Sermon for Mid-Week Lenten Service, Week 5

The Text: John 19:30

“It Is Finished”

Rich blessings flow whenever the message of the cross remains at the centre of the Christian Faith. However, when the good news of the cross is no longer central in the preaching and teaching of the Church, Christianity becomes weak and insipid. St. Paul proclaims: “May I never boast of anything except the cross of Christ (Galatians 6:14).”

At the time Jesus was crucified for us, conversation about dying on a cross repelled people. They found the image of Christ’s crucifixion repulsive. But the message of Good Friday rang out through the ancient world and changed it. Why? Because it meant that God did not remain aloof from all the terrible pain and cruelty we human beings suffer, but in His Son Jesus Christ, He shared it fully and completely with us. 

The cross of Christ has released into history the most powerful force for the transformation and renewal of sinful lives the world has ever seen. A world marred by sin and evil is remade on Good Friday. The cross of our Lord Jesus confronts us with the huge fact of my sin and guilt, your sin and guilt. It declares to us that we deserve judgement because of how we’ve broken God’s law and offended Him by our sins. But instead of judging us, Christ the Judge has been judged in place of us, so that we might be acquitted and set free. Jesus wants our focus of Him directed to His cross and not to His judgement seat. “Those who believe in Jesus are not condemned. ... There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ (John 3:17; Romans 8:1).”

There can be no true love without a willingness to suffer for those we love. The cross of Christ continues to attract the devotion and wholehearted commitment of millions of people because it is the greatest demonstration of love the world has ever seen. There has never before been a love like Christ’s love for us. There on the cross we see a totally other-centred love that, instead of focussing on His pain, our Lord shows love to His killers by seeking their forgiveness, as well as to the penitent thief on a cross next to Him, and makes sure His mother is cared for. Our Lord’s suffering and death is both expression of His love to His Father in heaven as well as an expression of His love in endless abundance for us. “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that God loved us and sent His Son to pay the price for our sins. ... We know love by this; that Jesus laid down His life for us (1 John 4:10, 3:16).” 

For our definition of love, we don’t go to a dictionary. We get our definition of love from the cross of our Lord Jesus. Without His cross, we would never have known what Godlike love is, let alone have experienced it. It is the nature of love to suffer betrayal and be unrequited. Jesus pours out His love on those who reward it with ingratitude. Only one of the ten lepers returned to thank our Lord. For the rest, it was a “lost love.” We humans are not good at expressing gratitude.

We cannot look at the cross today without an overwhelming sense of indebtedness to our Saviour for all He suffered for us, instead of us. His cross not only reminds us of the fact that we’re miserable sinners; it also tells us how much Jesus loved us. His cross is the signature of His unearned, unmerited, undeserved love for you and for me. We can only look at His cross today and say with the hymn writer, Isaac Watts,


“Were the whole realm of nature mine / that were an offering far too small;


 love so amazing, so divine / demands my soul, my life, my all.”

Tax receipts in the time of Jesus had the Greek word for “It is finished” written on them. That meant “Paid in Full”. We’re eternally indebted to Jesus because He has paid the penalty our sins deserved, so that we might go ‘scot free’, that is, completely free from penalty. Every time you see the cross of Christ you’re reminded of that. “It is finished” was also the shout of victory given when a battle was won. It means our Lord was victorious over His enemies: sin, death and the devil. His work of redemption is triumphantly complete. By His obedience to His Father’s will, Jesus was victorious. He invites us to claim His victory as our own. We too can shout: “We’ve won!” because our Saviour has won for us.

His Good Friday victory not only means salvation from sin and death for us; it also has the power to heal estrangement from God and other people and make reconciliation a reality. Because of His cross, no other cross can threaten us. Rather, His cross makes ours bearable. Death and dying no longer alienate us from God. Instead, we can trust God in the hour of our death because His Son’s firsthand experience of death in our stead changes how we see death. He knows what it’s like to fear death and will not forsake us in the hour of our own death. You don’t have to prove anything anymore or try to earn God’s approval. Instead, cling to the Church’s greatest treasure: the sufferings of our Saviour on the cross. Look to the cross when life seems unbearable or unfair in the comforting assurance that Jesus knows what you’re going through and will not let you down. The cross is God’s blood transfusion to heal a sin-sick human race.

St. John emphasizes the importance of water and blood pouring out from our Saviour’s side as being more than a physical phenomenon. The blood and water represent the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion, which the death of Christ inaugurates and makes effective. It is through these two sacraments that we receive the benefits of our Saviour’s death in 2012. “The New Testament clearly teaches that Holy Communion makes the sacrifice of Christ contemporary and really bestows what was achieved by this sacrifice (H. Sasse).”

We sing:
Let the water and the blood / from your riven sides which flowed



Be of sin the double cure / cleanse me from its guilt and power.

This happens in and through Baptism and Holy Communion. In Holy Communion, our Lord brings His cross to our altar, from where we now receive all that He won for us on the cross. In this sacrament, Jesus says to each recipient: “My sacrifice is for you. Own it as your own.” The more seriously we take what Jesus did for us on Good Friday, the more frequently we will want to receive Holy Communion. By receiving Holy Communion, we proclaim our faith in the salvation Jesus won for us on the cross.

The whole human race owes its existence to what Jesus did for it on Good Friday and yet it is poorly understood by many people. It is nothing to most who pass by. The message of salvation through the cross of Christ is the good news the Bible contains for all who treasure it and live in its light. “The crucified Jesus is the only accurate picture of God the world has seen (A. Baker).” That’s why we sing with such gratitude, “In the cross of Christ I glory.” 

Yes, all eternity will be too short to thank God for the blessings of Good Friday. 

Amen.
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