 v1-19 

 

Thank you for sharing this journey with me through Lent when we’ve 

been exploring our experience of change: 

 

When Stephen Hawking died last week, it was quite a big talking point for 

a few days.  As we know, Stephen Hawking himself lived a contradiction 

of human existence.  He had a massive scientific intellect and had 

formulated ‘a theory of everything’.  A scientist venturing to describe for 

us what existed before anything existed.  Surely the biggest change which 

had ever happened in the universe was what we now refer to as the ‘Big 

Bang’, the origins of life as we know it.  What brought about the universe 

and what governs and sustains it? 

 

Yet here was an intellect trapped in a body which was flawed and limited 

by Motor Neurone Disease, taking away from Professor Hawking both 

his mobility and his natural means of communication – two of the 

essential components which make up our individuality. 

 

Stephen Hawking had an immense capacity to open up for us the awe and 

wonder of our physical universe.  He himself marvelled at the workings 

of the cosmos and spoke of how the theories being developed allowed us 

access to ‘the mind of God’ whilst himself not believing in the existence or 

instrumentation of the divine.  But his sense of the magnitude of change 

in the world he sought to understand was itself an inspiration to us. 

 

The ‘Big Bang’ could be said to be the biggest change in the history of our 

universe.  Yet of course, Christians would say that there was another 

point in our history which competes with that physical moment of 

complete transformation and that is when God himself was crucified. We 

believe that this too is an extraordinary moment of cosmic change – 

unique within any religious construction and fundamentally revolutionary 

to how life is lived. 

 

And the cross of Jesus Christ goes on leaving its imprint on every 

individual life.  Just as we live by the physical rules established in the first 

moments of the creation of life, so we live by the continuing impact of 
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the change we see in the spiritual ‘Big Bang’ of the self-offering of Jesus.  

So we complete this series on the subject of change, and as we are on 

the threshold of the Passion and Holy Week, by considering how God 

changed the world through the crucifixion of Christ. 

 

Our first reading from Philippians is one man’s reflection on the scale of 

that change.  The Apostle Paul has already rehearsed his view of the 

crucified Jesus in his letter to the Church in Philippa – a multi-cultural 

Roman colony in Northern Macedonia on the hinge between Asia and 

Europe.  He has said to them  

 

“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in 

the form of God… humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death 

– even death on a cross.” 

 

Paul knows full well what a scandalous idea this is.  Not only does God 

inhabit human flesh but that flesh is tortured and given the end of a 

common criminal.  It’s an idea which he describes elsewhere as both an 

offence and foolishness.  And yet, as Paul then rehearses to the 

Philippians, his own credentials and prestige, his intellectual, moral and 

social status, he dares to say that every advantage he’s ever acquired is 

like rubbish – the word he uses actually means excrement – everything 

we possess is worthless when compared to the gift of knowing Christ as 

our Lord and Saviour. 

 

Here’s the first impact which the cross of Christ has on our 

lives.  It changes our perspective of what is valuable: 

 

“Whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.  

More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” 

 

You may have had some experience of what Paul is describing.  Has 

something happened to you which has then changed your perspective on 

how you see the value of things?  The policeman who was affected by the 

nerve agent in the Salisbury attack has just left hospital and in his first 

interview he has said that nothing will ever seem the same for him again. 

For us, it may be a bleak diagnosis, a brush with death, a breakdown or a 
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partner walking out.  Something happens which dramatically shifts the 

kaleidoscope and makes us see the value of things differently.  

 

Paul also then speaks of how the suffering of God invites him to 

die to himself.  

 

“I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his 

sufferings by becoming like him in his death.” 

 

God invests his own self in the human project.  The very fact of the 

Incarnation and then all of Jesus’ life is a continual passion of self-offering; 

the whole course of his life is one of obedience to God’s plan and 

purpose, reaching its fulfilment in the one great act of cross and 

resurrection. As much as we inhabit the consequences of the physical ‘Big 

Bang’, we inhabit the self-offering of Christ on the cross and in his 

resurrection.  We’re invited to become like him in his death.   

 

I want to give you three stories which illustrate the impact of the cross 

on our lives. But before I do, let me just pause on that question: What 

does Jesus’ death on the cross have to do with the world as it is now and 

with my sins, my failings and short comings? 

 

We’ve just sung Stuart Townend’s powerful and popular hymn ‘In Christ 

Alone’, one of the best known contemporary compositions about the 

crucifixion.  Since it was first composed, I’ve had debates with many 

people about their discomfort in singing the second verse and especially 

the phrase ‘the wrath of God was satisfied’. 

 

They want to question the conviction, succinctly put in Townend’s hymn 

and dear to many Christians, that Jesus paid the penalty for our sin and 

thus ransomed us from God’s wrath.  In answering the question - what 

does Jesus’ death have to do with our sin?  - I’ve met a lot of people who 

feel uncomfortable with this transactional view of atonement.  

 

Let me suggest the approach we ought to take. 

 

i. The crucifixion of Christ is at the heart of the New Testament. It’s 

presented there through contrasting symbols, images, songs, poems, 

sagas, letters, motifs which all offer something slightly different in 
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adding to our understanding of the suffering of Christ.  The 

wrestling of those first Christians to express this spiritual ‘Big Bang’ 

is never reduced to just one theory or image and it’s inaccurate to 

the point of being misleading to focus on just one of them. 

 

ii. None of what is offered in those writings about the cross and 

resurrection are ‘theories’.  They don’t operate in the logical 

coherent way of an explanation or interpretation.  As we draw near 

to the cross on Good Friday you could say that we don’t interpret 

them but that they inhabit us. At the foot of the cross we’re not 

looking for intellectual coherence but to surrender to love. 

 

iii. But the Church in the New Testament does try to answer the 

question - What does Jesus’ death on the cross have to do with 

me? – and it does so within two spheres of experience.   

• One is to do with our rescue from sin.   

• The other is Christ’s triumph over the powers of evil and 

darkness.   

 

Let’s then turn to our three stories, which don’t describe the crucifixion 

but are about its consequences. Stories of profound change: changes of 

perspective and a new capacity to surrender life, as a result of the cross 

and resurrection. 

 

Story Number 1:  John 21 v1-19 

 

Seven of the disciples are back in Galilee after the events of the 

crucifixion.  Jesus has already appeared to several of them but in a way 

which left them bemused and not a little bewildered.  So they go home, 

to what they know, which is fishing.  There’s comfort in the very 

ordinariness of a night-time fishing expedition.  It was a distraction from 

their inner pain.  Call it grief at their loss, or shame at their betrayal, but 

under it all is the agony of wondering ‘do we believe that Jesus cares for 

us?’  Too hard to ask.  Too difficult to discuss.  So they fish.  And they 

catch nothing. 

 

Just after daybreak, Jesus stands on the beach and shouts to them ‘Hey 

boys, you haven’t caught anything have you?’  And he tells them to try a 

particular area on the other side of the boat.  It could be a miracle, or 
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since they’re not far from where he’s standing, it could be that he can see 

better than they can – a shoal of fish ready to be scooped up.  Large fish 

– 153 of them.  We’re being told that this is a real, practical encounter.  

Jesus isn’t a spirit or disembodied sense of presence.  He’s stood on a 

beach at the break of day observing what’s going on and he’s already 

made provision for breakfast.  ‘Come and have breakfast’ he invites them 

and in a characteristic way, they will recognise he acts the host, he takes 

the bread, he distributes the fish. 

 

And then he singles out Peter.  Jesus directs his attention to the 

wounded, broken Peter.  The Peter whose sins have found him out. The 

Peter who’s failed even his own sense of who he is. 

 

On Maundy Thursday evening, we’ll hear again this dialogue on the 

Mount of Olives, which is a precursor to this conversation. Jesus said to 

these same seven disciples:  

 

“You will all become deserters because of me this night; for it is written ‘I will 

strike the shepherd and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’  But after I am 

raised up, I will go ahead of you to Galilee.” 

 

Peter responds to him “Though all become deserters because of you, I will 

never desert you.”   

 

Jesus replies to Peter, oh really Peter? “Truly I tell you, this very night before 

the cock crows, you will deny me three times.”   

 

But Peter still believes what he’s saying “Even though I must die with you, I 

will not deny you. And so said all the disciples.” 

 

And so said all the disciples.  Yes, Peter but also James, John, Thomas, 

Nathaniel, Andrew, Philip. 

 

Here on the beach Jesus addresses their failings. He shows Peter, the 

natural leader of his future flock, that there’s a route to forgiveness. He 

asks him for his love, and he promises him a task which will demand 

everything of him, even his life.  He asks of Peter that same self-offering 

of love which he has just lived on the cross. 
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Story Number 2: that of Jean Valjean in Victor Hugo’s novel 

‘Les Miserables’ 

 

At the beginning of Victor Hugo’s novel ‘Les Miserables’ we are 

introduced to Jean Valjean. He’s a thief, sliding into a life of criminality 

and he’s sunk so low that he steals the church silver, the vessels used for 

the communion. He gets caught and is dragged to the Bishop’s residence 

in order for the police to verify that these are indeed the possessions of 

the Bishop. What the Bishop does bewilders the police because 

implausibly the Bishop tells the police officer that he’s given these silver 

vessels to Jean Valjean and he has every right to have them in his 

possession. You may think that the Bishop’s responsibility is to protect 

the life of the Church including its possessions but what he does, in 

biblical terms, is that he ‘reckons as righteous’ the man who stole the 

silver.  

 

If you know the story, you’ll know what happens next because the 

Bishop’s act and his unconditional forgiveness utterly transforms Jean 

Valjean’s life. He is remade and from that point on dedicates himself to a 

powerful life of goodness. He becomes the hero of the tale.  

 

So you can imagine why I enjoy this redemptive tale. The Bishop 

combines the two purposes of the cross. He challenges the active 

powers of darkness at work in Jean Valjean, seeking to make him ‘a slave 

of unrighteousness’. And he offers the hand of forgiveness. The theme is 

one of deliverance with Valjean, like the broken Peter, being transferred 

from one sphere of power to another. The world has become new 

through the cross of Christ.  

 

And finally the film ‘Selma’ 

 

 You’ll have noticed that I haven’t yet set you your Lenten homework. In 

a sense the journey through Holy Week is all the homework you need, 

and I invite you to just one particular task before we reach Easter Day. 

That is to find for yourself an image of the cross which speaks to you. To 

help you along I’m giving you a start with the replica of a cross which has 

a powerful story of change behind it. 
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I don’t know if you’ve ever seen the film ‘Selma.  It’s a true story from 

the time when the civil rights’ movement was campaigning to secure 

equal voting rights for black people in the Southern States of America. It 

centres on Dr Martin Luther King Jr leading an epic march from Selma to 

Montgomery, Alabama.  But the film opens with the bombing of a Baptist 

Church in Alabama by the Ku Klux Klan and the death of four little black 

girls who innocently went to attend the church that Sunday in 1963.  

 

I don’t know who took the initiative, but the people of Wales then 

commissioned this stained-glass window of the crucifixion to contribute 

to the rebuilding of the Baptist Church. You can see the image says that 

at the bottom. And the text you might also be able to see ‘You do it to 

me’ is from Jesus’ parable, that when people suffer through want, neglect 

and violence, he himself suffers.  

 

You might also be able to see that the Christ on this cross is brown-

skinned, and his arms reach out, embracing the tragedy of a world of 

suffering and anguish.  The crucifixion of Christ, the death of God, 

addresses two huge needs for change in our world: 

 

• The intrinsic nature of humankind to fall short of what we 

aspire to, to betray the people we long to be; 

• And the other need for change is the conquest of the powers 

of darkness, the destructive forces of war and want, ignorance 

and cruelty. That evil and sin and death will no longer have 

dominion in the affairs of humankind.  

 

The designer, John Petts, explicitly said that one of Jesus’ arms reaches 

out to embrace with forgiveness the whole of creation, whilst the other 

is turned against the demonic powers which brought him to the cross.  It 

is an image of the cross letting those who planted that terror-bomb 

know that their hatred does not win, and God is in the business of 

delivering us from such unrighteousness.  

 

As we said at the beginning of Lent, God is in the business of change, of 

transformation. 
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