10th April Good Friday Sermon

Readings
John 19: 28-30



John 19:31-34, 38-42

It is finished: completion, fulfilment, perfection

Discipleship: partial, faltering, wobbly.

For such a significant and holy day, does our reading today seem rather detached and dispassionate? Where’s the mystery in this account? It seems very matter-of-fact.

What is the gospel writer doing here? What is the purpose of what the writer presents the Christian community?

Primarily, at the heart of this part of the account is the recounting of an historical event focusing on this historical figure and context. There are curious details that almost seem to clutter the story:

1. a jar of sour wine, 

2. a hyssop branch, 

3. legs gone unbroken

4. peoples’ names 

5. details of a burial.

A lot of this detail does not seem particularly theological or presented in a way that draws readers into the deep significance of this drama.

But, of course, what the whole gospel does convey is the enormous significance beyond the factual and historical details, because of who this wretched figure is (this one who is pierced in the side with a spear). The significance of his death for the world is beyond comparison with any other figure.

One of the aims of the gospel writer is to demonstrate what this very historical event means. 

The writer is impressing upon us that it is meaningful for the whole world, in two important ways:

Firstly, this event gathers in the entire story of Israel before it,  

and secondly, this event will shape the story of humanity after it 

because of what will happen in three days time.

A lot of the detail given speaks to the fulfillment of expectations within the Jewish tradition; the realization of things hoped for within story of Israel. 

There are direct and indirect references to the Hebrew scriptures, which are pointed out to readers, so that they can appreciate the significance of this man Jesus accomplishing the hopes of the Jewish tradition. 

Jesus is part of the long continuous story of God, and God’s people (albeit a unique and unprecedented part).

At the crux of who Jesus is, and what he is doing by dying on the cross, is the detail of his final words; his cry: “It is finished”.  

This is not a cry of defeat; an anguished recognition that a revolutionary campaign is over. It is not a final admission that he stuffed up; that if he had just tried a different approach, or got better disciples, things could have been different.

“It is finished” is a cry of completion, 

     fulfillment, 

perfection.

The purpose of the Incarnation; Jesus’ condescension to earth was for exactly this. 

This was the plan of God from the beginning. 

Not just the beginning of Jesus’ life, but the beginning – when God created the world. 

The death of Jesus to bring atonement and life was no ‘Plan B’; the one who was present in creation was the one who was always going to complete that which humanity was never capable of doing for itself. 

The reconciliation can only come from God, and here it is fulfilled in this precise moment, according to God’s plan and God’s timing.

The covenant of God promised to his people has been fulfilled. As well as being fulfilled, it has been extended to embrace all people. 

All that is needed for relationship between God and humanity has now been accomplished in the one who was anticipated for so long.

The hopes of all creation (held since the beginning) have been achieved in the historically specific actions of Jesus of Nazareth.

It is finished.

So what about this detail concerning the names of those who participated in the burial of Jesus? 

We are told about this influential man Joseph of Arimathea who approaches Pilate to get permission to bury Jesus, and Nicodemus a Pharisee who has been mentioned on a previous occasion in John’s gospel.

These two are not part of the twelve disciples, but as followers, they are disciples nonetheless. And what sort of discipleship do they display? We are given some insight to this…

“Joseph of Arimathea, was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one because of his fear of the Jews…”

“Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night…”

Secretive…fearful…disguised…undisclosed…cladestine…

Hardly glowing descriptions of model disciples! 

Their determination and commitment is partial, 

faltering, 

     wobbly. 

Their discipleship is a stark contrast with the completion, 

fulfilment, and 

  perfection 

…in those words of Jesus: “It is finished”.

Actually, their discipleship is akin to that we see so consistently in the NT. 

Those closest disciples to Jesus, the twelve are often described not as perfect followers, but as fallible people making mistakes and falling down. 

And every time… Jesus helps them up again to continue walking with him.

What a helpful assessment for us! 

Can’t we relate to them? 

I don’t know about you… but for me, these examples of discipleship encourage me.  I can relate to their foolishness! They fail just like we do. 

They stuff it up, just like we do.

How did you feel about the revelation last year (discovered from Mother Theresa’s personal journals) that she struggled with her faith? 

Did this aspect of such a honourable disciple come as a disappointment… 

…or did you find some encouragement in realising that such a faithful disciple had the same human frailties as us all?

What we can still admire about disciples like Mother Theresa is that, despite doubts and tough times, they continued to follow Jesus. 

If asked why, her response might have been similar to that of Jesus’ disciple Peter, who, when asked by Jesus if he wished to stop following Jesus, said: “Lord, to whom else would we go? You have the words of eternal life.”
And so we can admire the fact that Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus are there after Jesus’ death. 

They are there taking his body down from the cross. 

They are the ones recognised to serve at this significant time. They are the disciples who show love in a tangible way; 

to do that which is unglamorous and risky – 

to look after the body of an insurrectionist accused of blasphemy by the religious authorities, and executed by the empire.

In thinking about the cost of discipleship and what Jesus asks of us when he calls us to follow him, this poem by Adrian Plass cleverly describes the difficulty we recognise in our faltering faithfulness.

When I became a Christian I said, Lord, now fill me in,
Tell me what I’ll suffer in this world of shame and sin.
He said, your body may be killed, and left to rot and stink,
Do you still want to follow me?
I said Amen - I think.
I think Amen, Amen I think, I think I say Amen,
I’m not completely sure, can you just run through that again?
You say my body may be killed and left to rot and stink,
Well, yes, that sounds terrific, Lord, I say Amen - I think.

But, Lord, there must be other ways to follow you, I said,
I really would prefer to end up dying in my bed.
Well, yes, he said, you could put up with the sneers and scorn and spit,
Do you still want to follow me? I said Amen - a bit.
A bit Amen, Amen a bit, a bit I say Amen,
I’m not entirely sure, can we just run through that again?
You say I could put up with sneers and also scorn and spit,
Well, yes, I’ve made my mind up, and I say, Amen - a bit.

Well I sat back and thought a while, then tried a different ploy,
Now, Lord, I said, the Good book says that Christians live in joy.
That’s true he said, you need the joy to bear the pain and sorrow,
So do you want to follow me, I said, Amen - tomorrow.
Tomorrow, Lord, I’ll say it then, that’s when I’ll say Amen,
I need to get it clear, can I just run through that again?
You say that I will need to joy, to bear the pain and sorrow,
Well, yes, I think I’ve got it straight, I’ll say Amen - tomorrow.

He said, Look, I’m not asking you to spend an hour with me
A quick salvation sandwich and a cup of sanctity,
The cost is you, not half of you, but every single bit,
Now tell me, will you follow me? I said Amen – Nah, I quit.
I’m very sorry Lord I said, I’d like to follow you,
But I don’t think religion is a manly thing to do.
He said forget religion then, and think about my Son,
And tell me if you’re man enough to do what he has done.

Are you man enough to see the need, and man enough to go,
Man enough to care for those whom no one wants to know,
Man enough to say the thing that people hate to hear,
To battle through Gethsemane in loneliness and fear.
And listen! Are you man enough to stand it at the end,
The moment of betrayal by the kisses of a friend,
Are you man enough to hold your tongue, and man enough to cry?
When nails break your body-are you man enough to die?
Man enough to take the pain, and wear it like a crown,
Man enough to love the world and turn it upside down,
Are you man enough to follow me, I ask you once again?
I said, Oh Lord, I’m frightened, but I also said Amen.

Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen; Amen, Amen, Amen,
I said, Oh Lord, I’m frightened, but I also said, Amen.
The good news for us (as faltering and bumbling disciples) is there in the words of Jesus: “It is finished”.

God’s will has been fulfilled; he has finished what he began.

(Despite appearances) the cross is climax of God’s glory.

What do we need to do to earn God’s love? 

Nothing. It is finished. 

We like to be good at being good, but on this day we simply gaze upon our crucified Lord, and be still and know that he is God. 

The work of salvation is complete.     

It is finished.

AMEN.

