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Introduction:

Ginny’s dad was an avid newspaper reader.  He would walk for a mile to get one if he needed to.  To him the day just hadn’t begun until he had read his newspaper.   Dad’s paper had some information on all manner of things.  He liked the sports section…especially in the spring.  The front page was reserved for news that might have a more universal appeal.  Things that most people would be interested in.  In this way the entire paper could be sold on the weight of one really startling or interest grabbing headline. 
In an obscure corner of one section of that paper was a column labeled “obituaries.”  Ginny’s dad always read that column.  If you asked him why he would quip, “I wanted to see if my name was it there this morning.”  
Al was a character to be sure, but what if his name had been in there one of those mornings for him to read?  And furthermore what if it had been true?  Preposterous?  Not according to our Scripture this morning.  On the Friday afternoon of this Passover season in Jerusalem God pushed the entire world out of its comfort zone.  It has been doing its best to get back in ever since.  Jesus crushed three things that men dread that day by His death and resurrection.  At the cross God surged out of heaven and displayed His power to destroy the fears of men.  He did it in a fearful way.  

We live in fear in this world.  But Jesus called us to fear God alone and not this world.  Christ does not call us to replace one fear with another.  Jesus calls us to replace all our fears and burdens with Him.   
Matthew 11:28-30   28 "Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  29 "Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS.  30 "For My yoke is easy and My burden is light."  
Come with me to the foot of the Cross. Open your Bibles to Matthew 27 
What are the three fears we see in our text?  

· The Fear of the Power of  Religion
· The Fear of Death 

· The Fear of Deciding for Christ

The Fear of the power of  Religion

Do men fear religion?  Totally.  Religion offers men and women a way to get to God.  It is done by restraining our inclination to sin by pleasing ourselves.  Even the word religion comes from a Latin root meaning to “restrain or tie up.”  Religion binds our conscience and our behavior.  At first blush this seems good and useful, but there is a catch.  
The irreligious fear it because it produces a great sense of guilt and hopelessness that competes with their sense of self-righteousness and adequacy.  They are content to stand in their own strength on the day of their judgment and fear the condemnation that religion brings to them. 
The religious, on the other hand, will bind themselves to it, only to discover that their natures cannot be transformed by it.  They are constrained in conscience and deed but are never free from  sin…only restrained; only pronounced guilty.  For some the solution is to flee all forms of religion thus putting themselves out of reach of its condemnation. For others, the answer is just to pile on more of what has not worked so far.  More praying, saying, kneeling, offering, confessing, sacrificing, giving or reading.  Such was the life of the temple in the day of Jesus. 

Israel had forsaken her God and replaced Him with an elaborate system of law keeping and ritual.  It is true that the temple and the sacrifices had been designed by God Himself and given to Moses, but the people had long since forgotten their God.  Hebrews quotes the psalmist when he says, 
Hebrews 10:8  "SACRIFICES AND OFFERINGS AND WHOLE BURNT OFFERINGS AND sacrifices FOR SIN YOU HAVE NOT DESIRED, NOR HAVE YOU TAKEN PLEASURE in them" (which are offered according to the Law),
Now let us look at our passage to see how the Cross crushes the fear and power of religion by replacing it with Jesus Christ Himself. 
Matthew 27:50-51  50 And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice, and yielded up His spirit.  51 And behold, the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom; and the earth shook and the rocks were split.

Although this curtain was of great size and strength,  it is the “purpose” of the veil that is the issue here and not its dimensions.  Since God can tear the heavens it is of little consequence how strong a manmade curtain might have been.  Moses tells us the purpose of the veil. 
Exodus 26:31-34  31 "You shall make a veil of blue and purple and scarlet material and fine twisted linen; it shall be made with cherubim, the work of a skillful workman.  32 "You shall hang it on four pillars of acacia overlaid with gold, their hooks also being of gold, on four sockets of silver.  33 "You shall hang up the veil under the clasps, and shall bring in the ark of the testimony there within the veil; and the veil shall serve for you as a partition between the holy place and the holy of holies.  34 "You shall put the mercy seat on the ark of the testimony in the holy of holies.
Leviticus 16:2  2 The LORD said to Moses: "Tell your brother Aaron that he shall not enter at any time into the holy place inside the veil, before the mercy seat which is on the ark, or he will die; for I will appear in the cloud over the mercy seat.

This is the most solemn and profound part of Jewish religion.  It is proscribed precisely by God.  The High Priest is never to go in there.  He is not to peek in there. This is where God meets with men.  This entire design was duplicated in the temple that existed just a short distance from where Israel was killing the Son of her God. 
You see, that temple with its sacrifices, mercy seat and curtain were all designed to reveal that man can never approach God.  God would mercifully give them a priest who would go very carefully, once a year into the presence of God…but you my friend could never ever go there because of your sin.  And your religion was a daily reminder of that. 
On the Cross God put your sin on Jesus.  This is why I call Him My Savior.  You too can embrace Him at the foot of the Cross.  He bore your sin, but you must forsake all else for Him.  By the tearing of the veil, God is telling us to forsake all ritual,  practice and self righteousness and turn to Christ alone for salvation.  The way is open to the place where you may obtain mercy.  It is, after all, the mercy seat. Do not imagine that you may bring your own religious or moral merit to the cross.  All men stand at its foot on level ground.  Christ and Christ alone will bring us safely into the presence of God.  
Acts 4:11-12  11 "He is the STONE WHICH WAS REJECTED by you, THE BUILDERS, but WHICH BECAME THE CHIEF CORNER stone.  12 "And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved."

One last question might present itself to us from this verse.  How did they know that it had been torn from the top to the bottom?  Because the priests saw it happen.  The evening service in the temple began at about 2:30 PM and continued until around 4.  Jesus died at 3 PM as the priests were standing before the curtain performing the evening rituals.  
On the cross, Christ  not only destroyed the fear producing power of religion but the greatest fear of all men…death itself. 

The Fear of Death 

Matthew 27:51-53  and the earth shook and the rocks were split.  52 The tombs were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised;  53 and coming out of the tombs after His resurrection they entered the holy city and appeared to many.  
What a remarkable event and yet only mentioned in two verses of the entire Scripture.  The Jews believed that the Messiah’s Kingdom would begin with resurrection of the saints.  Although Christ would not now rule on the Earth as He will in the Millennium, He nevertheless provided powerful testimony that their Messiah had indeed presented Himself that hour. 
The Earth Shook.  The Scripture here does not use the usual words for an earthquake.  It is a phrase which speaks of great distress and fear.  This is unique in its use in Scripture and was no doubt very unique to those who experienced it there.  

Jeremiah 51:29 So the land quakes and writhes, For the purposes of the LORD against Babylon stand, To make the land of Babylon A desolation without inhabitants.

So great was this shuttering and trembling that the rocks began to split.  These are the very rocks that would have cried out Hosanna only a week ago, had the throngs been stilled.  Today they are split and broken more easily than the hearts of unbelieving men.  God is not merely shaking the earth but the complacency of men who trust in it.  
The tombs were opened.  These are not the burial places of the poor but the rich.  They were monuments to the ultimate end of this life.   Spurgeon comments saying:
“I think we have in this last miracle “the history of a man.” There he lies dead-corrupt, dead in trespasses and sins. But what a beautiful sepulcher he lies in! He is a church-goer; …. he is a very moral person; he is a gentleman; he is a citizen; he is Head of his Company; he will be ….Mayor one day; he is so good-oh, he is so good! yet he has no grace in his heart, no Christ in his faith, no love to God. You see what a sepulcher he lies in-a dead soul in a gilded tomb. By his cross our Lord splits this sepulcher and destroys it. What are our merits worth in the presence of the cross? The death of Christ is the death of self-righteousness. Jesus’ death is a waste if we can save ourselves. If we are so good that we do not want the Savior, why, then, did Jesus bleed his life away upon the tree? The cross breaks up the sepulchers of hypocrisy, formalism, and self-righteousness in which the spiritually dead are hidden away.”  C. H. Spurgeon
Nevertheless these are real tombs and they were really broken open.  The bodies within were resurrected.  We cannot tell if they were resurrected immediately and came out or if they were resurrected after Christ. Either way we know that they delayed their presentation to their relatives and friends until after Christ arose.  I favor the first idea because I believe this might have had the desired impact upon the soldiers who experienced the quaking and saw the tombs opened.  
Matthew 27:54 Now the centurion, and those who were with him keeping guard over Jesus, when they saw the earthquake and the things that were happening, became very frightened and said, "Truly this was the Son of God!"

Ephesians 4:8 Therefore it says, "WHEN HE ASCENDED ON HIGH, HE LED CAPTIVE A HOST OF CAPTIVES, AND HE GAVE GIFTS TO MEN."

What did it all mean?  Why did it happen?  Who were these people?  We cannot give definitive answers to these questions because the Bible does not.  We are able to say some things however. 
They were Old Testament Believers.  They were devout, believing, saintly Jews.  The Resurrection of Christ is not applied only to the Church.  It is for the benefit of Believing Israel as well.  All of God’s elect will rise to eternal life. 
Hebrews 11:39-40  39 And all these, having gained approval through their faith, did not receive what was promised,  40 because God had provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect.

They were proof that every word of God is sure.  When Jesus told Martha, “your brother will rise again.”  She responded by saying, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection.”  
John 11:25-27  25 Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will live even if he dies,  26 and everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die. Do you believe this?"  27 She said to Him, "Yes, Lord; I have believed that You are the Christ, the Son of God, even He who comes into the world."

Jesus conquered death at the Cross: A real man died a real death and then really rose again.  This is not metaphor.  These men  and women were a demonstration of the power Christ has over death.  
Hebrews 2:14-15  14 Therefore, since the children share in flesh and blood, He Himself likewise also partook of the same, that through death He might render powerless him who had the power of death, that is, the devil,  15 and might free those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their lives.

More could be said but we will content our selves with this final observation.  The Cross work of Christ imparts life to the dead.  If he had not died no men would ever be able to hope for life.                                                       
“This is the wondrous work of the cross: it is by the death of our Lord that regeneration comes to men. There were no new births if it were not for that one death. If Jesus had not died, we had remained dead. If he had not bowed his head, none of us could have lifted up our heads. If he had not there on the cross passed from among the living, we must have remained among the dead for ever and for ever.”  Spurgeon
The Cross destroyed the condemnation self-righteousness and ritual. By it Christ crushed  the greatest fear of all men…death itself.  But there is still one other fear that dogs the steps of men.  You may be a victim of it even this morning. It is the fear of Deciding to follow Christ.
The Fear of Deciding for Christ

Matthew 27:57-60   57 When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who himself had also become a disciple of Jesus.  58 This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then Pilate ordered it to be given to him.  59 And Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth,  60 and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn out in the rock; and he rolled a large stone against the entrance of the tomb and went away.

Two men now step out of the shadows to follow Christ.  Only one is mentioned in our text.  Both have been intimidated into silence.  Both have much if not everything to loose by declaring for the Jesus.  Who was the other man. 
John 19:38-40  38 After these things Joseph of Arimathea, being a disciple of Jesus, but a secret one for fear of the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus; and Pilate granted permission. So he came and took away His body.  39 Nicodemus, who had first come to Him by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds weight.  40 So they took the body of Jesus and bound it in linen wrappings with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews.
Joseph feared the Jews.  They were a fearsome group.  You could be thrown out of the Synagogue.  This effectively destroyed your career, your social life and usually left you alone and shunned even by your family.  Your entire life could be ruined by these religiously powerful men.  Nicodemus was one of these religiously powerful men.  He was drawn to Jesus by night.  Years have passed while Jesus turned Galilee and Judah upside down. There have been two temple cleansings and the constant disputings with the Pharisees and Scribes.  There have been the healings and the resurrection of Lazarus and through all this, these two men have set quietly and fearfully. 
Suddenly, in the course of one week, it is all over.  Jesus is dead.  The disciples are scattered or in hiding.  The people who had proclaimed Him king on Monday screamed for His blood on Friday morning.  Nothing came of it.  Jesus failed to become the Messiah of Israel.  Why would they come forward now?  They successfully made it through the ordeal without blowing their cover. 
The answer is stunningly simple.  They had beheld Him on the cross.  They had heard the gospel preached, they had seen the dead raised, they had heard the voice of the Good Shepherd and could no longer remain at a distance.  The Cross destroyed their fear of owning Christ.  How can they not own the one who poured out His life on the cross for them.  All disciples need to answer this question.  How will you respond?  Is it enough for you to live in the shadows or will you be numbered as His follower?  
As Joseph and Nicodemus looked at the Cross they realized the truth of these words from the Savior Himself, “"Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends.” John 15:13
Christ’s love from the cross defeats our fear of owning Him.  Behold the Cross!
CONCLUSION

Christ’s love for you is the message of the Cross.  His miracles from the cross replace every other thing in which men trust.  

· The Torn Curtain speaks of the false hope men place in their own ritual and righteousness.  Forsake all of yours and cling only to the Cross of Christ. 

· The broken tombs and risen saints assure you that Jesus Alone guarantees Eternal life and resurrection.  Trust nothing else.  Jesus is your sure hope of Eternal life and resurrection from the grave. 

· The sudden transformation of Joseph and Nicodemus cause us to count the cost of following the Savior while it demolishes our fear of men.  Ambivalence and apathy cannot grow at the foot of the cross. Forsake them for the Savior.  He forsook them for you. 
If Christ is worthy will you follow Him with an undivided heart? 
Amy Charmicael served in India for fifty-five years without furlough.  In many ways she was an unlikely candidate for missionary work. She suffered neuralgia,  a disease of the nerves that made her whole body weak and achy and often put her in bed for weeks on end.
In 1931, Carmichael was badly injured in a fall, which left her bedridden much of the time until her death. Amy Carmichael died in India in 1951 at the age of 83. She asked that no stone be put over her grave; Among her many writings she left behind this poem.
No wound?  No Scar?

Yet as the Master shall the servant be,

And pierced are the feet that follow Me.

But thine are whole; can he have followed far

Who has no wound or scar?
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