Words from the Cross:

It is Finished!

John 19


It’s Palm Sunday, also known as Passion Sunday.  All during Lent we have been emphasizing the passion of Jesus, meaning Jesus’ suffering.  But today I want to emphasize the other side of the word passion, and consider Jesus’ enthusiasm or zeal for his mission.  And in so doing, I hope to encourage a similar kind of passion among his followers at Morning Star.  


A young man was applying for a job and one of the questions on the application asked if he was planning to give one hundred per cent every week.  He answered yes.  The next question asked the applicant to explain how he would give the 100%.  He wrote, “I will give ten per cent on Monday, thirty per cent on Tuesday, thirty per cent on Wednesday, twenty percent on Thursday, and ten per cent on Friday.”  (story file, 20.5.3)


Well, at least he got the math right.  But where’s the drive, the passion?

Tony Campolo says that lack of passion is why so many people watch TV.  TV, he says, is for people who have no passion and need some vicarious form of experiencing it.  If it weren’t for TV, most North Americans would go insane.  TV distracts us from the deadness in our souls and the emptiness in our lives.  (story file, 20.5.1) 

In other words, many people today are alive yet not really living.  But Jesus, while dying, is still passionate.  

It is finished! Jesus cries.  It’s finished.  These are not words of defeat or resignation; this is a cry of victory.  It is finished!  I’ve done it.  I’ve reached my goal.  

It is Jesus’ passion that enables him to say these words with his last breath.  It is only those who run the entire race who can cross the finish line and say, It is finished.   The race is complete.  I have accomplished what I have come to accomplish.  

Anyone who sets out upon an important task knows that there can be many hazards and obstacles along the way, and this was certainly true for Jesus.  Think about it:  there were obstacles all along the way, any one of which might have been big enough to drive a person off course.  Members of his own family did not believe in him (at times they thought he was nuts).  People in his home town said, “who do you think you are? You’re nobody.”  Satan said, “Try my way. It’s a lot easier, and more fun and you’ll make a bigger splash.”  From time to time, people wanted to take Jesus and make him king right then and there.  On Palm Sunday, people challenged him to start a military coup against Rome.  His own disciples had told him not to go to Jerusalem in the first place—it’s too dangerous, they said.  And of course, the Pharisees and the scribes were always on hand to accuse him of blasphemy and to try to trip him up.  

Well, everybody’s a critic!

But nothing kept him from accomplishing what he set out to do.  Which of course, was to give his life for the salvation of the world.  

It’s important for us to remember that he gave his life.  In John 10:18, he says, “No one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.”  And he doesn’t just give his life in this moment on the cross.  His whole life, from the beginning, has been a gift.  His healing, his teaching, his challenging of the religious system, all of this is a gift.  His death is simply the culmination of that gift, the completion of it.  

And now he says, “It is finished.”  Salvation has been accomplished.  My mission is complete.  And so it is that an event that looks to all the world like the tragic waste of a good man’s life, becomes the greatest victory and the hope of the world.   Because he kept on course until he crossed the finish line.  


This is salvation for us.  Forgiveness of sins.  Our ticket to heaven.  It’s done. There is nothing that anyone can add to it, nor take away from it.

It is also a great challenge, because Jesus said, follow me.  And in the context of today’s words from the cross, I believe that “follow me” means that we need to live with passion and a sense of purpose.  God’s purpose.  


There was an atheist who set up a web site and here’s what he said about his life’s purpose:  “the meaning of my life is to survive, reproduce, and die . . . As an atheist, my purpose in life is to be happy and while doing so, maybe sit back and glory in the beauty of our planet and, when the day comes, ensure that at least part of my [DNA] stays around for a little while longer.”  (story file, 18.11.3)


That’s an atheist.  But from my observation, seems to me that a whole lot of professed Christians share the same purpose, or lack thereof.  At least they lack a sense of purpose that goes beyond what you might call the daily grind of caring for themselves and their family.  


Does your life have purpose?  Do you make your own life choices on the basis of that purpose?   


There were two older women talking about a mutual friend who had recently married.  One of the women said, “Is he rich?”


“No, she told me he was not well off at all.”


“Is he good looking?”


“No, he is rather plain looking.”


“Well, then, why did she marry him?”


“The best I can figure, she married him because he can drive at night.”  (story file, 13.3.2)


As Christians, we need to ask ourselves, “Why do I do what I do?”  What is it that drives my life?  Do I act out of a sense of purpose, or am I just existing, going from day to day?  Is there anything important enough to me that I would give my life to this pursuit?  Anything that I would die for?  


Or, (and this is the most important question) am I just living for myself?  Like the atheist with a web site.  


Anthropologist Margaret Mead was once asked this question:  “What is the earliest sign of civilization in any given culture?”  What do you think she said?  A clay pot or cooking utensil?  Maybe a fish hook or grinding stone would signal the beginning of civilization.  No.  She said that the earliest sign of civilization is, “a healed femur.” (That’s one of the bones in your leg, by the way.)


She explained that no healed femurs are found where the law of the jungle reigns (that is, the survival of the fittest).  A healed femur shows that someone cared.  Others would have to help the injured person—the hunting and the gathering—until the person’s leg healed.  In other words, the evidence of compassion is the first sign of civilization.  


To translate that thought into spiritual terms, what is the first sign of spiritual growth in an individual?  What is it that is shows that someone has taken seriously the call to follow Jesus?  Is it attendance at church?  Bible reading or prayer?  I believe that one of the first signs of spiritual growth is when his or her life purpose moves outside of himself or herself.  There is a bigger purpose than survival or taking care of oneself or one’s family.  The person becomes engaged with God’s agenda.  


Here’s one example.  Albert Schweitzer was a French philosopher, physician and musician.   He is best known for giving up his comfortable life in order to found and work in a missionary hospital in Africa.  Here’s why he did it (in his own words):  It struck me as incomprehensible that I should be allowed to lead such a happy life, while I saw so many people around me wrestling with care and suffering.  Even at school I had felt stirred whenever I got a glimpse of the miserable home surroundings of some of my school fellows and compared them with [my home].  While at the university and enjoying the happiness of being able to study and even to produce some results in science and art, I could not help thinking continually of others who were denied that happiness by their material circumstances or their health. 


Then one brilliant summer morning . . . there came to me, as I awoke, the thought that I must not accept this happiness as a matter of course, but must give something in return for it.  Proceeding to think the matter out at once with calm deliberation, while the birds were singing outside, I settled with myself from that time forward to the direct service of humanity.


Many a time already had I tried to settle what meaning lay hidden for me in the saying of Jesus: “Whosoever would save his life shall lose it, and whosoever shall lose his life for My sake and the Gospel shall save it.”  Now the answer was found.  In addition to the outward, I now had inner happiness.”  (story file, 13.3.8)


Now, I know what some of you are thinking.  I’m no Albert Schweitzer.  And I am certainly no Jesus.  True.  You’re you.  And that’s exactly how God made you.  And deep down there is something that you were created to accomplish, and nobody else can do it, because it’s your mission.  I challenge you to find that purpose and pursue it with everything you’ve got.  Then, with Jesus, you can one day say, “It is finished.”  
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