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Sermon 03-17/18-2018 

The Purpose of Cruel – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Mark 15:15b-23 

 
… after flogging Jesus, [Pilate] handed [Jesus] over to be crucified. 

16 Then the soldiers led him into the courtyard of the palace (that is, the governor's headquarters); and 

they called together the whole cohort. 

17 And they clothed him in a purple cloak; and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on him. 

18 And they began saluting him, "Hail, King of the Jews!" 

19 They struck his head with a reed, spat upon him, and knelt down in homage to him. 

20 After mocking him, they stripped him of the purple cloak and put his own clothes on him. Then they led 

him out to crucify him. 

21 They compelled a passer-by, who was coming in from the country, to carry his cross; it was Simon of 

Cyrene, the father of Alexander and Rufus. 

22 Then they brought Jesus to the place called Golgotha (which means the place of a skull). 

23 And they offered him wine mixed with myrrh; but he did not take it. 

 
1) Cute vs Cruel 
Last weekend my boys and I watched the movie “The Star.” Has anyone of you seen 

it? It’s an animated movie rendering the Christmas story told from the perspective of 

the animals. It’s a really cute and fun movie. We all enjoyed watching it… 

But I must also tell you: I was conflicted seeing it because it clashed with 

my experience of following Jesus’ last 24 hours that we are exploring together in 

worship these days. 

 

If you are part of one of the “24 Hours…” study groups you have maybe reached 

by now the chapters that talk in detail about the gruesomeness of the torture Jesus 

went through. Maybe you have already read ahead and learned more about the 

crucifixion – it’s a tough read.  

 

Putting the cuteness of the Christmas story told from the perspective of the animals 

next to the reality of Christ’s passion during his last 24 hours is a tense experience. 

It always is whether you have cute talking animals or not. 

 Though, there is a powerful connection between these two aspects of Jesus’ 

life. Maybe you noticed it in our scripture reading today. Would you please read 

with me the very last verse of our reading once more? 
 

23 And they offered him wine mixed with myrrh; but he did not take it. 
 

“Myrrh” – that was one of the three gifts the wise men brought to baby/toddler 

Jesus in the Christmas story. And now myrrh occurs again at the end of Jesus’ 

earthly journey. In the beginning his parents gladly receive it for their boy. At the 

end he himself rejects the myrrh that was offered to him.  

Myrrh when mixed with wine is thought to be a pain relief, so one has to 

wonder: why would Jesus refuse to accept this help? We don’t know who offered it 

to him, it was most certainly not the Romans. Maybe it was some compassionate 

women of Jerusalem who used to care for the criminals being crucified on a 

regular basis on Golgotha. We don’t know. All we know is, Jesus did not want it. 
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2) Approaching the purpose of Cruel – the Atonement  
Why do you think Jesus rejected this gift of compassion? He accepted the help of 

the gentleman from Africa, Simon of Cyrene, who was forced to carry his cross up 

the hill. Why would he not also accept the help of this pain numbing liquid? 

People have speculated whether he did not want to go into his death in a 

drugged condition. Others have suggested that he didn’t want to receive any relief 

for the act that would bring about the reconciliation between his heavenly father 

and humanity. 

 

With that we are right in the midst of what Christians started calling atonement 

theology. At the center of Christianity we find the belief that Christ’s death on the 

cross was not an accident but actually accomplished something. God made peace 

with all people because Jesus died. It is the heart of Christian belief but that 

doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s easy to understand:  

How can the death of an innocent man have the power to change something 

about another person’s relationship with God? Let’s make that a bit more personal: 

How can the death of Jesus have the power to change how you relate to God? 

 

Of course, Christ’s church, the people who started following him after his 

resurrection, realized that Jesus was not just one ordinary innocent man, but that he 

was the extraordinary, eternal son of God, who came into this world to show us 

God’s true face. In Christ God’s true face was nailed to a cross, where he would 

become the atoning sacrifice for all of creation. 

While this is hard to grasp from a 21st century perspective it is very much in 

line with the history of God and his people, the Israelites. Their faith was centered 

on finding reconciliation with God. They had important annual rituals for making 

atonement, for making reconciliation, for making peace with God happening. Lots 

of animal sacrifices were required. With Jesus this practice found an end in that he 

became the final sacrifice: God himself became a sacrifice so that all of humanity – 

no longer just Israel – could be brought back into relationship with him. 

 

3) Understanding the purpose of Cruel 
Yes, understanding the atonement is complicated. There are many different 

atonement theories and that is because the Bible talks about the meaning of 

Christ’s death in many different ways. But you do not have to be an expert in 

atonement theology in order to grasp God’s love. You don’t have to theologically 

understand what exactly happened the moment Jesus was tortured, nailed to the 

cross, and rejected the gift of pain-numbing wine and myrrh. 

 

All we have to do is to take a look at today’s story where we find a profound 

way in which the Bible tells us how atonement works out in the reality of life. Just 

look at the role that humanity plays in the final hours of God’s life in the flesh: 
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- Our story started with the almost casual note that Jesus was flogged. The 

reality of Roman flogging though meant that Jesus received lashes upon 

lashes on his back while being tied down on a wooden stump for maximum 

exposure. The whip had pieces of metal, sharp bones and hocks tied into 

them so every lash would tear out some flesh of Jesus’ body.  

 

- After that all the Roman soldier are called together to enjoy making fun of 

Jesus who was half-dead at that point. It gives us an ugly insight into the 

ugliness of the human soul. How can otherwise disciplined soldiers enjoy 

coming up with such sadistic ideas as to making a crown of thorns and 

putting a bleeding victim in a purple cloak to make fun of him while spitting 

and striking him?  

 

You may say: I would never do that and I hope every human being on this planet 

would say that. But in reality we know that many of us are capable of doing 

shameful things under the right/wrong circumstances. (…) 

 

If you feel you want to say “no!” - if you can absolutely not see yourself being 

as cruel as the Romans were, I invite you to reflect on another aspect of the story: 

 

- Simon of Cyrene. He was a man from Africa, most certainly a Jewish 

pilgrim in Jerusalem to celebrate Passover. They force him to help Jesus 

carry the cross. I wonder how Peter who denied Jesus just a few hours earlier 

felt about that. Peter’s original name was Simon and he did not have the guts 

to stick with Jesus. He has to deal with the fact that another Simon ended up 

helping his friend Jesus. It is a bitter part of the story that drives once again 

home the point that Jesus was utterly forsaken by those who were his 

friends. What do you think Simon Peter thought when he heard or saw that 

another Simon carried his friend’s cross? “This should be me?” Have you 

been there? Have you given up on someone and you had to watch someone 

else do what you were meant to do. It’s a moment where you are close to an 

understanding of the purpose of atonement in your life! 

 

- Maybe you want to argue that the “women” who offered myrrh to Jesus 

were the true reflection of humanity in the story. Yes, maybe they were but 

in the end Jesus can’t accept their help because he knows that they too need 

his gift of reconciliation.  

 

 

I have no doubt there were good people present in Jerusalem during Jesus final 24 

hours but God’s action of reconciliation is for all: The bad, the mediocre, and the 

good. The Bible uses language like this for it: “All have sinned and fall short of 

the glory of God” - Romans 3:23. I invite you to find your own way to express 

the way in which you need reconciliation with God.  
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We cannot save ourselves, we cannot please God in a way so that he would love us 

more. From the beginning of time God has already decided that he loves you and 

in Jesus he made it historical. He sent a savior who was willing to die for you, to 

restore you to something that could not be restored in another way.  

 

4) Struggling with the purpose of Cruel 
This heart of Christian faith may be a hard pill to swallow. (…) And yet we run 

into the story of humankinds need for redemption so often. 

 

I started my talk today by telling you about the cute movie The Star that I watched 

with my boys. Yes it was a cute movie but it too showed the profoundness of 

humanity’s need for redemption in it. Even in the cute movie there was an evil 

presence. The biblical Christmas story tells it a lot harsher than the child-

appropriate movie did:  

In Matthew’s Christmas story children were murdered by Jewish soldiers 

because a jealous king didn’t want Jesus to be born – a whole village cried out in 

pain when heaven was singing its glory of the newborn king. I think the angels’ 

songs considered and confirmed that earth needs a heavenly redeemer.  

 

But is it really possible? Can the death of a righteous man like Jesus really change 

anything? According to the Bible it did – at the very moment of his death. We’re 

going to read the full account next weekend but I have to point it out today:  

When Jesus finally dies, one of the brutal Roman leaders – he was probably 

in charge earlier of the cruelties that have been committed – this Roman leader 

turns around and becomes the first Christian witness in Mark’s gospel when he 

says: “Truly, this man was the son of God.” 

He was a person that encountered the purpose of cruel. He lived out and in 

the atonement of Christ and experienced how God changes lives. 

 

I know, what I just said may not be the most profound and convincing way 

for you to warm up to Christ’s atonement. Maybe you are left hanging at the cross 

with Jesus. That too is part of the center of Christianity, that we are sometimes left 

hanging – that we don’t have all the answers – that we don’t get it how the death of 

a good man would create anything good in us. 

 

Please hang in there and wait for God to show you that there is purpose in Jesus’ 

hanging for you personally. If God can change the heart of a roman centurion, he 

can change the hearts of all of us. May it be so. Amen. 

 
 


