WHO-DUN-IT? – an Easter mystery : Part 1
I like detective stories. I can spend many a happy hour with Inspectors Morse or Rebus or Frost as they wage their war of attrition against the criminal underside of our cities ; or following the trail of red herrings laid by the dowager duchess of suspense, Agatha Christie.
But if the Easter story were to get the who-dun-it treatment, where would the buck stop? Who would get collared for the murder of Jesus, aged 33, one-time self-employed general building contractor from Nazareth?

Likely candidates for the dock would include Judas Iscariot, Pontius Pilate, Caiaphas the High Priest, and even the devil himself. Let’s look at these prime suspects and consider the case against them, one by one.

First, the prosecution case against Judas Iscariot. It is beyond any reasonable doubt that Judas, for three years counted a friend and associate of Jesus, who was trusted sufficiently by Jesus to be appointed treasurer of his ministry team, went to the High Priest by night and offered to betray Jesus for money.

The price on the head of Jesus was assessed at 30 pieces of silver, hardly sufficient to secure a feather-bedded retirement on the Costa del Sol, but it was enough to sway Judas. What, however, was his motive?
Can I put it to you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that Judas was a man who had a deep longing to be in with the in-crowd, to be accepted by the celebrities of his day? For a time, Jesus fulfilled this need. He was a rising star, one for the future, a good investment – until he upset the authorities with that rather crude stunt in temple with the money-changers. 

Red flags began fluttering. Poll ratings plummeted. Judas saw the writing on the wall for Jesus. It was time to change course, to kick over the traces and make some new friends. And so his nocturnal act of betrayal, his treacherous kiss in Gethsemane. Yes, Judas has a case to answer.

But on the other hand, how did his actions, however squalid, actually affect the outcome? Jesus wasn’t operating in secret, like an Al-Qaeda agent. He taught and ministered in public places. They could have arrested him at any time, in any place. All Judas did was make it a bit neater, a bit tidier.

As early as the third chapter of Mark’s gospel, the shadow of the cross hung over Jesus. Make no mistake, they would have got him sooner or later.

The case against Judas Iscariot is dismissed.    
WHO-DUN-IT? – an Easter mystery : Part 2

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I invite you now to consider the case against Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator of Judea. 

At first sight, the evidence against Pilate seems overwhelming. He had previous convictions – we know that Pilate was a man who had no hesitation in resorting to violent means to solve problems. That came with the territory.

And we have a smoking gun with Pilate’s fingerprints on it. We know that his was the signature on the death warrant of Jesus.

The Bible tells us that Pilate was by no means convinced that Jesus was guilty of any crime – so why did he act as he did? The simple answer is what’s called situation ethics. Pilate was a politician, who had wider responsibilities than one tiresome case about a tiresome religious quirk of the tiresome Palestinians.

Pilate had a duty to maintain law and order. By insisting on justice for one man, he could jeopardise peace for the nation. He made up his mind on Jesus based on expediency, half damage-limitation for Palestine, half to watch his own back

Making decisions about Jesus on that basis may not be honourable, but Pilate was not the first, nor the last, to do so. We must examine our own conscience and, as Jesus himself said, let whoever is without fault cast the first stone. Therefore, albeit on a technicality, the case against Pontius Pilate is dismissed.    

Now, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we turn to Caiaphas the High Priest. There is no doubting his motives, nor what the law terms malice aforethought. Not to put too fine a point on it, Caiaphas hated Jesus’ guts.

We know that Caiaphas secured the arrest of Jesus, demanded the execution of Jesus for blasphemy, and orchestrated popular opinion in such a way that Pilate was put on the spot – an offer, as they say, he could not refuse.

On the basis of this circumstantial evidence, the case against Caiaphas seems sound. Yet for all his scheming and manipulating, the fact is that Caiaphas was well aware that he had no power, and no authority, to do anything to Jesus.

Caiaphas had to back off and let other people do his dirty work, and there were plenty who would, such as a rent-a-mob crowd who bayed for the blood of Jesus and the release of a convicted armed robber, and a Roman official with too much to lose to stand up for what he knew, deep down, was right. 
Caiaphas had 10 out of 10 for motive, but 0 out of 10 for opportunity. With the utmost reluctance, we conclude that the case against Caiaphas is dismissed. 
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Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I now present to you our final suspect, the devil himself. Our immediate thought might be that this, surely, is our man.   The devil feared and loathed Jesus in equal measure, and with good cause. When Jesus was doing deliverance ministry, the demons screamed : We know who you are. Have you come to destroy us? The answer was a great big Yes!

John stated quite clearly : the reason Jesus came was to destroy all the works of the devil. Yes, the devil had the motive, but again, did he have the means?    I put it to you that the answer is NO. Jesus had the devil beaten ever since he refused to give in to temptation out in the desert. 

In fact, if the devil had two brain cells to rub together, he would know that a dead Jesus was far more dangerous than a living one, because the scriptures – and the devil knew the scriptures – made it clear what would happen next.
From Mark 16 : Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome went out and purchased burial spices so they could anoint Jesus’ body. Very early on Sunday morning, just at sunrise, they went to the tomb. On the way they were asking each other, “Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?” But as they arrived, they looked up and saw that the stone, which was very large, had already been rolled aside.

When they entered the tomb, they saw a young man clothed in a white robe sitting on the right side. The women were shocked, but the angel said, “Don’t be alarmed. You are looking for Jesus of Nazareth] who was crucified. He isn’t here! He is risen from the dead! Look, this is where they laid his body. Now go and tell his disciples, including Peter, that Jesus is going ahead of you to Galilee. You will see him there, just as he told you before he died.”

Yes, the devil knew only too well that the chill darkness of Good Friday was just two sleeps away from the glorious sunrise of Easter Day. No, we can’t get away with pinning the blame for the crucifixion of Jesus even on the devil. 
The truth is much closer to home. Listen to Isaiah 53 :

He was despised and rejected – a man of sorrows, acquainted with deepest grief. We turned our backs on him and looked the other way. He was despised, and we did not care. Yet it was our weaknesses he carried ; it was our sorrows that weighed him down.  And we thought his troubles were a punishment from God, a punishment for his own sins! But he was pierced for our rebellion, crushed for our sins. He was beaten so we could be whole. He was whipped so we could be healed. All of us, like sheep, have strayed away. We have left God’s paths to follow our own. Yet the Lord laid on him the sins of us all.

The painful truth is that, to identify who truly put Jesus on the cross, we need only look in a mirror. It’s our wrongdoing that put him there, yet such is his love and grace toward us that the verdict God pronounces on us is : NOT GUILTY! 
Paul wrote to the church at Corinth : For God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be made right with God through Christ. To the Galatian Christians, Paul wrote : Christ has rescued us from the curse pronounced by the law. When he was hung on the cross, he took upon himself the curse for our wrongdoing. The true message of Easter is that, in Christ, God has taken the whole of history and stood it on its head.
For our selfishness and sin, Jesus took the punishment to bring us forgiveness.

For our weakness and doubt, Jesus suffered rejection to bring us acceptance.

For our disease and disability, Jesus carried the pain to bring us healing.

For our mortality, Jesus died that we might enjoy abundant life for eternity.

That’s how much our Saviour loves and values you, just as you are. If you have never taken that most important decision to make Jesus your Lord and Saviour, I urge you to consider the evidence and do the wisest thing you’ll ever do, give your whole life to him. Don’t put it off till tomorrow. This is your day to be saved.
