
He Did It for Me! 

 

Mark 15:16-32 

 

 

We started a special five part series about Christmas last week. This will be 

the second message in the series. Normally, churches celebrate Christ’s 

birth in Bethlehem during the Christmas season, but because we are in the 

gospel of Mark, we are celebrating Christmas in Jerusalem. If your family is 

like our family, we have certain Christmas traditions. One of the traditions 

we have is we do not start celebrating Christmas until after Thanksgiving. 

When Thanksgiving is over, we turn our attention to Christmas. Our first 

tradition is on the weekend after Thanksgiving and I go up into the attic 

and getting the Christmas tree down. It’s my responsibility to bring the 

Christmas tree out of the attic down the steps to the living room and put it 

where Celisa wants it to be this year because from time to time, we switch 

it around. It’s also my responsibility to help bring most of the boxes down. 

Once I have done that first tradition of Christmas, Celisa is now ready to do 

what she does, and that is to decorate our tree. This year as I was bringing 

the boxes out of the attic, I noticed these weren’t the normal boxes that 

we decorate our family Christmas tree with. Before she began to decorate, 

she said why don’t you hang around a little while, because I don’t a lot of 

times because I've done my job. She said I'm going to decorate the tree 



for you. I just sat on the couch and watched her begin, and the first thing 

she tried to do was take three ears of white corn that I had grown and put 

them on top of the tree in place of the star. Well, it didn’t work. Don’t 

laugh; I was sad! My wife is doing this for me. Because the ears of corn 

wouldn’t work, she went into another room and brought out this big black 

cow and it fit perfectly on top of our Christmas tree. Then she puts all this 

other stuff around the cow and it was glorious! She was able to hang the 

three ears of white corn from the tree. I collect little tractors and she 

began to place all of those around the tree. She placed some special 

ornaments, I have, Farmall ornaments, on the tree. She put some little 

implements that represent farm life on the tree. Of course, we always put 

the main ornament on the tree, which is an old rugged spike that reminds 

us of what Christmas is truly about. I didn’t stay to watch her decorate the 

whole thing, but when I came back later that afternoon, I've got to be 

honest with you, wow! There in the corner of our living room is a 

Christmas tree decorated for me. I can't tell you what it did to my heart to 

know the tree in my house this year is for me. When Celisa goes to bed 

and I stay up later studying, or if the grandkids are over and I put 

everybody in bed while I stay up late to study, sometimes I just have the 

lights on that tree and think, wow, Celisa did this for me. I didn’t doubt her 

love before, but how many of you have a Christmas tree at home that has 

tractors, cows, and corn on it? Wow, she did that for me!  

This morning, as we open to Mark 15, we’re actually going to see God 

decorate the real Christ tree. When we watch Him decorate this, you're 

going to see and believe and know that He did it for you and me. He didn’t 

do what He did because we were farmers, but because we were sinners. 

He decorated the first Christmas tree with His Son. Let’s read Mark 15:16-

32.  

Scripture  

“And the soldiers led him away inside the palace (that is, the 

governor's headquarters), and they called together the whole 

battalion. And they clothed him in a purple cloak, and twisting 

together a crown of thorns, they put it on him. And they began to 

salute him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” And they were striking his 



head with a reed and spitting on him and kneeling down in 

homage to him. And when they had mocked him, they stripped 

him of the purple cloak and put his own clothes on him. And they 

led him out to crucify him. And they compelled a passerby, Simon 

of Cyrene, who was coming in from the country, the father of 

Alexander and Rufus, to carry his cross. And they brought him to 

the place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull). And 

they offered him wine mixed with myrrh, but he did not take it. 

And they crucified him and divided his garments among them, 

casting lots for them, to decide what each should take. And it was 

the third hour when they crucified him. And the inscription of the 

charge against him read, “The King of the Jews.” And with him 

they crucified two robbers, one on his right and one on his left. 

And those who passed by derided him, wagging their heads and 

saying, “Aha! You who would destroy the temple and rebuild it in 

three days, save yourself, and come down from the cross!” So also 

the chief priests with the scribes mocked him to one another, 

saying, “He saved others; he cannot save himself. Let the Christ, 

the King of Israel, come down now from the cross that we may 

see and believe.” Those who were crucified with him also reviled 

him.” 

 

(Prayer) 

Father, what an awesome service it has been to hear our children sing Joy 

to the World and Behold, the Lamb of God. Now, may we, from Mark’s 

gospel, behold the Lamb that you placed on that first tree so that we could 

truly have the greatest gift of all, and that’s the gift of eternal life, a right 

relationship with You that just transcends all relationships and ultimately 

transforms all of our other relationships because we can now view all other 

relationships through our relationship with You. That just changes 

everything. Thank You Father. Just as I can sit in my living room and know 

that tree was done for me, if all I really want to know is what You have 

done for me, all I have to do is look in Jerusalem, not Bethlehem, and just 



outside the city limits outside those walls, You decorated the real Christmas 

tree with Your Son. Thank You Father and it’s in His name we pray, amen. 

 

 

It’s kind of a hard place to pick up our story because last week we ended 

with Pilate releasing Barabbas and scourging Jesus. Please remember that 

for us to understand the background of this story, to truly see what's 

happening, we must remember that in the scourging process, Jesus is 

beaten to an inch of His life. Some Roman historians called the scourging 

the half death. It was actually invented as an act of mercy to speed up 

crucifixion. The main person in the story, Jesus, literally has the skin taken 

off His body with leather whips. Then His clothes are placed back over 

Him. Now, He is led from the whipping post to be crucified. While He was 

being scourged, a battalion of soldiers in the fortress of Antonia were 

preparing for His crucifixion especially for soldiers. Now He is brought into 

the fortress where this battalion of six hundred Roman soldiers was 

stationed during Passover. They didn’t stay there all the time. Usually they 

stayed in Caesarea, but during the Passover, someone was always rising 

up claiming to be the Messiah, someone was always leading an 

insurrection, so there was usually a riot because somebody was hoping 

someone would come and rid Israel of Rome. So, the Romans just 

naturally sent a battalion of soldiers, and the Jewish authorities wanted 

those Roman soldiers there to keep the peace. Mark tells us that the whole 

battalion surrounds Jesus as He’s brought into the fortress of Antonia. 

When this paragraph is over, Mark is going to say that after they mocked 

Him, they led Him out to be crucified. What happens in this first paragraph, 

verses 16-20, is going to be a mockery.  

In 1990, Celisa and I had the privilege of going to Israel and study with 

one of my seminary professors, Wayne Ward. We loved being in Israel. We 

really loved Galilee. We really loved Samaria. We loved the Jordan Valley. 

We loved Masada. We weren’t big on the city of Jerusalem because it was 

just an old crowded city with a lot of people. On all of the great historical 

sites that record the life of Christ there are now massive churches, so it’s 



just kind of hard for a country boy to envision what happened in Jerusalem 

from an historical standpoint. But perhaps the highlight of our trip, mine 

especially, was to be in Jerusalem and go into the Sisters of Zion Convent. 

Immediately when we stepped off the streets of Jerusalem and started 

going down a circular stairway, we found ourselves at what looked like 

about ten to twelve feet below the present streets. When we got down to 

the floor, which is called the pavement, there was an area marked off. 

Having some Greek in college and in seminary, I could see an etching in 

the center of the pavement that said Basileus, just one word. That Greek 

word literally means ‘let’s make him a king.’ On that pavement, there was a 

game the Romans actually played called Basileus during Passover because 

usually someone would claim to be the Messiah, so to occupy their time, 

they invented this little game. There were two sisters of that convent who 

were French and they were experts in the game itself, and I was supposed 

to get to talk with them, but that never materialized.  

Now, in this pavement area, there were several etchings where Roman 

soldiers would roll dice on the pavement, and according to how the dice 

fell, they would move their prisoner around on this life size board. So they 

would roll the dice, and then move Jesus from the center of the board off 

of the pavement to another place to the side. There, they would take His 

clothes off of Him again. Just earlier, His skin was taken off of His back, 

and now He has His clothes back on Him, so as that begins to dry and it’s 

taken off again, can you imagine the pain and agony? Then they put a 

purple robe on Him, purple being the most expensive color in the Roman 

Empire. It was the color of royalty. In mockery, they robe Him as a king 

and coronate Him. They roll the dice again and they move Him to the other 

side of the board. On this side of the board, there is the crown. You can’t 

have a king unless you crown him. It wasn’t the little gold leaf crown that 

most Roman emperors wore; it was a crown of thorns. Don’t picture what 

modern art has painted with someone taking a thorn bush from an English 

hillside and weaving a little crown that causes six little piercings into the 

brow of Jesus with six little streams of blood flowing down His face. No. 

Archaeologists have discovered that what the Romans used when they 

played this game was a skullcap; it looked like a football helmet. It had 

openings in it where they would thread and twist these thorns into it, many 



of them. They would place it on the head of Jesus and then take a Roman 

mallet and beat the skullcap into His skull. Medical doctors who have 

studied this say that the pain from the nerves that would come from the 

head to the body would be unbelievable! Then they would roll the dice 

again and move Him again. This time, they would hail Him King of the 

Jews. Then it would be another soldier’s turn, and he would throw the dice 

one more time. Now, they put a reed in His hand that would have looked 

something like our bamboo stalks. Then they would take it back from Him 

and begin to beat Him with it. They would roll the dice again and spit at 

Him. Then soldiers, primarily the four and the centurion in charge, but 

probably many in that battalion began to bow in false homage to Him as 

the King of the Jews. I can't tell you what it was like to be in a city when 

you're a country boy and you're about twelve feet below the present 

streets of Israel and actually realize that you may be standing on the very 

pavement where Jesus stood. Pilate should have released Jesus, but they 

scourged Him so that He could be crucified.  

Jesus was standing, not where He should have stood, but where in all 

likelihood where I should have stood. I just grabbed Celisa and said, 

“Shhh, just wait.” Dr. Ward, the students we were with, and the nuns 

guiding us slipped out. I know I wasn’t supposed to, but it was just a little 

red rope, I couldn’t help it; I slid under that rope when everybody was 

gone and actually stood in the middle of that pavement. I didn’t have a 

spiritual experience; I had an emotional experience. My emotional 

experience was I might be standing where Christ stood! Then I began to 

realize, spiritually, that I really do stand where He stood, in my place, 

getting ready to make a substitutionary death on a cross for me. He took 

the mockery for me, and He did it for you. Then they put His clothes back 

on Him and led Him away to be crucified.  

I don’t want to mess up our modern art, or what we have in our churches, 

but we now realize that Jesus didn’t pull a t-shaped cross through the 

streets of Jerusalem. The more we study archaeology and history the more 

we know about how the Romans really crucified people. The vertical bar 

was already at the place of execution. It was the horizontal bar the soldiers 

placed on the back of Jesus. From the evidence we have, most scholars 



believe that those beams of wood were probably close to a hundred 

pounds. (Have any of you ever got ambitious and thrown a fifty pound 

sack on each shoulder?) But, you’ve been up all night and all day the day 

before. You’ve been through mock trials by the Jews and Romans. You’ve 

just had the skin taken off your body. You’ve been beaten within an inch of 

your life; you’ve already experienced a half death, and now you have a 

hundred pound beam of wood placed on your back and you start down 

what’s called the Via Dolorosa, the road of sorrow.  

Please don’t think that the Roman soldiers pulled out their GPS map, and of 

the three options, they chose the quickest. Many times, crucifixion would 

last for days, and these four soldiers and one Roman centurion were in 

charge of Jesus. Roman crucifixion was so horrifying that if you were a 

Roman citizen, no matter what crime you committed, you could not be 

crucified. You had to be a non-Roman, and usually had to be a slave, a 

violent criminal, or a prisoner of war. The Roman’s designed crucifixion to 

take place on the public highways, in the public streets, the most traveled. 

This was not done in a room where it was just a family and a few officials. 

The Romans believed crucifixion was so horrible that if other people saw 

how death could occur you wouldn’t commit a violent crime. Several years 

before Jesus was crucified, the Romans actually crucified six thousand 

prisoners of war at once on a major highway in the Roman Empire. So 

when these soldiers choose the Via Dolorosa, they went the longest route 

they could choose. They went through every crowded street they could 

find because they wanted as many people as possible to see this.  

Jesus falls, not because He's a wimp. He was more of a man than any man 

in here. There just happens to be a man, Mark says, that came in from the 

country to the city to celebrate Passover most likely, and he just happened 

to be at the right place at the right time, or should we say at the wrong 

place at the wrong time. When Jesus fell underneath the weight of that 

horizontal beam, that Roman soldier took his spear and placed it on the 

shoulder of Simon, the father of Alexander and Rufus. When the spear 

touched his shoulder, it meant you're compelled to do whatever I tell you 

to do, and I'm telling you to carry His cross. Simon had come into 

Jerusalem from Africa. We don’t know if he was a Jew who was doing 



business in Africa and coming back, or if he was an African, but he's in 

Jerusalem with his two sons. He's most likely there for Passover, and now 

he's got to participate in helping a man carry a cross who is a violent 

criminal! He has two sons and Mark is the only one who tells us their 

names.  

Does anybody think that’s strange that there just happens to be a guy from 

Africa in Jerusalem who carries the cross of Jesus, and that Mark is writing 

to a church and it’s necessary to record the man’s name, say that he has 

two children, and name them? Why? Matthew nor Luke does this. Why 

Mark? Here's my thought. It’s possible that Simon wasn’t at the wrong 

place at the wrong time. He may have been at the right place at the right 

time, and all of a sudden, he's carrying the cross of the Messiah. What has 

Mark told us? As Jesus turns His face from Galilee to Jerusalem, three 

times He tells them what's going to happen when He gets there because 

He wants them to know if they're going to follow Him, He's going to fall 

into the hands of the chief priests, the Romans, and He's going to be 

delivered over to death, but on the third day, He will rise again. He tells us, 

the disciples, that we can't really follow Him unless we’re willing to take up 

our cross, follow Him, and die daily by denying ourselves. Now Mark may 

be recording what happened to the very man, Simon from Africa, who 

carried the cross of Jesus. That even so changed his life that his two sons 

were influenced with the gospel. When we started this study, I told you 

Mark is writing his gospel to a church in Rome. Guess who Paul 

acknowledges when he writes his famous letter to the Roman church in the 

16th chapter, verse 13. He acknowledges Rufus and his mother. It may be 

that as Mark is writing this gospel to a church in Rome, they know Rufus, 

and Mark lets them know it was Simon, the father of Alexander and Rufus. 

And Paul says his mother ministered to me as a mother. What Mark may 

be doing here with his technique of using a gospel is letting us see what a 

true disciple really is. A true disciple is someone who carries a cross, not 

Christ’s cross, but our cross.  

They finally get Jesus outside the city walls, and knowing what’s coming, 

they offer Him a cup of wine. It was most likely a group of ladies who were 

there to ease a crucified person’s agony. He has already told His disciples 



He wouldn’t drink of the fruit of the vine until He drinks it new with you in 

My Father’s Kingdom, and now He is offered a cup, but it’s got myrrh in it. 

That combination would so help deaden some of His nerve endings that it 

would make crucifixion a little easier. It would drowse Him enough that 

maybe this would be bearable, but He refuses. He's going to be fully 

conscious of what He's going to do because He knows what He's doing. But 

in spite of the pain, the writer of Hebrews says, ‘for the joy that was set 

before Him, He endured the cross, despising the shame.’ Because of you 

and me, He didn’t need a pain killer.  

Then Mark says they crucified Him, but not with a present tense, a past 

tense. Mark wants his young church to see Jesus being crucified. He didn’t 

have to describe this because they knew what crucifixion was. Here's what 

would happen. Simon would release that beam of wood. The vertical bar 

was already in the ground. They would lay the beam of wood on the 

ground and lay Jesus on top of it. Archaeologists have actually found bones 

of people the Romans crucified outside of Jerusalem around the time of 

Christ. In some of those instances, leather cords held the prisoner to that 

beam of wood. But in most instances, they drove spikes, big nails, through 

the wrist, not through the palm. This was the part of the bone that could 

hold the weight of an entire body hanging from a cross. They drove a nail 

in each wrist, and the four soldiers under the supervision of the centurion 

would lift the beam up and the weight of Jesus body would come down on 

those wrists. They wouldn’t lift Him ten or twenty feet off the ground; they 

would just lift Him high enough to put that horizontal bar on top of the 

vertical bar, forming a t. When they left the fortress of Antonia, one of the 

Roman soldiers would be in front, one on each side, and one behind. That 

first soldier would have a placard that said, “This is the King of the Jews.” 

The crime committed would always be placed for everyone to see what the 

crime was. The placard would be placed on that top bar. Archaeologists, 

historians, and scholars now believe from ascertaining more evidence that 

they probably did not place the ankles on top of each other like we see in 

English art, but the vertical bar kind of formed a saddle for the prisoner to 

embrace his body upon. Most likely, they took Jesus’ legs, put one on one 

side of the vertical bar and one on the other, and drive the spikes through 

His ankle bones. Crucified people could last for days, sometimes close to a 



week. It was a battle, the inflammation that began to come through the 

body, the pain of the nerves it would send to the mind as Jesus, for hours, 

would have to push off of those ankles, grab breath, and then His body 

scraped back down on that beam of wood because His clothes had been 

taken from Him other than probably a loincloth to cover His private parts 

for the purpose of Jewish sensitivities.  

It’s 9:00 in the morning. Two other men are being crucified at the same 

time, one on the right and one on the left. The Roman soldiers had sat 

down now because this could be days, and it’s their responsibility to make 

sure He's dead before He's buried. There lying at the cross is His earthly 

possessions, headgear, sandals, belt, and a tunic. There are four soldiers, 

and they roll the dice to see who picks first, to see who takes home what. 

That’s their reward for faithfully carrying out their duties. John gives us an 

insight into the robe of Jesus. It had been specially woven to Him without 

seam from top to bottom, so it was valuable. So it was really important 

when the lot was cast for you to get first choice because you got to take 

home the seamless robe of Christ when your duty was over and He was 

dead.  

Then Mark changes his emphasis as passersby begin to go by because this 

is a busy street. The passersby begin to see Jesus hanging on that cross 

and say ‘Aha, You who said You could destroy the temple and You would 

rebuild in three days, You can't even save Yourself!’ Mark says they derided 

Him, but the word in Greek is actually our English word blaspheme, but we 

don’t use blaspheme in modern language. The passersby are blaspheming 

Jesus and He's being crucified because He supposedly blasphemed God, so 

using irony, Mark is letting us see that the real blasphemer is not Jesus, 

but is the passersby. They are blaspheming Jesus and God because they 

don’t recognize the purpose of His death. Paul would say the preaching of 

the cross is a stumbling block to the Jews and it’s utter foolishness to the 

Gentiles. If you're a Jew, this story is going to be a stumbling block to you 

because you can't put your faith in a crucified Messiah. If you're a Gentile, 

it just doesn’t make sense that salvation is in someone who died. But Paul 

comes back to say ‘but to those who are called, it is the power of God unto 

salvation.’ But those first passersby blaspheme that He can't save Himself. 



As we read this story, we know He can save Himself, but we know He 

didn’t. We know that in the garden, Jesus told the one who drew the sword 

and cut off the ear to ‘put your sword away. Do you not know that I have 

twelve legion of angels who the moment I ask God will send?’ a legion is 

six thousand, so six thousand times twelve means there were seventy-two 

thousand angels in the garden ready to rescue Jesus at any moment. I just 

ask you this question. If they were in the garden, don’t you think they're 

still there watching at the cross? At any moment, He could call for those 

angels and they would come and rescue Him from the cross, but He didn’t!  

Mark tells us that the chief priests and scribes also mocked Him. They are 

talking to each other and they said, ‘He saved others; He cannot save 

Himself. If He saved others, why doesn’t He come down off that cross so 

that we can see and believe?’ Please don’t lose this. There's a lot of truth in 

what they're saying. He can save others, but in order to save others, He 

can't save Himself. He's got a choice. The choice is to save Himself, but 

then He can't save me or you. The hard part hasn’t started yet. Two other 

guys died the same physical death Christ died that day, but He's getting 

ready to have something laid on Him spiritually that would cause Him to be 

separated from His Father. Instead of saving Himself, He wants to save 

you. Mark wants his church, he wants us to see this; the miracle that we 

need to see and believe is not Jesus getting off a cross. The miracle we 

need to see and believe is the miracle of Jesus rising from the grave after 

He died a death on a cross. Mark wants us to see is not what man did to 

Christ but what God did to Christ that day. Mark doesn’t want us to just 

see man’s rejection of Christ and His death that day. Mark wants us to see 

and believe in God’s acceptance of the death of Christ in our place so that 

the moment we believe in Christ and His death on a cross, He gives to us 

the greatest gift the world can receive, and that’s the gift of eternal life, a 

right relationship with God. Once we are right with Him, it transforms every 

relationship we have because we see others, not as we used to see them, 

but through the atoning death of Jesus. Jesus didn’t just die for me; He 

died for them too. Don’t blaspheme this morning. Don’t belittle the death 

of Christ. Don’t take from it, don’t add to it, and don’t reject it. If you want 

to know what God did for you, just look to the real Christmas tree, and 

turn from sin if you haven’t already and put your faith and trust in Jesus 



Christ. There's no other gift like it, and He did it for you. Celisa put tractors 

on a tree for me; God put Jesus on a cross and put my sin on Jesus for 

me. He loves me, and He loves you.  

 

 

 

 

 


