Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross #3

“A Word of Affection”

John 19:26-27

Courage.

How would you define it?


Webster defines courage as, “mental or moral strength to venture, persevere, and withstand danger, fear, or difficulty. Courage implies firmness of mind and will in the face of danger or extreme difficulty.”
  The Open Bible describes courage as “fearlessness in the face of danger.”


John F. Kennedy, years before becoming President of the United States, wrote a book entitled Profiles in Courage. In it he calls courage “that most admirable of human virtues.” He went on to write,

It takes great courage to do what you think is right even though it may mean the end of your career and the dislike and criticism of your friends and neighbors… Courage is much more than bravery on a battlefield; it can mean acting according to your beliefs whatever the consequences.”


Kennedy’s book went on to outline eight examples of courage by members of the United States Senate throughout our nation’s history.  If we put together a biblical version of Profiles in Courage, there would be numerous examples that could be mentioned (starting, perhaps, with Hebrews chapter eleven).


Over the past few weeks we have considered Jesus’ last words from the cross. Our text this morning comes from the gospel of John chapter nineteen, a text Chuck Swindoll calls “the most touching and tender of all the scenes that took place at Calvary…when the Lord Jesus addressed His mother.”

Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his mother, “Dear woman, here is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, this disciple took her into his home.

I believe there are three “profiles in courage” in this text for our consideration, and lessons we can apply to our lives today.

The Fearless Commitment


The first character mentioned here is Mary, the mother of Jesus. Some debate whether there are three or four women mentioned here, but most conclude there are four: (1) Mary, the mother of Jesus; (2) Mary’s sister, Salome, the mother of James and John; (3) Mary, the wife of Clopas; and (4) Mary Magdalene.
 


The argument could be made that all four of these women demonstrate fearless commitment by taking their stand at the foot of the cross. (Isn’t it interesting that four women are not afraid to publicly support Jesus at the time of His death, while only man—John—could be seen there?) Certainly they were in the minority, surrounded by those who were happy to watch Jesus die and were unafraid to let their feelings be known.


But how heart-wrenching this had to have been for Mary. As John MacArthur writes,

She had reared Him from childhood. She knew His utter perfection better than anyone. And yet as she watched, crowds of people poured contempt on her Son, cruelly mocking and abusing Him. His bleeding, emaciated form hung helplessly on the cross, and all she could do was watch His agony. The sorrow and pain such a sight would cause His mother is unfathomable. And yet instead of shrieking and crumpling in hysteria, turning and fleeing in terror, or falling into a faint at the horrible sight, she stood. She is the very model of courage.


As she stood there suffering along with her Son, the words of the elderly prophet Simeon over three decades before must have rang in her ears: 

This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too [Luke 2:34-35].

The sword Simeon spoke of was now piercing her heart, as she watched her firstborn Son die.

Yet there she stood, silent yet steadfast in her belief of her Son. She didn’t care what anyone else thought of her, what anyone else might try to do to her, or how much the unjust treatment of her own flesh and blood ripped her heart out. She knew that, as a mother, there was no other place to be.


Most of Jesus’ supporters—including all but one of His closest twelve disciples—were hiding in horror that they might be next in line to be executed. Simon Peter denied any connection with Jesus three times just a few short hours before. Yet there stood Mary, the mother of Jesus, a testimony of fearless commitment that truly is the essence of courage.

The Faithful Compassion


A second profile in courage comes from Jesus Himself. Despite all that He has been through and is still going through, Jesus displays faithful compassion toward His mother. John White notes,

In great pain and in a physical state of shock, Jesus is still able to think of the needs of others. …Agonized though he is on the cross, Jesus still has his mother’s needs on his heart. He knows John will look after her more conscientiously than his own brothers will. So he calls first to his mother, then to John, “Woman, behold your Son.…[Son], behold your mother” (Jn 19:26-27 NKJV). …It takes enormous strength to take action in the life of another when your body is screaming its protests.


We might be surprised to hear Jesus refer to His mother as “Woman.”  Was this being disrespectful? Not at all. In fact, this is not the first time Jesus is recorded to have addressed His mother in this way. John records at the marriage in Cana, the site of Jesus’ first miracle, Jesus said to Mary, “Woman, why do you involve me?” (John 2:4). The niv renders this as “Dear woman” in both passages, making it clear that there was no harshness to His words.
 Yet, as one commentary suggests,

In calling His mother “Woman,” the Lord did not show any lack of respect. But it is noticeable that He did not call her “Mother.” Does this have any lesson for those who might be tempted to exalt Mary to the place where she is adored?


Some religions have elevated Mary to a position above other human beings, referring to her as “the Mother of God.” I seriously doubt that she would have tolerated such idolization—let’s face it, that’s what it is—and certainly Jesus’ own words give no indication of this.


But this does not mean that He ever disrespected her, either. As Paul Larsen concludes,

While certainly some of the sayings of Jesus to His own mother seem strong to our ears, let us remember that He never ceased to honor her. In the hour of His most intense suffering, His attention was not on His own needs, but on the welfare of His mother.
 

Courage looks to the needs of others when it would be easier to be preoccupied with ourselves.  Jesus provides an excellent example of the faithful compassion courage shows in the most difficult of circumstances.

The Familial Commission


I must confess, for many years I misunderstood these words of Jesus from the cross. When Jesus spoke the words, “Woman, behold thy son,” (the way I learned it from the King James Version), I thought He meant for Mary to look at Himself. I couldn’t have told you why He would have said such a thing, but that was how I understood this passage.


In studying this passage, though, I find myself in agreement with Warren Wiersbe who writes, “Was [Jesus] speaking about Himself? I don’t think so; I think He was talking about John.”


But what do these two brief statements mean: “Dear woman, here is your son,” and to John, “Here is your mother”? Going back to the time between the testaments, similar language was used in connection with betrothal (see Tobit 7:12) and thus seems to signal some change of relationship.
 This was, in fact, a familial commission for John to take care of Mary in the place of Jesus. Swindoll explains,

What Jesus says, in effect, is, “John, I charge you to adopt this woman as your mother. You are to take her into your home and into your life. That means you are to love her and care for her as I would, were I to continue to live. She is to become as precious and dear to you as she has been to Me.”


In His dying moments, Jesus did not forget His responsibility as Mary’s oldest son. Scholars agree that by this time Mary’s husband Joseph had already died (since he is never mentioned during Jesus’ earthly ministry). A primary responsibility which Jewish custom included in “honoring one’s father and mother” was providing for them in their old age. Jesus’ mother is probably in her mid to late forties, is probably a widow and lives in a society where women rarely earned much income; she is therefore officially especially dependent on her eldest son, Jesus.
 Now that He is dying, Jesus takes steps to insure that she would be taken care of.


Why, we might wonder, did Jesus not assign His mother to one of his half-brothers, the sons of Mary and Joseph?  F. F. Bruce points out, “The brothers of Jesus were still too unsympathetic to him to be entrusted with her care in this sad hour; in any case, they may not have been in Jerusalem at the time.”
 While they would later come to faith in Christ after His resurrection, at this time they would not have been appropriate candidates for the job.


Looking back on this occasion from our vantage point, we can see the tremendous honor bestowed upon John here. Jesus has enough trust in him to ask that he would take care of His own mother. That’s quite a compliment! 


But it was also quite a risk at that moment. Jesus was being executed as an enemy of the state—both the Jewish and Roman authorities deemed Him as such. To be numbered as one of His followers could be interpreted as complicity in His crimes; to be charged with the care of His mother would implicate him even more. And remember, no one (except for Jesus Himself) had any inkling that He would rise from the dead come Sunday morning. For all they knew, this was the end of the line for Jesus.


John could have very easily rationalized, “Hey, this isn’t my problem. Let one of her other sons take care of her—I don’t want to be bothered!” But he did not respond this way. Instead he records in verse 27, “From that time on, this disciple took her into his home.” Literally the Greek reads, “from that hour.”
 One commentary notes,

Apparently John removed Mary from the scene at once and took her to his home in Jerusalem. There could not have been time to go to Galilee, for the writer resumes his narrative at the close of the Crucifixion. His temporary absence may account for the omission of some of the details found in the Synoptics, including Jesus’ dialogue with the criminals who were crucified with him. Mary must have remained in Jerusalem for a time since she was present at the session of prayer that preceded Pentecost.
 


From that point on, Mary is never again mentioned in the New Testament. Later in his life and ministry, after some missionary journeys, John settled in the city of Ephesus. William McBirnie writes in his book, The Search for the Twelve Apostles,
While living in Ephesus it is believed that John had with him Mary, the mother of Jesus, for a few years. Nicephonis in the Ecclesiastical History, II, 2, says John stayed in Jerusalem and cared for Mary like a son until the day of her death. However, this is a tradi​tion which has less weight than the one which says that Mary was taken to Ephesus and died there. The matter would not be important except that there are two places of her death shown to this day. There is a tomb in Jerusalem, and in Ephesus the “House of St. Mary.” Though the tomb in Ephesus has not been found, the weight of archaeology seems to indicate that it was once there. Several guide books obtainable at the ruins of ancient Ephesus indicate that this is the case. 


John, therefore, fulfilled the familial commission given to him by Jesus from the cross. He was unafraid to be numbered as one of Jesus’ disciples, and he was unselfish enough to care for Mary for the remainder of her days on earth. 


Three people gathered at the foot of the cross at Calvary. Three profiles in courage demonstrate the fearless commitment, the faithful compassion, and the familial commission in those final moments of our Savior’s earthly life. Three examples we can emulate in our own lives when the opportunity to show courage arises.


At the end of the book Profiles in Courage Kennedy concluded,

To be courageous…requires no exceptional qualifications, no magic formula, no special combination of time, place, and circumstance. It is an opportunity that sooner or later is presented to us all.


For the citizen, courage is encouraged; for the Christian, courage is essential. Jesus taught in Luke 9:62, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” In a world where comfort and convenience is paramount, Jesus is looking for courage and commitment regardless of the consequences.

If you and I had been in Jerusalem that Passover afternoon when Jesus was crucified, I wonder how near the cross we would have stood. It is one thing to sing, “Jesus, keep me near the cross,” and it is quite another thing to actually stay near the cross. The four Roman soldiers were there, but they were there because of duty. The four women were there, with the Apostle John; but they were not there because of duty. They were there out of devotion; they loved the Lord Jesus.
We use the phrase “near the cross” quite often. It has become one of our evangelical clichés. We’ve prayed, “O Lord, keep me near the cross,” and we sing about standing near the cross. What does it really mean to be near the cross of Jesus?

Obviously we are not talking about literal ge​ography. The cross is gone, and you and I are not able to go outside the city wall of Jerusalem and stand near the cross. We are talking about a spiri​tual position; we are talking about a special relation​ship to Jesus Christ….

When we come to the cross through faith in Jesus Christ, we cannot run away, we cannot hide. We must stand there identified with Him in the fellowship of His sufferings. Then we must go away to do the work He has called us to do.


May each of us be a “profile in courage” on behalf of our Lord Jesus Christ to the world around us.
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