Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross #5

“A Word of Agony”

John 19:28


I have a confession to make.


I love preaching.


I love everything about preaching. The studying, the organizing, the writing, and the actual preaching: it ranks right up there as one of my favorite activities. I’ve been doing this (in one form or another) for about thirty years, and I still love the challenge and the rewards of studying and proclaiming God’s Word.


Through the years I have preached a lot of sermons, usually in series. I’ve preached through books of the Bible; through topics that run throughout Scripture; and through the lives of biblical characters. But I will admit, some sermons are more challenging than others.


This week’s sermon makes that list.


Over these past several weeks, we have considered Jesus’ last words from the cross, the seven short statements recorded in the four gospels that formed our Savior’s final utterances before He died. The first four messages in this series have been both enlightening and encouraging (I hope for you as much as it has been for me). Now our series takes us to John 19:28, which reads in the King James Version, “After this, Jesus knowing that all things were now accomplished, that the scripture might be fulfilled, saith, ‘I thirst.’”

That’s it. Two words. How are you supposed to come up with a three-point outline from two words? (I later discovered that these two English words actually translate one Greek word in the original text: diya/w, or dipsao.) Then I read from the pages of A. W. Pink, “‘I thirst.’ What a text for a sermon!”
  And, I confess, my initial reaction was…

Are you kidding???


Seriously, though, this brief word of agony coming from our Savior in the final moments of His life has great significance. And I don’t believe we have to stretch this text beyond logical limits with our imaginations in order to benefit from it; we can take it at face value. Max Lucado writes,

Lips cracked and mouth of cotton. Throat so dry he couldn’t swallow, and voice so hoarse he could scarcely speak. He is thirsty. To find the last time moisture touched these lips you need to rewind a dozen hours to the meal in the upper room. Since tasting that cup of wine, Jesus has been beaten, spat upon, bruised, and cut. He has been a cross-carrier and sin-bearer, and no liquid has salved his throat. He is thirsty.


This simple fact provides profound truth for our lives today.

The Reality of Physical Suffering


Jesus’ words speak first of the reality of physical suffering. It is in fact the only statement on the cross in which our Lord referred to His body and His physical suffering.
  Such a cry in this situation is completely understandable, since dehydration was a prominent feature in the torture of crucifixion.
 As Pink suggests,

That night and that day were hours into which an eternity was compressed. Yet during it all not a single word of murmuring passed his lips. There was no complaining, no begging for mercy. All his sufferings had been borne in majestic silence. Like a sheep dumb before her shearers, so he opened not his mouth. But now, at the end, his whole body wracked with pain, his mouth parched, he cries, “I thirst”. It was not an appeal for pity, nor a request for the alleviation of his sufferings; it gave expression to the intensity of the agonies he was undergoing.


In His thirst we see the true humanity of Christ. Although He was God incarnate, in His physical body, He experienced all the normal human limitations of real human flesh. And none was more vivid than this moment of agonizing thirst after hours of hanging on the cross. He suffered bodily to an extent few have ever suffered.


Why is this significant? At the time John wrote this gospel, there were false teachers called Gnostics who questioned the humanity of Jesus. They claimed that Christ was God but He wasn’t really human; He only appeared to be a man. Certainly this had to be in John’s mind as he writes very clearly about Jesus’ humanity, to reaffirm once again the fact that Jesus Christ was truly man as well as truly God.


The next verse records that a soldier soaked a sponge with sour wine (or vinegar) and put it to Jesus’ lips, and He drank the vinegar. This might seem confusing, since Matthew and Mark tell us that He refused a drink before the crucifixion (Matt. 27:34; Mark 15:23). But that drink was drugged wine, commonly given to victims as a mild sedative before they were fastened to the cross. This is what He refused to drink. It seems clear that Jesus wished to undergo his sufferings with a clear mind. But now that he is at the point of death he wants to say something that will be heard, so he calls for a drink to moisten his parched throat.
 (What He says next we will cover in the next two weeks.)
The reality of Jesus’ physical suffering means that He is able to empathize com​pletely with us, to identify with our pain and our need and our hurt.

The Recognition of Prophetic Scripture


A second truth emerging from these words is the recognition of prophetic Scripture. John writes in verse 28 that Jesus spoke these words “that the scripture might be fulfilled.”  This is a repeating theme throughout the life of Christ, dating back from His birth and leading right through to His death. Chuck Swindoll notes that over twenty Scriptures from the Old Testament were fulfilled in the last twenty-four hours of Jesus’ life on earth.
 


Last week we considered Jesus’ quotation of Psalm 22:1, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” These words may be an allusion to Psalm 22:15, where the sufferer says: “My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth.”
 In fact, if you consider the twenty-second psalm (which we have used for our scripture reading these past two weeks) you find an amazingly accurate depiction of a crucifixion, considering that crucifixion was not practiced for several hundred years after the psalm was written! Consider these parallels:

But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people. All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads: “He trusts in the Lord; let the Lord rescue him. Let him deliver him, since he delights in him” (Psa. 22:6-8).

I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint [typical for victims of crucifixion]. My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away within me.  My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; you lay me in the dust of death (Psa. 22:14-15).

Dogs have surrounded me; a band of evil men has encircled me, they have pierced my hands and my feet. I can count all my bones; people stare and gloat over me. They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing (Psa. 22:16-18). 

Another psalm that graphically predicted Jesus’ suffering was Psalm 69. In this psalm David writes, “I am worn out calling for help; my throat is parched. My eyes fail, looking for my God” (Psa. 69:3). Then, later in the Psalm, David depicts the scene at the cross and even predicts the response of the Roman soldier,

You know how I am scorned, disgraced and shamed; all my enemies are before you. Scorn has broken my heart and has left me helpless; I looked for sympathy, but there was none, for comforters, but I found none. They put gall in my food and gave me vinegar for my thirst (Psa. 69:19-21).


Incredible, isn’t it? Something you might find in Ripley’s Believe It or Not! But it is much more significant than piquing our curiosity. This demonstrates the absolute control God exercised over this situation. Nothing was beyond His sovereignty…even to the smallest detail. Every time we see those words, “that scripture might be fulfilled,” we should read, “God is in control.” And when we are going through the deepest, darkest days of our lives, that same truth should echo in our minds: “God is in control.”

The Realization of Personal Satisfaction


Finally, we see in these words of Jesus the realization of personal satisfaction. Throughout the Bible thirst is used as a symbol of man’s need for God. We read in Psalm 42:1-2, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God…”  God desires that emotional and spiritual emptiness will drive people to discover his grace. Thus he pleads in ﻿Isaiah 55:1–3﻿, “﻿Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters… Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost… Give ear and come to me; hear me, that your soul may live﻿.”
Notice that the thirst itself is not wrong; the problem is how people try to satiate this thirst. Thus Jeremiah speaks of Israel’s rejecting the best water available, a fresh water spring (the Lord), in favor of the low-quality water of a broken ﻿cistern﻿ (﻿idols﻿): “﻿My people have committed two sins: They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water﻿” (﻿Jer 2:13﻿).


Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they will be filled.” To the Samaritan woman at the well He said, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:13-14). Later, in John 7:37, Jesus proclaimed, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.” 


How ironic it is that He who satisfies our thirst Himself now experiences on the cross a ghastly thirst.
 As He takes on our sin, as He experiences for the first time in all eternity the separation from the Father, He endures a spiritual thirst that is every bit as real and every bit as agonizing as the physical dehydration from hanging on the cross.


The good news behind the words, “I thirst,” is this Jesus thirsted on the cross that we might never thirst again.
  In the last book of the Bible, Revelation, we read the following words:

“Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water” (Rev. 7:16-17). 

“It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life” (Rev. 21:6).
The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let him who hears say, “Come!” Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life (Rev. 22:17).

When Jesus hung on the cross, He took our sins and the penalty of our sins upon Himself. The physical suffering He experienced was real, from the scourging to the spikes driven through His wrists and feet to the dehydrating thirst near the very end. None of this was accidental; nearly every aspect of His sacrifice had been predicted in amazing detail centuries before. Even while enduring all the suffering and shame and scorn, Jesus remained resolutely in control. 


Why did He do it? He took the punishment that our sins deserved so that we would not have to. He died in our place. He was alienated from the Father in our place. He suffered the physical thirst of dehydration and the spiritual thirst of separation so that we would never thirst again.


If you find yourself today living an unsatisfying life—thirsting for purpose and significance—some to the One who offers living water and never thirst again.
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