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 Scattered through the Passion narratives of the four Gospels are seven sayings attributed to 
Jesus as he dies on the cross.  Matthew and Mark report only one saying from Jesus’ lips, a 
harrowing cry of agony and abandonment:  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  If 
these are Jesus’ only dying words, we might conclude that he dies in defeat and despair.  However, 
Luke and John contain a different record of what Jesus speaks from the cross.  They indicate that 
Jesus’ very last words are affirming and hopeful.  In spite of his physical anguish and spiritual 
desolation, he is able to end his life with a cry of triumph and a prayer of trust. 
 

 First, the cry of triumph.  According to John, Jesus is given a sponge full of wine to quench 
his thirst, and then says, “It is finished.”  Now, on first hearing, this might sound like another word 
of defeat and despair.  We’ve all heard about investors who lose everything in a stock market crash 
and conclude that their career is at a dead-end:  “I’m finished.”  Perhaps we’ve known persons 
who have fought the good fight with a life-threatening illness, only to be told that nothing more 
can be done and that their life now numbers in days, not years.  In that moment of grim realization, 
they may cry out in anguish, “I’m finished.”  And now, here is Jesus, the victim of a slow 
execution, parched with thirst, gasping for breath, writhing in pain, his life ebbing away.  Who 
could blame him for stating the obvious:  “I’m finished”? 
 

But Jesus is not simply saying that his life is over.  Notice that he doesn’t say, I’m finished”; 
rather, he says, “It is finished.”  In other words, he is not focused on his own personal fate; he’s 
speaking of the larger mission he has been sent to accomplish, and he views his mission as a “done 
deal.”  In the Greek, the word “finished” is synonymous with “completed.”   

 

A couple of years ago, the Woodbury United Methodist Church adopted four strategic 
goals to help shape our future together as a congregation.  One of those goals was “to finish the 
sanctuary.”  At that time, the pews had been refurbished, a new organ had been installed, and a 
new projection and sound system was in place.  But major aspects of our renovation process were 
still not done – the installation of new ceiling fans and fresh carpeting.  When the entire project 
was finally completed, we celebrated with a service of dedication, and the message of that service 
could have been summarized in three words:  “It is finished.”  At long last, our strategic goal had 
been fully met.   

 

This captures the meaning of Jesus’s sixth word from the cross.  He is saying that he has 
fulfilled the mission for which God has sent him.  He has lived a life of perfect obedience to God, 
and he has died a sacrificial death for all humanity.  Nothing more needs to be done.  “It is finished 
. . . completed.” 

 

 When you stop and think about it, this is a remarkable thing for Jesus to say, dying as he 
does in his early thirties, with so many of his prime years still before him.  I’ve read several 
biographies of the late President John F. Kennedy, and my favorite is Robert Dallek’s volume, An 



Unfinished Life.  The title says it all:  Kennedy accomplished a lot in his lifetime, but he was cut 
down by an assassin when he was only in his mid-forties, with much of his personal life still 
unlived and much of his political agenda still unrealized.  When Kennedy died, we could celebrate 
what was, but were left to mourn what might have been.   
 

Most of us here today will be blessed to live a full lifespan.  Yet few of us will leave this 
world with a total sense of completion.  As we get nearer to death, we’re aware that we have 
unfinished business and unresolved issues.  We’ve made promises to ourselves and to others that 
we have not kept.  There are things to do on our “bucket list” that will never get done.  We have 
regrets about the past, things we would do over if do-overs were possible.  No ordinary human 
being can lie on his or her deathbed and say without reservation, “I’ve completed my mission.”  
There is just too much about our lives that remains incomplete. 

 

 One could argue that Jesus, too, has “an unfinished life.”  He doesn’t live to a ripe old age 
and die of natural causes.  He achieves only partial success in his mission, making more enemies 
than friends and watching even his friends abandon him.  And yet, here he is, in only the fourth 
decade of his life, dying a premature death, affirming, “It is finished.”  How does he make such a 
claim?  Well, he makes it knowing full well that he has achieved limited results from a human 
point of view; but he also knows the fulfilment that comes from being faithful to his divine calling 
and destiny.  He has done all he could do to usher in God’s kingdom on earth, to offer salvation to 
a sin-sick world.  He has done his part and can now leave the results to God.   
 

Therefore, Jesus’ death is not a moment of defeat or despair, but a moment of confidence 
in his completion of God’s work in the world.  What God has asked of him has been accomplished.  
Between his life as God has planned it and as it has now been lived out, there is no difference 
whatsoever.  According to John, Jesus’ last word from the cross is a cry of triumph. 

 

And then, according to Luke, Jesus’ last word is a prayer of trust:  “Father, into your hands 
I commend my spirit.”  How astonishing and admirable is that!  Delivered “into the hands of men,” 
Jesus now commends himself into the hands of God.  The prayer he offers is a quotation from 
Psalm 31:5.  In his commentary on Luke’s Gospel, William Barclay suggests that this prayer was 
a prayer Jewish children were taught to pray as they went to sleep each night.  What a beautiful 
thought this is:  that Mary may have taught this prayer to Jesus when he was a boy; and that Jesus, 
before he dies, offers this simple prayer to his heavenly Father. 

 

 Notice:  on the cross, Jesus again is teaching us how to pray.  I read recently about a woman 
who was exhausted from dealing with the pandemic, trying to tutor her children in their schoolwork 
at home, work virtually at her own job, and hold together a frazzled marriage.  She confessed, “I 
haven’t prayed since I was a child; and now, when I need to pray and want to pray, I don’t have a 
clue how to do it.  I just stare into space; I’m tongue-tied; I’m speechless.”  A friend suggested to 
her that she keep it simple, that she pray one-liners like Jesus prays from the cross.  Nothing fancy 
or wordy, but something direct and honest and heart-felt.  Many of us can identify with this 
woman’s problem, and we also need to be reminded of the solution proposed by her friend.  When 
you and I are overwhelmed with darkness and despair, when we’re facing the unknown, when 
we’re walking through the valley of the shadow of death, what should we pray?  “Father, into your 
hands I commend my spirit.” 
 



During the summer of 1990, I served as a chaplain in a chemical dependency treatment 
center in Cincinnati, Ohio.  One of the regular staff members was himself a recovering alcoholic.  
I learned more about spirituality from that man than I had ever learned from a fellow pastor or a 
seminary professor.  He told me that the key to his own sobriety was to be in a state of constant 
prayer.  Though his life was busy and stressful, he had formed the habit of praying without ceasing.  
He memorized certain prayers and recited them throughout the day.  He was fond of the ancient 
“Jesus Prayer”:  “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  He loved the 
“Serenity Prayer” which is quoted so often by recovering addicts:  “God, grant me serenity to 
accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the 
difference.”   

 

This man also loved reciting the “Third Step Prayer” contained in the “Big Book” of 
Alcoholics Anonymous:  “God, I offer myself to you – to build with me and to do with me as you 
will.  Relieve me of the bondage of self, that I may better do your will.  Take away my difficulties, 
that victory over them may bear witness to those I would help of your Power, your Love, and your 
Way of Life.  May I do your will always.”  That Third Step Prayer is a bit long and verbose, so 
when my friend wanted to pray a more concise prayer that said the same thing, he would simply 
quote Jesus’ seventh word from the cross:  “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”  And 
that prayer would help him get through a moment of uncertainty or fatigue or temptation. 

 

Indeed, this is a prayer for all times of the day and for all the seasons of life.  It is a prayer 
to live by and a prayer to die by.   

 

Many of you know one of the grandmothers of my two daughters – my own mother, 
Beverly Thomason.  But Kate and Beth also had a grandmother on their mother’s side, Katy 
Stokes, who was equally remarkable.  Katy was one of the most intelligent, creative, and vibrant 
women I have ever known.  But during the last decade of her life, she suffered from dementia.  
The mind that once was so bright and sharp became forgetful and disoriented.  She finally had to 
move out of her home into an assisted care facility, and then move again from her home state of 
Texas to the state of Mississippi.  But through it all Katy remained remarkably cheerful and 
positive.  She didn’t always know where she was, but she always knew who she was and whose 
she was.   

 

Kate and Beth were both living in New York when Katy died in 2013.  They went to the 
funeral in Waco, Texas, and heard stories about Katy’s life they had never heard before.  They 
also heard about her death, and they were very comforted by what they heard.  At the end, she was 
unresponsive; her eyes were fixed, her breathing shallow.  But then, just moments before she took 
her last breath, she said something with absolute clarity.  Staring death in the face, she said, “Isn’t 
this exciting?”  What a seemingly odd thing to say, unless you are a Christian, unless in life and in 
death you have commended your spirit into the hands of God.  

 

In Luke, Jesus does not die with a cry of abandonment but with full confidence in the One 
whom he addresses as “Father.”  In Luke, the death of Jesus is peaceful.  There is no hint of anguish 
as he dies, only his complete trust in the Father, into whose hands he commends his spirit.  It’s as 
if he looks up to heaven and says, “Isn’t this exciting?” 


