Words from the Cross:

Father, into Your Hands I Commend my Spirit

Luke 23:44-46

It was a very dark afternoon – Good Friday.  The sun went dark as the light of the world hung on a cross.  Jesus’ spirit was darkened too.  He felt despair and separation from God.  He thirsted for the intimacy with God to be restored.  Now as the end draws near, the darkness begins to lift and Jesus speaks again.  

Jesus is quoting Psalm 31:5 when he says,  Father into your hands I commend my spirit.  Every Jewish child knew this verse of Scripture, because mothers taught it to their children as a bedtime prayer.  No doubt Jesus had learned it at Mary’s knee.  Now, as he approaches his death, he approaches it with the trust and the confidence of a young child falling asleep in the arms of a loving parent. Father into your hands I commend my spirit.  


It’s been said that we die in the same way that we live.  In other words, we do not suddenly become different people when faced with death—not better and not worse either.  We face death in the same way that we face life.  With courage or fear, confidence or confusion.   Nowhere do we see this principle more clearly than with Jesus, who with his dying breath says, Father into your hands I commend my spirit.  
The word commend means to commit or to entrust.  Like a spring flower releasing its pollen, Jesus relinquishes his life into the strong hands of God.  


And this is nothing new for Jesus.  This is the same Jesus, who as a boy of 12, told Mary and Joseph that he needed to be in his father’s house, and about his father’s business.  The same Jesus who told the Devil to beat it, when he was tempted to take a shortcut to glory, the same Jesus who said greater love has no one than this, than to lay down his life for his friends.  And “unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”  For Jesus, life has never been just about his own comfort or his feelings.  There has always been a bigger picture, and that bigger picture is God’s agenda for the world.    

Father into your hands I commend my spirit.  


So, what he says on the cross reflects how he has lived his life.  

By saying that Jesus did this all his life, I don’t mean to make it sound easy.  You may remember Jesus’ struggle in the Garden of Gethsemene, for instance.  He knew where he was headed, and he knew it would be excruciating.  He was honest with God about his struggle:  If there is any other way, he prayed, let this cup pass from me.  In simple English:  I don’t want to do it.  Now, don’t let that thought go too quickly by.  Isn’t that amazing, to hear that Jesus did not want to go to the cross?  This is incredibly helpful to me when I face things I do not want to face. What it says to me is that I can be honest with God and tell God, I don’t want to go there.  And you can too.  

There’s more to the story, of course.  In the same Garden, after he was honest about his feelings, Jesus prayed again: nevertheless, not my will but yours be done.   Not my will but yours.  Into your hands I commend my spirit.   

So this statement from Jesus on the cross is not just a moment; it is the character of his life, to be surrendered to God, in everything.  

And those of us who follow Jesus must follow his lead.  If we do, this will revolutionize how we pray and how we live.  

There was an overweight businessman who decided it was time to shed some pounds.  He took his new diet seriously, even changing his usual route to work so that he would avoid passing by his favorite bakery.  One morning, however, he arrived at work carrying a gigantic coffeecake.  His associates scolded him, but he just smiled.  “This is a very special coffee cake,” he explained.  “I happened to drive by the bakery this morning and there in the window were a host of goodies.  I felt this was no accident, so I prayed, ‘Lord, if you want me to have one of these delicious coffee cakes, let there be a parking space right in front of the bakery.’  And sure enough,” he continued, “the eighth time around the block, there it was!”  (Illustrations unlimited, 428)  

This is the way many people pray: “Not your will, God, but mine be done.”  Not the big picture, but just my immediate gratification.  

But the prayer of Jesus is not my will but yours be done.  Into your hands I commend my spirit.  

It’s tough to relinquish control, isn’t it?  Because that’s really what this is about.  Control.  Most of us would rather maintain the illusion that we can control every aspect of our lives, than to acknowledge that our power is limited. 

And so we cling to the things that we think we have control over:  money, health, relationships, time.  

But control really is an illusion.  What happens when the money is gone, the health is gone, and the relationships are gone?  What’s left?

In the early 1920’s a wealthy man gave $100,000 to help start a college in Liberia.  Then just a few years later, he lost all of his money in the 1929 stock market crash.  Nearly 40 years later, officials at the college in Liberia wanted to find the man who had given the money to start this college.  They found him on the South side of Chicago.  And they flew him to Africa to see the school.  He stood in front of hundreds of students.  Weeping, he turned to the president and said, “The only thing I have left is what I gave. . .” (Stewardship Nuggets, 48)     

Father into your hands I commend my spirit.
We need to learn this prayer.  This lifestyle.  Into your hands I commend my marriage, my money, my job, my relationships, my ministry, my time, my thoughts, my desires, my hopes and dreams.  

Into your hands . . .

If you are going to entrust your life to someone, it had better be someone that you can trust.  Yes?  

And trust is a tough commodity to come by these days.  Understandably so.  Almost every day, you hear about a new scam aimed at bilking people out of their money, especially senior citizens.  Daily there are new headlines about corporate fraud and political scandals.  A school teacher is indicted for sexually abusing a teenager.  

Who can you really trust with the things and the people that matter to you?  

Two lawyers who were partners left their office and went to lunch.  While they were eating, one of the lawyers slapped himself on the forehead.  “Oh no!” he said. “I forgot to lock the office safe before we left.”

“What are you worried about?” his partner replied. “We’re both here.” (parables, etc. 23.4.8)

It’s a jungle out there, isn’t it?  Yet, in spite of the risks, we do entrust our kids to teachers, our money to financial institutions, and our legal matters to lawyers.  

The real question is, do we entrust the whole of our lives to God, who is eminently trustworthy and whose hands will hold us firm?  

Complete this advertising slogan:  You’re in good hands with ___________.  

Pretty effective slogan, isn’t it?  And many people will buy insurance from Allstate because they believe it’s true.  

You may be in good hands with Allstate, but you’re in better hands with Jesus.  

In a book of Jesuit prayers, I found this encouragement to prayer by Pierre Teihard de Chardin:

I’ve come to think that the only, the supreme, prayer

we can offer up, during these hours

when the road before us is shrouded in darkness,

is that of our Master on the cross:

‘In manus tuas commendo spiritum meum.’

To the hands that broke and gave life to the bread,

that blessed and caressed, that were pierced; . . .

to the kindly and mighty hands that reach down 

to the very marrow of the soul—that mould and create—

to the hands through which so great a love is transmitted--

it is to these that it is good to surrender our soul,

above all when we suffer or are afraid.

And in so doing there is a great happiness and great merit.
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