Maundy Thursday : 21 April 2011 : Exodus 12 : 1-13  & John 14 : 1-7  
A few moments ago we followed the practice of Jesus and the 12 in celebrating the Last Supper, that emotionally-charged Passover evening when, for the final time this side of Heaven, Jesus shared a meal with His ministry team. They remembered, as Jews do to this very day, the historic deliverance of their nation from their bondage in Egypt, eating roast lamb with bitter herbs and unleavened bread.

It’s no accident that Easter coincides with the Passover. There are a number of elements in common between these celebrations. In Exodus 12 we read the instructions the Lord gave to Moses for the first Passover meal, on the night the first-born of all Egypt were struck down. In v.5 of that chapter we see that the lamb must be without defect, perfect, flawless. Peter, who was present at the Last Supper, wrote in 1 Peter 1.19 that we are redeemed with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.

That Jesus the Good Shepherd became the sacrificial Lamb put to death for us is a truly awesome thing. That God counted you and me, in all our weakness, in all our moods and tantrums, so precious that He called His own Son to lay down His perfect, flawless life to save our far-from flawless, decidedly imperfect lives, is a humbling thought.

I think it would do us good to pause and reflect on that truth for a moment tonight, if for no other purpose than to let the magnitude of all that Jesus did for us confront the tendency that all of us are prone to, of drifting into self-centred, self-righteous attitudes, of imagining that somehow or other we have earned our salvation, that God somehow owes us something. No. The Bible teaches in Revelation 21 that nothing impure shall ever enter into God’s heavenly presence, nor anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.

In other words, it takes perfection to enter heaven. Nothing less qualifies. Which means that since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, as Paul writes in Romans 3.23, no-one is entitled to a place in heaven by their own efforts. No-one, not even the apostles themselves, far less us. That’s the bad news. 

The good news, however, is that the next 2 verses in Romans state : and all are justified freely by God’s grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus, whom God put forward before the eyes of all as a mercy seat and propitiation by His blood ; the cleansing and life-giving sacrifice of atonement and reconciliation, to be received through faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in His divine forbearance He had passed over – Passover again – and ignored former sins without punishment.
The perfection we need to enter God’s eternal presence, then, is not something we can achieve, it’s something we must receive – given by the grace of God ; mediated through the unique sacrifice of Jesus, who said : I am the way, the truth and the life, no-one comes to the Father except through me ; and appropriated by the faith of ordinary people like us who recognise we have no hope whatever except the love of Jesus.

You see, there’s another parallel between the Passover and Easter. In Exodus 12.12f, we read : On that night I will pass through the land of Egypt and strike down every firstborn son and firstborn male animal in the land of Egypt. I will execute judgment against all the gods of Egypt, for I am the Lord! But the blood on your doorposts will serve as a sign, marking the houses where you are staying. When I see the blood, I will pass over you. This plague of death will not touch you when I strike the land of Egypt.
Actually there’s two parallels in those verses – one comparison and one contrast. The contrast is that in Egypt, at the Passover, it was the first-born of the enemies of God and of His people who died. The judgement fell upon the first-born of the guilty. However, at Easter, it is God’s own first-born who is put to death, the innocent One who bears the judgement and the punishment on behalf of the guilty. 

There you see a massive difference between the Old Testament, based on obedience to the Law and the liability of bearing the punishment for your own shortcomings, and the New Testament, based on God’s unconditional grace, as God’s own Son has already borne the punishment for our shortcomings so that we don’t have to. 

There’s a very interesting passage in Hebrews 8 that reads : Jesus, our High Priest, has been given a ministry that is far superior to the old priesthood, for he is the one who mediates for us a far better covenant with God, based on better promises. If the first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no need for a second covenant to replace it. When God speaks of a “new” covenant, it means he has made the first one obsolete. It is now out of date and will soon disappear.

Aren’t you glad you live in New Testament times? Aren’t you glad you get to live by grace and faith, not under the Old Testament law that is now, according to Scripture, obsolete, out of date, ready to disappear? Aren’t you glad it’s the sacrificial love of God in Jesus His Son that determines our relationship with Him and our eternal destiny, and not our performance? This Holy Week, we have a lot to be grateful for, have we not?

But even in the Old Testament there was a sign and a pointer to God’s grace right here in the Passover story. Look again at Exodus 12.13 : what was it that caused God to pass over the homes of the people of Israel? Was it their own goodness, their own personal qualities, their record of good deeds or religious observance? No. None of that mattered at all. It was all down to whether or not they had put the blood of the lamb on their doorposts. If they had, they were safe. If they hadn’t, oh dear.  

The issue was : had they chosen to stand under the protection of the blood of the Lamb? It was not the character or conduct of the individuals that counted, but the sacrifice that had been made for them. And you know what? It still is. And I know that whole thing about grace, not works, really sticks in the throats of so many people who want to buy their own salvation on their own terms rather than receive it as a gift through Jesus ; or who want to argue that there are many different ways to God, all equally valid.

Humanly speaking, I see the attractiveness of that idea. It appeals to the British sense of fair play, but it is not what the Bible tells us. It is the plain and simple teaching of the Word of God that it is the sacrifice of Jesus, that awesome event that we remember this Easter season, that reconciles wayward humanity to a loving Father. Nothing else and no-one else has the power or authority to do it, because no-one else has paid the price.

Galatians 3.13f states : Christ purchased our freedom [redeeming us] from the curse of the Law [and its condemnation] by [Himself] becoming a curse for us, for it is written [in the Scriptures], Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree (is crucified); To the end that through [their receiving] Christ Jesus, the blessing [promised] to Abraham might come upon the Gentiles, so that we through faith might [all] receive [the realization of] the promise of the [Holy] Spirit.
Tonight you and I have shared in the Last Supper, that meal that bridges the old and the New Testaments. Tonight you and I also share the glorious opportunity to make the quality decision, from this night forward, to live by grace, to be set free from the curse of human disobedience and its legal consequences, to embrace the fullness of God’s  blessing, the rich promises first made to Abraham which all find their YES in Jesus.
This we do as we stop making a big deal about our own achievements, all 2p worth of them, and choosing instead to stand under the protection of the blood of the perfect Lamb of God, slain for us. In Him, and in Him alone, is abundant life forever.  
