Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross #6

“A Word of Accomplishment”

John 19:30


As we near the conclusion of our series, “Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross,” we face a bit of a dilemma regarding the final two statements of our Lord. None of the four Gospels record all seven statements, with Luke and John reporting two different phrases being uttered just before Jesus died. I must admit, I went back and forth between the two as to the order to address them. 

Here is how the four Gospels chronicle the death of Jesus:

· Matthew 27:50, “And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit.”
· Mark 15:37, “With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last.”
· Luke 23:46, “Jesus called out with a loud voice, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.’ When he had said this, he breathed his last.”
· John 19:30, “When he had received the drink, Jesus said, ‘It is finished.’ With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.”
Matthew, Mark, and Luke all refer to the loudness of Jesus’ voice, whereas John does not mention His tone when He spoke. But Matthew, Mark, and John all agree that Jesus was given a drink just prior to His loud cry, leading many scholars to conclude that the loud cry was, “It is finished,”
 followed by the statement Luke records, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” Thus we will take these words in this order, considering John 19:30 this week and Luke 23:46 next Sunday. 

John Stott writes concerning this text,

One could perhaps claim that the words of the sixth cry (“It is finished”) are the most momentous ever spoken. Already in anticipation Jesus had claimed that he had completed the work he had come into the world to do (John 17:4). So next he makes a public declaration of it. His cry is not the despairing groan of one who is dying in resignation and defeat. It is a shout, according to Matthew and Mark, uttered “in a loud voice” (Matt. 27:50), proclaiming a resounding victory.


I don’t know about you, but I often struggle with getting things finished. Oh, I can start numerous projects…I just don’t always get them done! My desk is an unfortunate testimony to that fact. But when I do actually complete an endeavor—regardless of size or consequence—there is a tremendous feeling of accomplishment. In the same way, this brief statement of Jesus forms a word of accomplishment concerning His entire earthly mission.

A Familiar Word


Just as the fifth statement, “I thirst,” comes from one word in the original language, so this statement comes from a single term in the Greek: tetelestai. The word is unfamiliar to us, but as Warren Wiersbe demonstrates, it was used by various people in everyday life in those days.


The first sense that the word was used was that of a servant stating, “It is performed.” A master would tell his servant to go do something, and when the servant had completed the task, he would come back and say, “Tetelestai—I have finished the work that you gave me to do.” The Lord Jesus Christ was God’s suffering ser​vant. Philippians 2:7 informs us that Jesus Christ came as a servant. He did not come as a sovereign but as a servant, not as a ruler but as a slave. The Lord Jesus Christ had a mission to accomplish. He said in John 17:4, “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.” 

What was that mission? John the Baptist identified it when he said of Jesus, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29).  Later Jesus said of Himself, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).  In the Garden of Gethsemane Jesus spoke of this assignment as a cup, when He prayed to the Father, “Take away this cup of suffering. But do what you want, not what I want.” Now, on the cross, Jesus “drank the cup”—He accomplished His God-given mission.
  He didn’t just sip it; He drained it, down to its last, bitter dregs.
 The task has been performed.

Another way in which this Greek word was used was in a religious setting. At the Temple, priests used this word. The Jewish people had to bring their sacri​fices to the priest to be examined, because it was against the law to offer an imperfect sacrifice at the altar of God. After the priest had examined the sacrifice, he would say, “It is perfect.”


Jesus was the perfect sacrifice, even as the animal brought to the Temple had to be without spot or blemish. Only a perfect man could provide this perfect sacrifice, as the author of Hebrews points out,

Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness. This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people… Now there have been many of those priests, since death prevented them from continuing in office; but because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them. Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself (Hebrews 5:1-3; 7:23-27).


Do you see the contrast? The Jewish priests had to offer sacrifices for their own sins before they could offer sacrifices for the sins of the people. But Jesus, who is described here as “holy, blameless, and pure,” did not have to sacrifice for His own sins—He never sinned—so His sacrifice could be put to the account of others. As Paul put it, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21).  When Jesus said, “It is finished,” He spoke of His sacrifice for sin as being perfect.


A third sense in which tetelestai was used in the ancient world was by merchants to mean, “It is paid.”  Receipts have been found by archaeologists with this word written across them, meaning “paid in full.” Wiersbe suggests that this is “perhaps the most meaningful meaning of tetelestai.”
  This leads to the fact that the death of Jesus was…

A Finished Work


Tetelestai was indeed a word of accomplishment. As Leon Morris comments,

Jesus died with the cry of the Victor on his lips. This is not the moan of the defeated, nor the sigh of patient resignation. It is the triumphant recognition that he has now fully accomplished the work that he came to do.


Even the tense of the original word is significant. The Greek verb is in the perfect tense, indicating an achievement with lasting results. It might be rendered, “It has been and remains forever ac​complished.”
  We might use the phrase, “Once and for all,” and that would be a very accurate phrase. It would also be a very biblical phrase, particularly from the book of Hebrews:

Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself (Hebrews 7:27).

He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption (Hebrews 9:12).

But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself. Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him (Hebrews 9:26-28).

The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities themselves. For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship. If it could, would they not have stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins. But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins… [But] we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy. The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this. First he says: “This is the covenant I will make with them after that time, says the Lord. I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds.” Then he adds: “Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more.” And where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sin (Hebrews 10:1-4; 10-18).


Did you catch the repeated theme? “Once for all…once for all…once for all.” It doesn’t have to be repeated; the work has been completed. Because Christ has finished the work of sin bearing, there is nothing left for us to do, or even to contribute.
 As John MacArthur notes,

Biblical Christianity alone is the religion of divine accomplishment. Other religions say, “Do this.” Christianity says, “It is done.” Other religions require that the devout person supply some kind of merit to atone for sin, appease deity, or otherwise attain the goal of acceptability. Scripture says Christ’s merit is supplied on behalf of the believing sinner.


He goes on to add,

That is why nothing can be added to the work of Christ for salvation. No religious ritual—neither baptism, nor penance, nor any other human work—needs to be added to make His work effectual. No supplemental human works could ever augment or improve the atonement He purchased on the cross. The sinner is required to contribute nothing to earn forgiveness or a right standing with God; the merit of Christ alone is sufficient for our full salvation. Tetelestai! His atoning work is done. All of it. “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone should boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9).


Of course, this does not mean that everyone is saved automatically. God has required that we accept His gift by faith, committing our very lives to Him. As it has been put many times, “Salvation is free, but it is not cheap.” We are called to a life of obedience, of sacrifice, and of love for God and for others.


But none of those things can save us. We do not go to church, live a good life, try to obey God’s commands, and do good to others in order that we might be saved, but because we are saved.  This is clearly evidenced in completing the passage quoted by MacArthur from Ephesians two:

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do (Ephesians 2:8-10).

We are not saved by good works; we are saved for good works. We are saved by what Jesus did on the cross—and nothing can be added to that. When He declared, “It is finished!” that was it! 

· He offered Himself as a sacrifice, and it was perfect
· He gave His life as a ransom for our sin, and it was paid in full

· He had a mission to accomplish, and it was performed
All of that is wrapped up in that one Greek word, tetelestai—“It is finished!”

While we cannot add anything to what Jesus accomplished on the cross, perhaps we can draw an application for ourselves from this text. Jesus had a mission when He came to earth, and He completed that task. Before He ascended to Heaven, however, He left His followers with another mission, sometimes known as the Great Commission, as recorded in Matthew 28:18-20,

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.


Are we faithfully accomplishing our mission? It is true that we will never fully complete the work ourselves—we will leave work to be done to the next generation, unless the Lord comes back before then. But can we say, as Paul said in 2 Timothy 4:7, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith”? 


Maybe there is a relationship that needs to be mended. Perhaps there is someone we need to forgive, or to ask for their forgiveness. What about that neighbor, that coworker, that friend or family member that does not know Christ personally—what are we doing to communicate to them the love of our Savior? What about some good habit to develop (or a bad habit to break) in our personal lives so that we can become closer to the Lord and more like Him?  May we find, to some measure, the word of accomplishment for our own lives, even as Jesus did in His.
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