SERMON
St. Peter’s UCC
March 22, 2026
“Unbind Him and Let Him Go”

Scripture:
Ezekiel 37:1-10 The Valley of Dry Bones
Psalm 130 Out of the depths I cry to you
John 11:1-3, 17-27, 38-45 Jesus Raises Lazarus to Life

Next Sunday is the beginning of Holy Week; a time when we speak
of the events in the last week of the life of Jesus. In that week, we hear
phrases of Jesus as atoning for our sins. We hear him referred to as the
paschal lamb. There are times in Lent and Holy Week when we even hear
of Jesus as scapegoat.

Well, all these terms would have been very familiar to the Jewish
people in the time of Jesus; familiar enough that, when used to describe
Jesus, they would have, to some degree, understood his mission on earth
and his lasting sacrifice for us.

In the Bible, when we hear of Jesus atoning for our sins, it is a

reference to the Day of Atonement in the Jewish calendar, one of the most



holy days of the year, even for Jews today. Traditionally, the Day of
Atonement, also called Yom Kippur, is considered the date on which
Moses received the second set of Ten Commandments. It occurred
following the completion of the second 40 days of instructions from God
to Moses on Mount Sinai. At this same time, the Israelites were granted
atonement for the sin of the Golden Calf; when they doubted God and
Moses; thus being called the Day of Atonement.

In the ancient period in Jewish history, during the time of the Temple
of Solomon, and then the second Temple, which was the Temple Jesus
entered, the Day of Atonement was observed in what would be our
September or October. The books of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers
command the observance of Yom Kippur.

The high priest would enter the holy of holies on this day, where the
ark of the covenant was found in the first temple. He performed sacrifices
for the forgiveness of sin, first for his family, and then for all the people of
Israel. You see, God had offered the people an opportunity once each year

to start with a clean slate, so that they wouldn’t have to carry their sins
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into each succeeding year. God didn’t have to do this, of course, but it
was the act of a God who wanted to be in covenant; not to punish, but to
promote a caring and forgiving relationship with the people.

Also, on the Day of Atonement, the priest would put his hands over a
goat, and through ritual, transfer all the remaining sins of the people onto
the goat, which was then led into the wilderness, never to be seen again.
Now, I can’t say that the people even back then really believed that the
goat had literally received all their sins, but it would have been understood
that this scapegoat symbolized a people freed from sin, not bound by sin,
because God wanted it to be so.

Another important holy day for Jews was and 1s the Passover, when
God passed over the homes of the people of Israel, just before they left
Egypt. God passed over them, leaving them unharmed, because they had
sprinkled the blood of the lamb on their door frames; the blood of the
paschal lamb; the Passover lamb.

Therefore, to speak of Jesus as the Paschal Lamb is to see in him a

covenant with God associated with the escape from slavery from the



Pharaoh, and being led to freedom in the Promised Land.

But for Jesus, identification with the atonement, identification with
the idea of the scapegoat, identification with the idea of the paschal lamb
has unique understandings in him and for us.

The sacrifice of Jesus on the cross is not something to be repeated, as
with the yearly Day of Atonement, but is once and for all time, offering
forgiveness of sins for anyone who repents and believes; who turns to
Christ and believes.

The scapegoat of the Day of Atonement was a symbolic transference
of sin, but in Jesus, all sin is knowingly received by him for our
sake. Why, you might ask? Because God so loved the world that he sent
his only begotten Son ... in order that the world might be saved by him.”

When we see in Jesus the paschal lamb, we remember the parting of
the Red Sea to freedom, but we also know that in him is so much more, for
Jesus is the bridge between heaven and earth; from sin and death to
freedom and eternal life.

So, in the time of Jesus, when they spoke of his atonement for our



sins, when they spoke of him as the lamb of God, these terms had great
meaning for the people. To understand Jesus was not to start from scratch
with a new religion, but, instead, to see the atoning work of God in a new
direction; not bound by the Temple alone, but found anywhere the spirit
and truth of God was received in Jesus, whether Jew or non-Jew, man or
woman, slave or free.

Those wandering Hebrews that left Egypt found, as they came up out
of the Red Sea miracle, new life, and true life as people of God. So we
find 1n Jesus also, new life, and true life. More than that, our Holy Week
also leads us to nothing less than life eternal, revealed in the raising of
Lazarus, and finally, Easter morning .

When Jesus got to the home of Mary, Martha, and their brother
Lazarus, he commanded that they remove the stone in front of the tomb of
Lazarus. He did this, that they might see the glory of God.

When Lazarus was raised from the dead, word of this miracle reached
many, many people in a way that even his healings and other miracles had

not done. Now they saw in Jesus the power of God; the power of a breath



that can make brittle bones come alive, as in the vision of the prophet
Ezekiel, in the valley of dry bones. The vision of Ezekiel was to give
hope to the Jews who were in the Babylonian exile, feeling dead to their
true selves, and without hope in a foreign land. Years later, that call to
hope that was found in Ezekiel’s vision was finally realized when they
were able to return to Jerusalem. Ezekiel's vision was metaphorical, in
that 1t didn't involve actual life and death. But then, in Jesus, we find an
eternal God who literally gives life after death.

The leaders, however, saw Jesus as a threat, not just because he
raised Lazarus from the grave, an astounding miracle; it was because of
what Jesus was preaching, saying, “I am the resurrection and the
life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and
everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”

In the atonement of Jesus, the people of Christ were given
forgiveness of sins in a covenant with God, but, more than that, this

covenant would even offer the strength to overcome death itself.



I heard a preacher one time who wrapped up our belief in four words: “I
raise the dead.”

On this last Sunday before Holy Week, let us see in the death and life
of Jesus, not just Good News, but the best news the world will ever know;
the power to offer new life, true life, and life eternal.

The person Jesus, who overcame the world, who overcame death
itself 2,000 years ago, 1s just as powerful for every generation, and
absolutely just as real. The Good News found in the person of Jesus is
real and to be believed. The Good News found in the person of Jesus is
more true and more real than anything else in our life’s experience. These
truths are eternal; they are forever.

The Good News is absolutely true, and therefore incredibly important
for our world, and yet, at the same time, also wonderful and full of
assurance and joy. In our human predicament, so full of fear and struggle
against sin and suffering, we have a real Savior, now and forever.

On this Sunday before Holy Week, my hope is that, as we enter Holy

Week, from the suffering and death of our Savior, to Resurrection Sunday,



you will be renewed in spirit and understanding of the gift of Christ in
your lives and in the world.

The question for us today is whether or not we believe in a divine
Jesus, who has overcome this world, and even overcome the power of
death itself. O death, where is your victory, O grave, where 1s your
sting? As we approach the cross, followed by the Resurrection on Easter
day, we must ask ourselves if we believe, or if we are resistant, like the
Jewish leaders, and even like the very good, but very human, Martha, who
cautions Jesus to leave her brother Lazarus alone, as he has been dead for
four days.

Do you believe in heaven? Do you believe that Jesus was sent from
heaven for our sake, and after being crucified and buried, was raised on
the third day? Do you believe in the Resurrection Promise; that in him we
may know eternal life?

These are essential, questions to consider in Lent. It requires a faith
that allows for humility as to the limits of what we claim to know; what

we can know. It requires an openness for new paradigms to be



revealed. It requires an allowance for a belief that is not dependent upon
this world alone. It requires spirit recognizing spirit in words of faith, in
the sacraments, and sometimes in the testimony of others.

As one of your final Lenten spiritual disciplines, I ask you to pray for
a faith that makes room for miracles; that opens the mind and the heart to
wonderful possibilities and eternal truths. Dare to believe that Jesus is
truly the divine Christ.

Holy God, bless St. Peter’s as we approach Holy Week. Help us and
all your churches to be a real source of Good News that is able to bless,

even save, our world. Amen.



